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NOTE ON USING THIS BOOK

The Introduction defines the problem that the authors set out to address, that of appropriate Christian speaking in the light of the struggle and suffering that seem so widespread in the non-human creation. There follow in Chapter 2 four opening position papers – by Lloyd, Messer, Southgate and Sollereder – with a response by Paul Fiddes, who then indicates how he would address the problem.

Chapter 3 contains intensive interactions between those five authors as to commonalities and fault-lines between their positions. In this chapter in particular, there are a number of internal references directing the reader back to the scholar whose position is being engaged (e.g. when Southgate cites 3.2.1, he takes the reader back to the first part of the second section of Chapter 3, which is Neil Messer’s developed position).

The reader seeking an initial overview could glean this by reading the Introduction and Chapter 2. To appreciate the conversation to the full, however, would involve also reading Chapter 3, and following the internal references as described above.

Chapter 4 contains an ‘eagle’s eye’ view of the debate from the standpoint of a philosopher, Mark Wynn.

The Conclusion then offers an analysis of where the authors have been able to come together, where fault-lines have remained, and something of why. It also offers suggestions for further work.

The six of us commend the book to you both as a snapshot of a key debate within Christian discourse on the problem of suffering and as an example of live academic debate in action.

All biblical references are to the Anglicized version of the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise specified.




1

Introduction

Christopher Southgate

The purpose of this volume is to provide new insight into the problem for Christian theology of the violence, struggle and suffering within the non-human creation. Crudely put: how can Christians hold that a natural world ‘red in tooth and claw’ is the creation of a good and loving God? We do not seek to summarize the current state of the literature in the field; such a summary was published in mid-2023.1 Rather we seek to drill down into underlying theological issues from a range of angles, and thereby shed new light on the problem.

This is a book of intellectual dialogue and shared exploration. We offer four contrasting perspectives on this great question (Lloyd, Messer, Sollereder and Southgate). The four accounts differ in the extent to which they posit some form of resistance, in that non-human world, to the will and purpose of the Creator. We then engage more intensively with that theme of resistance, drawing on a fifth account (Fiddes), and evaluating its effectiveness in giving a plausible account of a natural world that contains both great beauty, complexity and ingenuity of adaptation, arising out of a long evolutionary history, and also competition and struggle that sometimes seem savage, vicious and ugly, and to give rise to significant creaturely suffering, as well as to huge levels of extinction.

It is important to be clear about that focus. We are not concerned here with the vital theological problem of the extent of the harms and suffering inflicted by human agents, nor with harms to human beings and communities occasioned by natural evils – either disasters or diseases – though it is possible that some of our conclusions may bear helpfully on these problems.2 What then are the ‘disvalues’, to use Holmes Rolston’s handy term,3 that complicate the task of speaking Christianly about the goodness of God in creation?

Our four initial accounts will differ somewhat as to the constituents of the problem we are exploring. Classically, Christian theology confesses God as creator of everything that exists ex nihilo,4 and each of our contributors starts from that position.5 That creates a presumption of divine responsibility for all that transpires in creation. One of our team, Neil Messer, has objected to the possibility that violence could be part of God’s purposes, and he also points to Jesus’ apparent rejection of disease, and occasionally also of death itself.6 In Messer’s opening essay (2.2.1) he identifies the problem as ‘pain, suffering, violence (including predation and parasitism), death, and species extinction’. Whereas Sollereder and I point out that pain is a very important physiological mechanism in complex species, so should not of itself be regarded as a theological problem. I also regard death, where it follows a fulfilled creaturely life, as an appropriate element in a creation affirmed by God as ‘very good’ (Gen. 1.31).

I agree with Messer however that suffering in the non-human creation, species extinction, and the extent of violence and struggle in nature constitute presumptive challenges to appropriate Christian speaking about the goodness and love of God. So we both need to note the critiques offered of those positions in the literature:

a) that non-human creatures are incapable of suffering;

b) that violence in nature is greatly overplayed;

c) that extinction is not of itself a disvalue.

The so-called neo-Cartesians deny the reality of suffering in non-human creatures. So Peter Harrison questions the existence of debilitating pain, or grief, in animals on the grounds that it would not have survived evolution by natural selection.7 This seems to me to ignore the possibility that such suffering might be a by-product of processes that were selected for as promoting the creature’s ability to avoid noxious stimuli (in the case of pain), or promoting their social cohesion (in the case of grief, for instance in elephants).8

Michael Murray, in a book that offers an important philosophical analysis of the possibilities for theodicy in relation to our problem, agrees with Harrison that without a memory of pain, a painful experience may not be a disvalue.9 This, however, is to miss the point that, in my view, the issue is not pain, but suffering. I suggest that suffering is best understood as intense and protracted pain, distress and/or fear among creatures, particularly when the creature senses that there is no chance of relief. Intractable pain and distress, for instance when an animal is trapped by a predator, suffering chronic infection by a parasite or experiencing starvation, do seem to present a difficulty for the Christian thinker articulating a belief in the benevolence of the creator God and the goodness of creation. Creatures may also experience a loss of flourishing, amounting to suffering, if they fail repeatedly in mating contests, or become cut off from members of their own species.

We need to be careful about how we apply this concept of suffering. Many creatures may lack the mechanisms to experience it. Jon Garvey holds that suffering is probably not nearly as extensive in the biological world as some nature films would suggest. He writes: ‘[W]e are left with only a tiny proportion (much less than 1 percent) of all living species that appear even theoretically capable of experiencing agony, or even significant suffering.’10

Even in some of the species where agony does occur as a result of predation, shock anaesthesia (resulting from the ‘short-circuiting’ of higher brain function in an acute response to trauma) may reduce its impact on the animal. Garvey accuses film-makers of promoting a sort of ‘nature porn’, by stressing the redness in tooth and claw of nature. It is hard, however, to avoid the conclusion that Garvey has over-minimized the ambiguities of God’s ‘very good’ creation. A recent nature documentary chronicled the starvation to death of two young lions who had become detached from their group. They called plaintively for help, and up ahead the pride were calling to them, but out of earshot. The camera crew, so far from seizing on nature porn, eventually found themselves unable to bear to continue filming what cannot but be thought of as a case of protracted suffering. And parasitism may cause very evident chronic distress in many larger animals. There is evidence that such chronic parasitism occurred in dinosaurs.11 And this chronic distress is presumably not ameliorated by shock anaesthesia.

Victoria Campbell has also argued that suffering is confined to a tiny proportion of species, and that where we might suppose it occurs, our anthropomorphic presuppositions are not borne out by the science.12 So while she rejects the neo-Cartesian position that non-human creatures cannot suffer, she argues that in practice in wild nature they do not. She invokes as evidence (a) shock anaesthesia (or in her terminology stress-induced analgesia) when prey are pursued; (b) lack in some creatures of pain detection; and (c) predators’ ability to detect diseased prey and single them out for attack. Campbell makes a valuable contribution by reminding us how difficult it is to know the experience of non-human creatures in wild nature. Also by directing our attention away from the drama of the violent chase towards subtler forms of creaturely distress such as disease and starvation. Nevertheless it is hard to avoid the conclusion that she has over-tidied the world of non-human creatures to suit her own theological purposes.

There are all too few monographs devoted to our subject of suffering in the evolutionary world.13 But in a recent book John R. Schneider evaluates the denial of creaturely suffering as follows: ‘the appearance of animal suffering is extremely strong’; those who work intimately with animals tend to have a strong sense of the reality of their capacity to suffer. And he questions ‘even if animals do exist subjectively in a continuous present tense … how does this mode of temporality reduce the moral badness of their pain?’.14

In respect of extinction, Ian McFarland notes that:

Death can certainly be experienced as a violation of life and so as a curse, but Scripture also can speak of a kind of death that is a life’s natural conclusion, in which an individual dies ‘old and full of days’ (Gen. 35:29; 1 Chr. 29:28; Job 42:17; cf. Gen. 25:8; Isa. 65:20). Insofar as extinction of a species is the analogue to the death of an individual creature, one might equally conceive of classes of creatures – trilobites or dinosaurs, say, both of which thrived for tens of millions of years before becoming extinct – as having experienced this sort of death.15


I am less clear on this. Some of the aspects of possible animal suffering – loss of reproductive opportunities, and social opportunities for flourishing – would apply to the last individuals of some species (the last of the ‘hobbit-like’ hominin Homo floresiensis for example). And extinction may result in loss of ecosystemic richness (in other species that cooperated with or depended on the species in question), though equally it may provide new opportunities, new niches. More generally, is not any extinction an irreversible loss of a whole way of being alive in God’s creation, and a loss of a particular song of creaturely praise to God?16 On balance I am inclined to agree with Messer that extinction over evolutionary time, the loss of so many ways of being alive, is a disvalue, an aspect of our problem.

We agree moreover that what has evolved on earth is a struggle-filled, competitive world in which competition often takes violent forms (the evolution of sabre-toothed predators being a particularly dramatic example17) and forms in which parasites drain the vitality of complex creatures, often leading to chronic illness and a lingering death.

Two scholars have recently questioned whether Darwinian evolution in itself intensifies the theodical problem of non-human suffering.18 The answer to this question may depend on exactly what is being attempted in a theodicy. For our team, John Schneider’s phrase ‘theistic sight’19 is a helpful indicator of what concerns the authors of this book. We are not concerned to prove the existence of God, or demonstrate the plausibility of a loving God to an atheist. Rather, looking at the Darwinian world ‘fully in the face’, as Schneider puts it, we want to ask whether the character of this world looks like one created, providentially cared for, redeemed and ultimately to be consummated by the Triune God confessed in the Scriptures and known in particular through Jesus Christ. If the Darwinian world does not look like such a world, why not? And what nuancing of understanding of God’s ways with the world would enable theistic sight to come more easily to Christians contemplating the natural world?

Although Slootweg may be correct that the whole range of forms of theodical argument in respect of natural evil had already been deployed before Darwin, and although Kojonen may have a point that a theodicy derived from Augustine may pertain alike to an evolved and a specially created world, Darwinian understandings do pose a particular problem for theistic seeing. To understand this, it is helpful to draw on an example offered by Holmes Rolston about the evolved reproductive strategy of the white pelican:

Females lay two eggs on open ground, the second about two days after the first, and parents by turns incubate them by wrapping a webbed foot over each egg. Few parents can raise two young; the earlier-hatched chick, more aggressive in grabbing food from its parent’s pouch, becomes progressively larger, attacking the smaller sibling, and the resulting abuse and starvation are the major cause of chick loss. So the second is reduced to a backup chick, surviving if the first is lost, or if the second is lucky. It has only one chance in ten of fledging. The second chick is often driven to the edge of the nest by its sibling, only to fall or wander out, whereupon it will not be allowed to return, seemingly unrecognized by its parents, a refusal that protects against adopting alien chicks and wasting parental care on unrelated genes.20


So the ‘insurance’ pelican chick typically lives a short life full of violence and starvation. Well, so much might have been observed before Darwin. But what the theory of evolution by natural selection shows us is that this strategy, to which struggle and suffering are intrinsic, is an effective one for the overall success of the species. The struggle and suffering seem a means to an end. Yes, as Kojonen points out, the suffering creature does not have this perception, but the theistic seer will necessarily be troubled by a sense that the Creator employed this sort of mechanism as a means to engender flourishing species. This is what I have called the teleological problem of evolutionary evil.21

So to return to Messer’s original list, ‘pain, suffering, violence (including predation and parasitism), death, and species extinction’, we may disagree about pain and death, but agree that violence, suffering, and extinction seem problematic for theistic seeing, especially when they seem to serve the development of values in creation.

All the contributors to this book exclude the possibility that it was the sin of human beings, those evolutionary latecomers, that occasioned the violence, struggle and suffering of the non-human world. Such an explanation, plausible in the ancient world, seems chronologically impossible in the many-million-year history of pre-human predation and disease revealed in the fossil record. That leaves, in our judgement, five good contenders for an adequate response to our problem. These are the positions that are summarized in the next two chapters.

To clarify her or his position, each contributor was asked to outline their theodicy by reference to five questions:

i) Is it appropriate to seek an originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, and if so, what is that originating cause?

ii) What is God’s relation, moment by moment, to the suffering of non-human creatures in the wild? (Co-suffering? Providential action?)

iii) What role does atonement play in your scheme?

iv) What role does eschatological life play in your scheme?

v) What do you yourself see as the particular strengths and weaknesses of your scheme, considered as theodicy?

Question (v) reinforces the exploratory, interactive character of the conversation that has led to this book. The first four questions help to make clear the exercise we are undertaking here. None of us is looking for a single, knock-down philosophical argument for the plausibility of the God of Christian theism in the face of atheist objectors. Each of us wants to see this problem as a theological puzzle, bearing on a range of doctrines in Christian theology – in particular creation, providence, atonement and eschatology. Messer does not want to offer a theodicy as such; Lloyd proposes an angelic-fall argument as a least-worst explanation of evolutionary evil. Sollereder and Southgate propose ‘compound theodicies’.22 We hope this survey, and the deeper interaction to which it leads, in conversation with the views of Paul Fiddes, will promote a deeper understanding of the underlying theological issues raised by the character of the non-human world. Finally, Mark Wynn offers a set of reflections designed to evaluate our conversation and propose areas for further work.

This unusual form of book evolved out of an initial colloquium at Regent’s Park College, Oxford, in April 2022, at which initial responses to the five questions listed above were given and discussed. It was the vigour and generativity of that initial conversation that convinced us that we ought to offer the fruit of our collective puzzling as a book. Much email exchange followed. A further meeting at Regent’s Park in July 2023 identified themes of resistance and creaturely freedom as key areas of continuity and discontinuity between the five emerging positions. Finally, a third meeting at Sarum College in June 2024 enabled further dialogue about points of convergence and ongoing divergence between our various positions, as well as resolving issues of structure and editing. I pay tribute to my fellow authors for the generosity of mind and spirit that preserved this ethos through much-sustained reflection (and some deep disagreements).
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2 

Initial position statements

Michael Lloyd, Neil Messer, Christopher Southgate, Bethany Sollereder and Paul S. Fiddes

In this chapter Lloyd, Messer, Southgate and Sollereder set out their initial positions, and Fiddes offers his response to these, followed by an initial outline of his own preferred position

2.1 Michael Lloyd

I respond to Southgate’s five initial questions in turn.

2.1.1 Is it appropriate to seek an originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, and if so, what is that originating cause?

I have elsewhere offered the following threefold taxonomy for Christian theological responses to the problem of evil: (i) those which see suffering as instrumental to the purposes of God, (ii) those which see suffering as inevitable within the purposes of God and (iii) those which see suffering as inimical to the purposes of God.1

Those who see suffering as instrumental to the purposes of God believe God to be the originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, but justify that willed causation with reference to the good(s) that come(s) from it – be it/they educational (e.g. Elphinstone), reformative (e.g. Stump), epistemological (e.g. Swinburne, Hick) or aesthetic (e.g. Augustine).2 This is the approach given narratival exposition in such works of fiction as George MacDonald’s At the Back of the North Wind (in which an angel is sent to sink a ship, because of the good effects that would flow from that event in the lives of those affected) and Thornton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey (in which a Franciscan friar investigates the death of five people as the result of the collapse of a rope bridge, and concludes that the apparent disaster was providentially appropriate and positive for the lives of all those involved).3

Those who see suffering as inevitable within the purposes of God (e.g. Farrer, Southgate)4 see God as the originating cause of creation, with the disvalues of the natural world being an inevitable characteristic of a physical system of systems. They posit that the only way in which God can create a physical world, with all the values contained in our world, is to create one in which the disvalues are an essential element. Unlike the instrumental view, they may see the consequences as being wholly negative – indeed, tragic and haemorrhaging of faith. However, for the inevitable view, God is justified in creating a physical world, despite the negative consequences, because of the values and the inevitability of the disvalues. These authors therefore tend not to shrink from presenting God as the originating cause of the disvalues.

Those who see suffering as inimical to the purposes of God see a creature or creatures as being the originating cause of disvalues in the natural world. The word ‘inimical’ is etymologically related to the word ‘enemy’ – reminiscent of Jesus’ parable5 in which the disruptive and disharmonious growth of the tares in the field is attributed not to any bad agricultural practice on the part of the farmer, nor to any defect in the soil or the ‘good’ seed, but to the work of an ‘enemy’. Transposed out of the narrative of the parable, this would seem to imply a non-divine originating cause for (what this view sees as) the invasive6 and injurious disharmony and disvalues of the natural world in its current and (this view would say) corrupted state.

There are difficulties with all three families of response.

The instrumental view faces (at least) apparent dissonance with the ministry of Jesus. For the Christian theologian, the events of the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus constitute a control on all that we may say about God. All theological speculation is accountable to what God did and said in the incarnate person of Jesus of Nazareth. The fact that, on every occasion in the ministry of Jesus when the gospels record Jesus as being in the presence of suffering or threat, they also record him as seeking to undo that suffering or defuse that threat seriously problematizes the claim that suffering and threat have any divinely desired sanction, function or raison d’être. If some of the disvalues are necessary for the values, then not only are those disvalues not really disvalues – despite what our every sympathetic and compassionate impulse cries out to us and every instinctive protest cries out from us – but the undoing of those disvalues (in the ministry of Jesus) is thereby diminishing the richness and the value of life. Any attempt at theodicy within a Christian framework needs to decide whether it sees the ministry of Jesus as the divine assault on suffering (with all the theodical implications of that), or as ultimately risking a constriction of life’s opportunities and potentiality, going against the grain of God’s good purposes for creation. Furthermore, the instrumental view needs to find a way of articulating the nature of the moral obligation for us to undo the causes of suffering or ameliorate the condition of the sufferer, given what this position believes about the divine ordination of that suffering and the divinely intended goods it enables.7

The inevitable view faces two main challenges. The first is to give some account of the impossibility of a harmonious and suffering-free physical creation that doesn’t sail too close to the Manichaean wind by asserting the essential intractability of matter. The second is how to offer the eschatological hope of a new heaven and a new earth, given that the foundational premise of the inevitable view is that a harmonious and suffering-free physical creation is not possible. An essentially Platonic eschatology, offering the hope of a renewed but disembodied existence in a non-physical realm, would be compatible with this premise, but would constitute a substantial departure from biblical eschatology.8

The inimical view faces the challenge of modern evolutionary science, which makes it impossible to see human rebellion as the originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, given the fact that suffering, disease, death and predation occurred for aeons before human beings evolved.9 Human beings, however, are not the only possible creaturely cause of disvalue. N.P. Williams posited the fall of the corporate (but unitary and personal) consciousness of a World Soul as the originating cause of disvalue in the natural world.10 Process theologians ascribe (varying degrees of) freedom to all existent entities, and posit that freedom has been used to reject God’s initial aim for the ‘actual occasions’ of which reality is made up.11 Dom Illtyd Trethowan, E.L. Mascall, C.S. Lewis, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Alvin Plantinga, Steven Davis, Gregory Boyd and I draw on the Jewish/Christian tradition of the fall of the angels, and suggest that, so inter-related are the different dimensions of reality, a deviation from the divine will in the spiritual dimension could have occasioned disruption of the intended harmony of the natural world.12 All who take the inimical view, however, are agreed that (a) the originating cause is not God; (b) the originating cause is the departure of a free creature or creatures from the will of God (necessitating a fall narrative of some sort); (c) that fall was utterly contrary to the will and purpose of God; (d) the resultant disharmony, conflict, suffering and frustration of sentient creatures are affronts to the love of God; (e) God works constantly to undo the damage, defuse the threat, and heal or assuage the suffering – indirectly through moving the hearts, wills and consciences of other creatures, and directly – and seminally – in the healing ministry of Jesus; (f) God will ultimately re-establish the peace that is an eternal and essential characteristic of the trinitarian nature and of the loving divine purposes for all creatures.13 God did not build suffering into the world, but will root it out.

2.1.2 What is God’s relation, moment by moment, to the suffering of non-human creatures in the wild (co-suffering? providential action?)

One of the motives of those who defend the impassibility of God is to police the border between the divine and the creaturely, to insist that God is other and to ensure that God cannot be warped out of divine shape (or into non-divine dependence) by unself-governed response to what is not God. I would posit, however, that a better way to police those borders is not to see God as the one who alone does not suffer, but to see God as the one who alone suffers in all suffering – in other words, to see God not as uniquely impassible, but as uniquely omnipassible. If the parable of the wheat and the tares has light to shed on the originating cause of disvalue, so the parable of the sheep and the goats14 has light to shed on God’s presence in all suffering. God is victim in all cases of cruelty, exclusion or neglect. He is unfed, unsheltered and unclothed in every failure to feed, shelter or clothe. On what basis might non-human creatures be excluded from such divine compassion, if, as Mother Julian saw, all things have their beginning and their lasting and their keptness by virtue of the fact that God loves them?15 If God loves every created thing, and if ‘love in the presence of suffering takes the form of compassion’,16 then it is difficult to see on what basis one might deny the suffering of God alongside, in and because of the suffering of non-human creatures.

But if God loves (and therefore suffers with) non-human creatures, if the disharmony, conflict, suffering and frustration of sentient creatures are affronts to the love of God, then why does God not use divine power to ameliorate or prevent that suffering? Is there no providential action, or are non-human creatures excluded from it? I suggest that there is indeed providential action and that it does indeed embrace the non-human (and inanimate) world, but that it takes a uniquely divine form. God helps every suffering creature, but does so as God, not as a fellow creature. As Austin Farrer reminds us, ‘God helps his animal creatures by being God to them.’17 The frequently made comment that God, by omitting to perform acts of suffering-prevention that a moderately moral human being would perform, demonstrates thereby either non-goodness or non-existence, fails to take into account the seriousness and irrevocability of human vice-regency. We are called to rule, and God, unlike a driving instructor, does not operate a dual control, whereby that rule may be wrested back from us whenever we deviate from some divine Highway Code. The words often (and probably wrongly) attributed to St Theresa of Avila, that ‘Christ has no body on earth now but yours, no hands but yours, no feet but yours’ is physically speaking correct. (Witness the difficulty in thinking of any divine act in Scripture which is not mediated in some way by creaturely agency.) The atheologian’s complaint that God’s neglect of acts of suffering-prevention which we would not neglect counts against such a God existing fails, therefore, to give sufficient weight to the decisiveness of the ascension, too. God’s self-restriction to divine activity and refusal to stand in for and supplant human activity arguably strengthens the significance, the seriousness and the necessity of our moral action.

 2.1.3 What role does atonement play in your scheme?

The atonement is both reconciliatory and revelatory. The Christological hymn in Colossians 1 (Col. 1.15-20) sees Christ as the agent of both creation and reconciliation, with the object of both being ‘all things’. The universal createdness of ‘all things’ is simply the definition of creational monotheism: the parallelism between the ‘all things’ of creation (v. 16) and the ‘all things’ of reconciliation (v. 20) is instructive, for the whole created order is thereby included within the scope, intent and effect of the atonement – including the natural order and indeed any spiritual realms (note ‘visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers’18). The atonement is therefore the divine means of undoing the unintended disorder with which creation groans as a result of creaturely deviation from the divine person and purpose. It is the divine means of restoring relational harmony between God and every existent reality, and therefore between every existent reality and every other.

The atonement is also revelatory. If ‘all things’ are the object of the atonement’s reconciling work, and if ‘[t]hose who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick’,19 then all things are revealed as currently ‘sick’. In other words, any disharmony within the created (dis)order is revealed to be outwith the divine purpose and contrary to the flourishing that God intends for creation – so contrary that, in the eschatological vision of the author of Colossians, as in Isaiah’s,20 the destructively competitive mode of existence will not stand. The atonement thus reveals that all things are intended to be in harmony with their maker and with all other beings. The atonement restores all things to that harmony that was always God’s intention. The atonement, in being the agent of universal restoration, thereby reveals the divine purpose to be universal harmony, and to have been so all along. This constitutes a significant challenge to any theodicy that has an intendedly constructive, fertile or necessary role for conflict within the plan and purpose of God. This, in turn, highlights the intrinsic centrality of the blessed and (literally) crucial role of being peacemakers, to which we are called in the beatitudes;21 for, by being faithful to that call, we point to the Peace by whom and to the peace for which we were created, and forward to the irrevocable re-establishment of that peace which the zeal of the Lord of hosts will accomplish.22

 2.1.4 What role does eschatological life play in your scheme?

When I was first ordained, Don Cupitt came to speak at the Portsmouth Theological Society, and it was this talk that began my lifelong struggle with issues of theodicy. His suggestion that we cannot now look forward to a final putting right of all things in the future, because we can no longer look back to a harmonious golden age in the past, helped me to see the interconnectedness of fall and eschatology.23 The connection seems to me to be God’s attitude to relational breakage and the suffering it occasions. If God is committed to the eradication of suffering (as the healing ministry of Jesus and the promise of a new creation in which mourning, crying and pain are no more would seem to suggest), then it is difficult to see how we can regard suffering as having been built in to the fabric and intended modus vivendi of creation without introducing a gnostic split within our conception of the person of God. (It is also hard to see how the trinitarian God could build relational breakage and exploitation into creation without inner contradiction.) I therefore set myself the task of seeing whether there is a possible doctrine of the fall that might enable us to speak coherently of God’s settled opposition to suffering, in the light of what we know from evolutionary biology.

But, more substantively, while I agree with Ivan Karamazov that the eventual putting right of all things would not justify the suffering of a single child,24 I equally do not believe that the whole project of creation could be deemed ‘worth it’ if it is not going to be put right – if God’s original intention of a world in loving and harmonious relationship with Himself and with itself is not ultimately achievable. It is hard to see how the project of creation could be fully affirmed without the ultimate removal of all that is ongoingly and fixedly causative of the disvalues, and the eternalization of the values in the love and purposes of God.

Any theodicy that stands any chance of enabling us to say what needs to be said theologically and pastorally will therefore need a fall and an eschatology that, like the atonement, are cosmic and universal in scope.

2.1.5 What do you yourself see as the particular strengths and weaknesses of your scheme, considered as theodicy?

I see the fall of the angels hypothesis as having four strengths in particular.

First, its straightforward attestation of the goodness of God. All the contributors to this book hold to the goodness of God, but the fall of the angels hypothesis is more unqualified in its proclamation of that goodness. Both the instrumental and inevitable views of the place of suffering within the purposes of God see God as the originating cause of all suffering-inducing disvalue, whereas the inimical view does not. In the inimical view, that which we experience as threat to well-being or meaning is not of God, is assaulted by God and will be eradicated by God. In his book on angels, Martin Israel rejects the angelic and human falls, and then begins the next chapter by saying that we need to qualify the statement that God is light and in Him there is no darkness at all.25 It is a telling progression of thought, revealing how the rejection of a doctrine of the fall will in some way compromise, or at the very least obscure, the Church’s proclamation of the goodness of God.

Second, its validation of protest. If God is not the originating cause of the disvalues, then to protest against suffering is always to protest with – and not against – God. The fall of the angels hypothesis is able to affirm unequivocally that God shares that sense of outrage and should-not-be-ness. Even where we cannot change suffering, loss or frustration, we must not dignify them with the status of normality or ontological rootedness.

Third, its Christological compatibility. The fall of the angels hypothesis fits comfortably with the healing ministry of Jesus, for what God assaulted in the healing ministry of Jesus would not have been given divine sanction in creation, nor would it have been divinely depended upon for any good within the outworkings of providence.

Fourth, its pastoral clarity. The fall of the angels hypothesis says clearly and unambiguously, to those who are suffering, that what they are going through is not the will or purpose of God. In pain and perplexity, it is all too easy to think that God is behind our suffering, and at the very time that we most need to know that God is with us, for us and on our side, we actually think of God as being the cause of our problem and our pain. The fall of the angels hypothesis enables us to say – again, uncomplicatedly – ‘No. Your suffering is part of the evil that free creatures have brought into the world, and God is against it, and for you.’

The weaknesses of which I am most painfully aware are twofold.

First, the difficulty of giving a coherent account of freedom. The fall of the angels tradition is perhaps most vulnerable to the question, ‘Why might the angels have fallen?,’ for to give an answer to that question risks making evil rational and giving it ontological purchase, and not giving an answer makes their fall seem arbitrary. Jacques Maritain has done some significant work in response to this problem,26 but more needs to be done. And while it is true that, to some extent, this is a problem that pertains to all conceptions of freedom, it remains disconcerting.

Second, the abuse of the concept of the demonic. The concept of the demonic is so abused that I am nervous about the potential and actual abuse of the concepts upon which I rely.

* * * * *

I have sought to articulate a theodicy that goes with the grain of instinctive human protest at suffering, and compassionate human action on behalf of the sufferer. I have attempted to reach towards a theodicy that refuses to justify suffering or to pay it the respect of allowing it any necessary contribution to make to any good, such that when the new creation is free from mourning, crying and pain, it will not thereby lack any richness or goodness or value. I am trying to give voice to my deep sense that the line should be drawn in such a way that God and the sufferer are on the same side of it, with suffering on the other side, for eschatological hope seems to me to require the ultimate extricability of good and evil, wheat and tare, value and disvalue.

2.2 Neil Messer

2.2.1 Is it appropriate to seek an originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, and if so, what is that originating cause?

To be as concrete as possible, the ‘disvalues in the natural world’ that I have particularly in mind are the following: pain, suffering, violence (including predation and parasitism), death, and species extinction, particularly as these affect non-human animals. While the language of ‘disvalues’ has been chosen to avoid begging questions of value-judgement about these things, my starting point is to regard them as evils: aspects of natural evil particularly associated with the process of biological evolution.27 In which case the first part of the opening question becomes: Is it appropriate to seek an originating cause of these (putative) natural evils? I am very much inclined to answer ‘No’, or at any rate to say that seeking an originating cause of these evils has significant theological dangers.

One danger is that it encourages us to do theology in rather speculative mode. Now this will not seem problematic to everyone, and some will argue that it is unavoidable in reflecting theologically on evolutionary disvalues.28 But in the theological perspective I am articulating, speculative theology will be regarded with suspicion to the extent that it is not firmly rooted in a response to the biblical witness to Jesus Christ. A second danger is that the quest for an originating cause looks like a project of explaining natural evil. As John Swinton and others have argued, it is all too easy for theodicies that seek to explain the presence of evil in the world to become attempts to justify it, when the proper Christian response to evil is instead to resist it.29 A related concern is that if we become too focused on seeking an originating cause of natural disvalues or evils, this may divert our attention away from the more pressing and important questions to ask about evil: What should we identify as evil, and why? What has God done, is God doing, and will God do to overcome evil? How are we called to respond to what God has done, is doing and will do?

To answer these questions, it is helpful – following Karl Barth’s example30 – to begin with the second: what God has done, is doing, and will do to overcome evil. Aspects of the answer will be spelled out slightly more fully below, but Christian faith confesses that what God has done is centred in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, in which evil has been decisively vanquished. What God is doing can be understood in terms of God’s providential and gracious engagement with the world, sustaining the creation in being and inviting its response to God’s loving and saving work. What God will do is summarized in the eschatological hope of a new heaven and new earth from which evil has been decisively and permanently excluded, in which ‘death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more’ (Rev. 21.4).

In light of this, we should identify as evil whatever is opposed and overcome in God’s creative, salvific, and transformative engagement with creation, centred in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. The text from Revelation just quoted, together with other New Testament texts such as 1 Cor. 15.20-28, suggest that pain, suffering, and death should be included in the list.31 While these texts refer particularly to human pain, suffering, and death, there are biblical and theological grounds for understanding God’s salvific and transformative purposes to extend to all God’s beloved creatures.32 Key Hebrew Bible texts like Gen. 1.29-30 and Isa. 11.6-9, read in the light of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, can be understood as teaching that predation and other forms of violence between animals (human or otherwise) do not correspond to God’s good creative purpose and will have no place in God’s promised good future.33

How then should we respond? In brief: in faith, worship, thanksgiving, and loving action in the world. The last of these is best understood as our response of gratitude to what God has done for all creation in Christ, and our effort to live, with God’s help, in the light of God’s promised good future and in ways that witness to that promise.

In light of all this, can anything be said about the origins or ‘originating cause’ of evil in the natural world? One way of thinking of evil that I have found helpful is Karl Barth’s formulation of ‘nothingness’ (das Nichtige).34 By ‘nothingness’, Barth does not mean ‘nothing’. Rather, he means what God rejected, or did not will, when God willed to create all things and declared them ‘very good’ (Gen. 1.31). As such, nothingness has a strange, paradoxical, negative kind of existence: it is the chaos, disorder, or annihilation which threatens God’s creation, to which God is implacably opposed, and which has been decisively overcome through the work of Christ. I have proposed in the past that aspects of the evolutionary process which are opposed to God’s good creative, salvific, and transformative purposes should be identified with nothingness.35

Is Barth’s doctrine of nothingness an explanation of evil’s ‘originating cause’? I doubt it, since he also emphasizes the fundamentally irrational and inexplicable character of evil.36 Nothingness is probably better understood as a way of thinking and speaking about evil in the light of God’s self-revelation in Christ. And this is as far as I am inclined to go in the direction of originating causes.

2.2.2 What is God’s relation, moment by moment, to the suffering of non-human creatures in the wild? (Co-suffering? Providential action?)

In my previous work on evolution and evil I have not addressed this question very fully. Certainly, one can say that God is always and everywhere present to all creation. In the light of what is revealed in Christ we can be confident that this divine presence is loving, compassionate, salvific, and transformative. Related to this is the question of divine providence. I would affirm God’s providential activity in relation to all creation, including suffering non-human animal creatures in the wild. However, this affirmation must be made with some care. As David Fergusson and others have argued, the classical doctrine of providence had significant problems, stemming in part from its Stoic inheritance.37 One of these problems was its tendency to insist that everything that happens in the world is in accordance with God’s (often inscrutable) will. Such an account would likely come into severe tension with the view of evil articulated above. Fergusson calls instead for a ‘chastened’ doctrine, more scripturally grounded and less tied to the classical doctrine’s Stoic roots.38 Such a doctrine would (inter alia) be trinitarian, associated not only with creation but also salvation and eschatology, and able to acknowledge that ‘[e]ven within the good creation there is also decay, disease, and cruel misfortune’.39 It would also, Fergusson suggests, call into question traditional understandings of divine aseity and impassibility.40 As such, it could open up a space for the recognition of God’s co-suffering with suffering creatures. While I have in the past been wary of talk of divine co-suffering, this is a theme that requires fuller attention in relation to my account of evolutionary disvalues.

2.2.3 What role does atonement play in your scheme?

In a strict sense I understand atonement as the reconciliation of humanity to God accomplished in the death and resurrection of Christ, overcoming the alienating effects of sin. Sin, of course, is one aspect of evil, but not the one with which we are first and foremost concerned in a discussion of evolutionary disvalues.41 However, if the meaning of ‘atonement’ is extended to include the reconciliation of all creation, the healing of the brokenness and distortion of creation caused by evil in all its aspects, and the creation’s re-orientation towards the fulfilment of God’s good purposes, then this is central to my account, as is clear from my response to the first question. As indicated earlier, I would affirm that the death and resurrection of Christ are God’s decisive act of overcoming evil in all its aspects, including what I have identified as the evils of the evolutionary process. The fact that in Christian confession, God’s decisive overcoming of the powers of evil is accomplished through the self-giving love of Jesus Christ, who ‘humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross’ (Phil. 2.8), also has a bearing on how we should envision eschatological hope for creation, which brings me to the next question.

2.2.4 What role does eschatological life play in your scheme?

Eschatological hope – hope of the promised fulfilment, in God’s good future, of the overcoming of evil revealed and inaugurated in the resurrection of Jesus – is central to my approach, as will be clear already from my answer to the first question. As I also suggested earlier, another core aspect of my approach is to ask how we are called to respond to what God has done, is doing, and will do to overcome evil. Eschatology therefore matters, not only because it helps us speak of God’s goodness in the face of evolutionary evils, but also because it guides our lived response here and now.

The content of our eschatological hope, particularly as it concerns non-human creatures, is inevitably sketchy and tentative. The biblical sources of Christian eschatology have little to say about the future of non-human animals. Yet they do offer hints and glimpses, and more can be said on the strength of core Christian convictions about God’s saving and transforming work in Christ. Our eschatology must include the hope, for all God’s creatures, that they will be brought to the perfect fulfilment of all that God means them to be, and that any suffering they have experienced will be permanently ended. It must also include the final banishment of all that we have learned, in response to revelation, to name as evil.

Earlier I suggested that Isa. 11.6-9 teaches us to include predation and similar forms of creaturely violence (including, I would say, parasitism) among the evils whose banishment we should hope for at the eschaton. It might be objected that Isaiah’s vision of lions eating straw like oxen makes no sense in the light of modern biology: that predation is essential to ‘lion-ness’, and something like it must have a place in eschatological life if lions are to be perfectly fulfilled. The same might also be said of parasitism if tapeworms are to achieve eschatological fulfilment, as Bethany Sollereder has suggested.42 But if God’s overcoming of evil is disclosed most fully in the self-giving love of Jesus, who suffered violence rather than inflict it, then it is hard to see how eternally validated forms of creaturely violence have any place in the life of the world to come. Texts like Isaiah 11, read through the lens of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, challenge us to be theologically imaginative enough to affirm the possibility that lion-ness – and indeed tapeworm-ness – can be fulfilled in ways that do not involve creaturely violence. We can have little or no idea what such an eschatological fulfilment would look like, and any attempt to imagine it in greater detail than Isaiah envisions would be highly speculative, but we have to allow that God is capable of bringing such a future to pass.

We are called to live here and now in the light of our eschatological hope and in ways that witness to it (though I am wary of going further and thinking of humans as ‘co-redeemers’ with God who assist in bringing about the fulfilment of that hope).43 If indeed violence between creatures will have no place in the world to come, living here and now in the light of that promise should include minimizing – though we can never completely eliminate – our part in the violence of this world. For example, for the many humans who do not need to consume animal protein in order to live healthy lives, this response might include vegetarianism or veganism.

2.2.5 What do you yourself see as the particular strengths and weaknesses of your scheme, considered as theodicy?

I am ambivalent about considering my approach as theodicy, in view of my earlier remarks about the dangers of attempting to explain and justify the presence of evil in the world. However, as a theological response to the problems of animal suffering, violence, death, and species extinction, I believe it has some strengths. It is framed as a response to God’s self-disclosure in Jesus Christ, which in one way or another must surely be the proper orientation of any Christian theological response. It attempts to take seriously the witness of Scripture. I believe it also takes the biological sciences seriously as a source of theological understanding; it forms part of a larger project of trying to understand as clearly as possible how much, and what, theology should be ready to learn from the natural sciences.44 And I believe it avoids problematic forms of God-talk to which much theodicy is prone.45

Some of the weaknesses that others find in my approach, I would not acknowledge as weaknesses.46 However, I do recognize various weaknesses in it. It is underdeveloped in various ways: for example, the question of divine co-suffering, as noted earlier. There is more to be said about how Christ’s death and resurrection overcome evolutionary evils. My approach runs some risk of cosmic dualism, not least because it does not identify any kind of temporal origin of evil, though I believe this risk can be avoided. Barth’s doctrine of nothingness (das Nichtige) is one way to do so, since it denies evil any existence in its own right (so to say). Yet the doctrine of nothingness is itself controversial and much-criticized.47 So my use of Barth’s account could itself be (at any rate) a vulnerability in my own account. In fact, I do not think my approach depends on Barth’s doctrine of nothingness. However, a recent defence of the latter by Matthias Wüthrich suggests that it does have ongoing value for this project and there may be further things to be learned from it in relation to evolutionary disvalues.48

2.3 Christopher Southgate

2.3.1 Is it appropriate to seek an originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, and if so, what is that originating cause?

Christian theology gives a range of accounts of creation,49 and classically it goes on to affirm God as the creator ex nihilo of all creaturely existents, which rely for their continued existence on divine providential sustaining.50 So I consider it altogether appropriate to postulate an originating cause for disvalues in the natural world, and indeed to suppose that the ultimate cause must be God. As I shall show as this account develops, this verdict may be complicated by assigning some secondary causation to spiritual powers (in turn necessarily the creations of God).

To respond to Messer’s concerns about an affirmative response to this initial question – is it appropriate?, I would say first that I do not adhere to an approach that suspects all theology that is ‘not firmly rooted in a response to the biblical witness to Jesus Christ’ (2.2.1). Indeed I suggest that Christian theology has been impoverished by not exploring questions of creation except as viewed through the lens of redemption. Another reservation of Messer’s is that attempts to explain evil become efforts to justify it, as opposed to resisting it.51 I am indeed aware of the danger of standing at a distance to theorize on harms and suffering that humans ought to address, or indeed to prevent. But what is in view here is a huge span of evolutionary time, and harms and suffering that are (by our definition of the problem) not the result of human actions. The character of the creation, as viewed with the aid of the natural sciences, seems to pose a problem for theistic seeing (see the Introduction). I hold that an appropriate action in response to this problem is indeed to puzzle away at it and explore what nuancing of theological positions might be possible and helpful to theistic seeing.

Having identified the originating cause of creaturely violence and suffering as being God the Creator, I amplify this in two ways. First, by recourse to an ‘only way’ argument. The basis of this in science was well articulated by Arthur Peacocke, as follows:

If the Creator intended the arrival in the cosmos of complex, reproducing structures that could think and be free – that is, self-conscious, free persons – was there not some other, less costly and painful way of bringing this about? Was that the only possible way? This is one of those unanswerable metaphysical questions in theodicy to which our only response has to be based on our understanding of the biological parameters … discerned by science to be operating in evolution. These indicate that there are inherent constraints on how even an omnipotent Creator could bring about the existence of a law-like creation that is to be a cosmos not a chaos, and thus an arena for the free action of self-conscious, reproducing complex entities and for the coming to be of the fecund variety of living organisms whose existence the Creator delights in.52


I would amend this only by emphasizing that God desired not only the emergence of freely choosing persons, but of living organisms of a great range of types, including and especially those manifesting beauty, complexity, ingenuity of adaptation, interdependence and the capacity to flourish. So both in Peacocke’s formulation and my own there is a presumptive teleology, God has purposes to be realized within creation. These purposes require life to manifest great increases in complexity over time. Classically, Darwinian theory does not presume such complexification, only adaptation to local environments which may be more or less conducive to various life-strategies. Nevertheless, in the only evolutionary history we know of, complexification has resulted, so it is reasonable to suppose that it was a goal of the God who created the process. I am picturing here a God who applies a certain subtle but ultimately irresistible pressure to the evolutionary process, such that it has a certain gentle overall bias, what Peacocke called a propensity,53 towards complexification – not detectable in any individual instance, but only by looking at the system as a whole, and over large time-spans.

Only-way arguments, then, have a scientific basis, in what amounts to a well-informed scientific guess, that there is no ‘less costly and painful’ way to bring about this sort of world. But there is also a theological aspect to the argument, namely the presumption that if a loving God could have found a less costly and painful way, such a God would have done so.

That may seem like an unwarrantable constraint on the powers of God. So the only-way theorist may have recourse to the scholastic concept of ‘relative necessity’. Given x, there must be y.54 It is possible that, given God’s decision to create physically embodied creatures in which could develop complexity, ingenuity of strategy, beauty, interdependence and the capacity to flourish, the evolutionary process with its concomitant disvalues was a necessity.

One great strength of the only-way argument is that it does not seek to dissect out the creation into elements God desired and those that arose in resistance to God. It acknowledges to the full that the same processes that gave rise to the values also gave rise to the disvalues. Although it has been much criticized55 it has a coherence and a plausibility to the scientific mind that is very attractive. Nevertheless it could not be complete as a theodicy in itself, because it does not address God’s care for the individual creature in its suffering. It is an argument at the level of systems. So I go on in what follows to develop other strands of a compound theodicy.

Recent reflection,56 however, has prompted me to seek to supplement the only-way argument, at the risk of undermining the coherence of my position. I have begun to wonder whether indeed the non-human creation does not manifest a certain resistance to the purposes of God, and whether that might be seen in the activities of parasites, cancers, and viruses. Parasitism may therefore be thought of as a kind of parody of interdependence. Cancers in a sense reverse the overall trend of evolution, feeding on the body’s complexity to make quantities of simple tumour tissue. Viruses may exhibit great ingenuity of evolutionary strategy. But they do not just manufacture simpler life at the expense of the more complex. They actually make something – more capsules of virus – that is not of itself alive, at the expense of whatever living thing functioned as its host. So that seems to me a good candidate for resistance to the Spirit of God, confessed in the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed as ‘the Lord, the giver of life’.

This is a very tentative addition to my only-way position. It complicates my basic assertion that the responsibility for creaturely disvalues lies with God alone, and if I had to renounce any element in my theodicy it would be this one. But if the resistance component is left in place, the further question arises as to what its underlying cause might be. So I have further postulated (though this is not essential to the ‘resistance’ postulate outlined above) that this counter-movement to the purposes of God might have an ultimate origin in a spiritual disaffection pre-dating the creation itself. I would not want to go far in asserting such a power. It cannot be a power comparable with that of the creator of all existents ex nihilo. But perhaps the consequences of some freely chosen angelic rebellion, in terms of a temptation of physical creatures towards resisting the direction of God’s creative will, can be seen on the margins of the evolving world. Perhaps those consequences might even extend to the apparently disproportionate viciousness57 of some animal strategies, such as coordinated murder, infanticide and rape in chimpanzees.

In such a view, God still bears the ultimate responsibility, but the origin of some disvalues lies in God’s decision to give spiritual forces the power to tempt created entities to resist God’s will.

2.3.2 What is God’s relation, moment by moment, to the suffering of non-human creatures in the wild? (Co-suffering? Providential action?)

As I have indicated elsewhere58 I regard a theology of providence as an underconsidered element in evolutionary theodicies. Perhaps only Sollereder of recent theorists has given this adequate space.59 She includes divine co-presence with the creature, divine lure to the creature to act for its own selving, the incarnation of the Christ understood as God’s joining creation by taking flesh as a creature, and God as the shaper of the meaning of events.

I consider that David Fergusson’s nuanced and ‘polyphonic’ approach to providence60 is a promising one. I am also influenced in respect of non-human suffering by the ‘not even once’ argument of Clayton and Knapp.61 A God of moral consistency is not to be pictured as rescuing an individual creature from the suffering that is an intrinsic part of nature, whether it be the insurance pelican chick, or the impala calf cornered by hyenas, or William Rowe’s famous ‘fawn in the fire’.62

But perhaps my postulate about creaturely resistance above may provide a window onto saying more about God’s providential activity within a natural order that God preserves and sustains, rather than micro-managing. Perhaps we might say that God allows all sorts of behaviours to develop, which include resistances to the divine will such as parasitism and viral infection, but in both cases these may over time turn out to serve God’s overall purposes. Parasites may develop into or revert to symbionts; viral genes may be absorbed into host genomes and may have beneficial properties in promoting genetic novelty. A protein of probable viral origin is essential to the development of the human placenta. These resistances that I am postulating do not ultimately prevail against what I postulated above, God’s subtle but ultimately irresistible pressure on the evolutionary process towards complexity, beauty, and interdependence. But the resistances may add to the burden of creaturely suffering already entailed by a world of evolutionary struggle.

I have also postulated,63 given the precarious nature of the history of life, that God may be thought of as protecting the possibilities of realizing God’s longer-term purposes for creation, by not allowing the total extinction of life in any of the great extinctions (or yet the extinction of the possibility of the evolution of modern Homo sapiens).

I turn now to the question of divine co-suffering. I regard this as a necessary counterpart to the only-way argument. God is in loving relationship with every creature, famously with ‘every sparrow that falls’ (Mt. 10.29). While recognizing Denis Edwards’ point that holding to divine impassibility ‘rules out fickleness, arbitrariness, and inconstancy, and all the emotions and passions unworthy of God’,64 I nevertheless side with Fiddes’ conviction that ‘God is always entering with sympathy into the lives of creatures. It is not only in the particular point in history of the cross of Jesus Christ that God makes a journey into human life and is changed by the experience’.65 And if into human life, then surely also into the life of every creature that suffers.

Karl Barth suggests that perhaps creation praises God most intensely in what he called its ‘shadowy side’. He writes:

For all we can tell, may not His creatures praise Him more mightily in humiliation than in exaltation, in need than in plenty, in fear than in joy, on the frontier of nothingness than when wholly orientated on God.66


For Barth, not only may we postulate that God is a companion in the creature’s suffering, but that the creator–creature relationship is actually intensified in suffering. The creature’s dependence on, pre-conscious awareness of, the source of its life, and the response of praise, is if Barth is right at its most intense in times of suffering. And God’s commitment to being present to the creature, which is always there, may perhaps develop a new intensity in these times.67 The question may be pressed: what difference does this intensity of relationship make to the creature? I offer the suggestion that ‘God’s suffering presence is just that, presence, of the most profoundly attentive and loving sort, a solidarity which at some deep level takes away the aloneness of the suffering creature’s experience’.68

2.3.3 What role does atonement play in your scheme?

Long ago a reviewer commented that an answer to this question was lacking in my scheme. And yet the Christ-event is of the first importance in my understanding, since it inaugurates the eschatological phase of God’s work. The God who creates an ambiguous world, in which disvalues arise alongside and necessarily in parallel with values, acts through the incarnation, passion and resurrection of Jesus to start the process of new creation, leading ultimately to the eschaton, in which ‘God will be all in all’ (1. Cor. 15.28). The last two thousand years of human history lie within this eschatological phase, in which (so I hold) the final consummation awaits humanity embracing its freedom in Christ, ‘the glorious liberty of the children of God’ (Rom. 8.21).

What more can we say about this action? Given that God is taken, in my scheme, to bear ultimate responsibility for the disvalues in creation, I am very attracted to the formulation, also to be found in the work of Frances Young,69 that God at the cross takes that responsibility by submitting, in the form of a creature, to suffering of a profound kind. This God, then, is not outside the realm of suffering, and is, to return to Fiddes’ formulation quoted above, ‘changed by the experience’.

That formulation I would like to develop much further. It does not by itself seem to me to deliver that sense of transformation of the possibilities of the world that is needed for the view of history I outlined above. But its application to the subsidiary element in my scheme – that creaturely resistance to God’s will stems ultimately from spiritual rebellion outside the frame of this physical universe – seems more promising. The ancient conviction that Christ effects, through his perfect self-sacrifice, a victory over such rebelling powers seems to accord with the inauguration of the phase in which creation will finally be liberated. It also accords with that very difficult New Testament verse, Col. 1.20. But it raises problems of its own, especially the question as to why in this suffering world we do not see more of the defeat of the powers. That returns me to my sense, hinted at above, that humans must claim their freedom for the transformed state of creation to start to be visible.

2.3.4 What role does eschatological life play in your scheme?

I share with John Wesley, in his sermon ‘The Great Deliverance’, the conviction that the suffering-free life of the eschaton must involve non-human creatures. He writes (drawing again on Rom. 8.19f.):

While his [God’s] creatures ‘travail together in pain,’ he knoweth all their pain, and is bringing them nearer and nearer to the birth, which shall be accomplished in its season. He seeth ‘the earnest expectation’ wherewith the whole animated creation ‘waiteth for’ that final ‘manifestation of the sons of God;’ in which ‘they themselves also shall be delivered’ (not by annihilation; annihilation is not deliverance) ‘from the’ present ‘bondage of corruption, into’ a measure of ‘the glorious liberty of the children of God’.70


I also note other Scriptural hints such as Isa. 11.6-9; 65.25, Eph. 1.10, and the general point that if human–nonhuman relationships are an important part of God’s initial creation, it seems hard to believe they could be absent from the consummated creation.

I regard Sollereder’s analysis71 of the range of possibilities for creaturely redemption as the most comprehensive and plausible scheme available. It seems to me much more coherent and persuasive than the purgatorial learning postulated by Dougherty,72 or yet the ‘martyr’ scheme offered by Schneider.73 And I am attracted to Sollereder’s suggestion that predator–prey relationships might be resurrected as a form of play, or sport.

2.3.5 What do you yourself see as the particular strengths and weaknesses of your scheme, considered as theodicy?

The strength of the only-way argument is its internal coherence, and ability to account for the ambiguity of the world. Its main weaknesses are first its postulate of a constraint on the power of God, and second its implicit willingness to accept struggle, violence and suffering as elements in God’s creative purposes.74 It can draw support from texts such as Ps. 104 and Job 38-41, texts that talk of God sustaining predators and scavengers. It has to regard Jesus’ own rejection of violence and disease as belonging to the eschatological phase of God’s ways with the world.

The strength of the ‘resistance’ component of the scheme, stemming ultimately from the tempting action of rebellious spiritual beings, is that it seems to provide for the character of natural evils we might find especially disturbing. And it breaks down any sharp division between the behaviour of resistant, sinning human beings and all other creatures. It does some justice to the Church’s experience over the centuries of evil powers going beyond the natural. But to include such a component in an only-way scheme risks jeopardizing the integrity of both types of scheme.

I am also aware that the components of my scheme addressing providence and atonement are in need of much further development and clarification.

I end with a last comment about theistic seeing (see Introduction). If our goal is to show that the character of this world looks like one created, providentially cared for, and redeemed by the triune God of the Christian confession, it will help to develop what in other writing I have called ‘three-lensed seeing’. I propose that:

[W]hat the not-yet-completely-redeemed world discloses of its creator, must be appropriated and understood in the context … of the gift – made possible by the character of the creation – of the Incarnate Christ and his self-surrender on the Cross … these two views in counterpoint are combined in a triptych with an eschatological perspective, the creation as it will be in its transformed state.75


In other words, theistic sight needs to look at events from this threefold perspective. Such a compound perspective, I suggest, makes much more feasible the sort of theodical exploration this book attempts.

2.4 Bethany Sollereder

My position can be summed up quite simply: apart from human sinfulness and its ongoing effects in environmental degradation and animal abuse, the natural world is unfallen. If we went to a time before human beings had evolved, we would find a world full of death, extinction, disease, (some) suffering and goodness. I do not consider any of the former realities to be signs of fallenness or to be contrary to God’s will – the problem only comes when they are combined with human sinfulness.

2.4.1 Is it appropriate to seek an originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, and if so, what is that originating cause?

I do not think there is an originating cause, but there might be originating causes. I do not think that looking for one particular, universal explanation for disvalues is either plausible or helpful. Given that change, I do think that it is appropriate to seek originating causes because looking into the causes of disvalues is part of the process of answering which disvalues we should seek to solve in this world, and which will only be brought to a proper conclusion in the New Creation.

For example, it is helpful to know that our capacity to feel pain is an evolved trait that is necessary for protecting our vulnerable and mobile bodies in a world full of potential threats to well-being. Without that understanding, eliminating the possibility of pain for humans might seem to be a compassionate recovery of God’s original intentions for creation. However, as the opioid crisis in the United States shows, eliminating people’s ability to feel pain can be hugely detrimental to their overall well-being. The divine promise that every tear will be wiped away, and there will be no more pain, remains an eschatological promise, not a potential pathway for life here on Earth.

However, it is not sufficient to stop there. Some disvalues are an evolutionary advantage, but other types of disvalues are not. While earthquakes and volcanoes are a good example of where a cost-benefit analysis would quite easily conclude that the liveable state of the world is better with occasional earthquakes than the lifeless world we would have without them, there are other disvalues where that advantage is not clear. An example might be the development of a particular parasite. This requires a different kind of explanation from the development of pain systems in the body (which ultimately protect the individual) and instead points to a freedom of creaturely agency, in which organisms can develop strategies of living that rely on others without contributing to their well-being.

Although parasitic relationships may seem like a clear disvalue, many parasitic relationships do eventually turn into mutualistic relationships. Ants and aphids are an interesting example. Some ants simply use the aphids to their own advantage, but do not protect or contribute to the well-being of the aphids, and even occasionally prey on the aphids themselves. Other species of ant protect and provide for the aphids, even moving their eggs into the underground ant nests to protect them. Meanwhile, the aphid Paracletus cimiciformis cheats on this protection – one form of the aphid mimics the shape and chemical signatures of ant larvae, and when workers innocently carry them into the brood nest and place them amongst the young, these aphids begin to feed on the ant larvae. While it might be tempting to see parasitism as a step on the trajectory towards mutualism, in fact, mutualistic relationships can move back into parasitic relationships. I think these relationships are a result of the free process of evolution, and not of either divine design or Satanic corruption.

A similar problem with looking for an originating cause is that the advantage or disvalue depends on whether one evaluates from an individual or a group perspective. A lack of predators may seem to be an advantage to individual prey animals, and yet, their full flourishing is often impeded by a lack of predation. This might be because food sources cannot cope with an unchecked prey population, or individually, it could be because where a predator would have brought a sick individual to a quick, relatively painless death (once one accounts for shock and adrenaline as anaesthetics). Without a predator, that creature could waste away for a longer period, multiplying the suffering they undergo by an exponential amount.

I come down to two different categories of originating causes of disvalue in the non-human world (this is setting aside, for now, any anthropogenic causes of harm).

The first is creaturely agency. While creatures do not possess moral freewill, many do possess behavioural plasticity or other forms of decision-making. Over time, the feedback between lifestyle and genetics means that what started as a decision becomes ingrained into biological necessity. Some creatures are born into strategies of survival that depend upon undue disvalues to other creatures – as is the case with many parasitic creatures. This argument is along the lines of John Polkinghorne’s ‘free process’ defence.76

The second originating cause is accident or contingency. A rock or a tree falling in a windstorm on a creature below, a genetic replication error leading to a painful congenital condition or a mutation in an inert virus so that it targets a new host (or targets a regular host in a new and deleterious way) are all examples of disvalue that are neither designed nor purposeful in themselves. There is no agency or activity present. It is simply a matter of conflict of goods. In this sense, the argument is Thomistic.77 Complexity can be added to this picture by accounting for various probabilities within the accidents and contingencies. Not all accidents are equally likely, and those probabilities interweave with the feedback from creaturely agency to produce what could look like (and might be) teleological ends.

There is another sense in which the absolute originating cause is God. God created a universe with these possibilities. I believe that it is God’s ‘very good’ world, and that none of these harms constitutes any kind of resistance to the divine will.

2.4.2 What is God’s relation, moment by moment, to the suffering of non-human creatures in the wild (co-suffering? providential action?)

I think there are three ways to describe God’s action in relation to the suffering of wild creatures: the gift of being, divine co-suffering and God’s meaning-making.

The gift of being: even in their capacity to suffer, the ability for creatures to exist is a continual gift of grace – a gift of being. Creatures are kept from the nihil of non-being by the continual creative activity of God. Suffering, while unpleasant, is not a curse or an accident. The ability to suffer is not inherent to life. Instead, it is a highly specialized evolved trait that has evolved along several lines independently because of its ability to protect and provide a good life for the sufferer.78 Most types of life on earth (bacteria, viruses, protists, plants) do not suffer. In the approximately 4-billion-year history of life on Earth, the ability to suffer only plausibly entered in the last 540 million years, and it did so because suffering is a key component to surviving and thriving as a mobile creature. The ability to suffer is an ongoing part of God’s gift of life on the earth. Along with the gift of being able to feel pain, we can see the self-protecting reactions of psychological systems – shock, repression, unconsciousness and even death – as part of God’s gift of being as well.

Divine co-suffering: God’s suffering with creatures is probably not a direct benefit to the non-human creature. We have no reason to believe that they are aware that God exists or that God might be suffering with them. As such, the comfort articulated by so many humans that the idea of God suffering on the cross or with them is not likely to be experienced by animals (I might be wrong on this – and would be glad to find out that they have some experience of divine company in their suffering, but in the absence of evidence, I would rather assume they do not have this comfort). God’s suffering, then, is more about the nature of God’s taking responsibility for the harms suffered by creatures, and about being a compassionate creator who does not volunteer others for deep suffering whilst staying untouched oneself. As in Vanstone’s poem, ‘Hymn to the Creator’

Thou art God, no monarch Thou,

Throned in easy state to reign.

Thou art God, Whose arms of Love,

Aching, spent, the world sustain79

God’s meaning-making: I do not think that the meaning of an event is inherent in the event itself as an isolated occurrence. Events that at one time we thought of as evil, we sometimes look back on as good. Similarly, people who have experienced something that seems good (like winning the lottery) can look back on it as the point where their lives were ruined. When disvalues and harms occur, I think part of God’s action is getting involved at the level of creating meaning. Future events could allow for the reinterpretation of that harm in a different light, and so God is persuading agents to make decisions that will enable harms to be meaningful. Indeed, the harm happening to this creature may form part of a meaning-making structure for some other creature, and that creature’s suffering for another’s and so on. Eleonore Stump’s idea of fractal levels of redemption80 in each event is the key interpretive move here. Ultimately, the hope is that each harm will be made meaningful by later events, in such a way that the creature who suffered would (if they could understand the connections) find it meaningful that they experienced those harms. It is possible that creatures will be given such understanding eschatologically. Part of the advantage is that at the time of a harm occurring, there may be no way to find a redemptive meaning in the occurrence. At the time of it happening, every measure might say ‘it would have been better had this not happened – this is altogether tragedy’. Yet, in the course of time, meaning may be added to that event in such a way that it becomes meaningful after all.

What is not included here is that God prevents or intervenes in lessening the suffering that creatures experience. By not including this, I am not saying that God cannot or never does lessen or prevent instances of severe suffering, only that I cannot say it is a regular way in which God acts.

2.4.3 What role does atonement play in your scheme?

As I do not think that the source of suffering in the non-human world is due to any kind of brokenness of the world, atonement has only an eschatological role if the current human treatment of animals is excluded. Eschatologically, the atonement functions as the ‘organizing pattern’ of the New Creation. It is also the pattern for how senseless suffering now will be made worthwhile in the end. Just as the innocent suffering of Christ was a tragedy, but its meaning changed forever on Easter Sunday, so the suffering of creatures will find a new meaning in the New Creation along the same pattern. If creation is ‘cruciform’, as Holmes Rolston III claims,81 then the New Creation will be Paschal-formed. I do not extend the notion of sin into the non-human animal world, so I do not think atonement has a place in justifying non-humans to God.

2.4.4 What role does eschatological life play in your scheme?

Eschatological life plays an important part. New life is part of the justification for the lack of flourishing that seems to pervade life on Earth, but more importantly, it is the fulfilment of God’s love. I do not think that eschatological life is a compensation scheme for those who have suffered unjustly. I hold to a bio-universalist view, with every creature who is given the initial gift of life also being able to join in the eternal life of God’s kingdom. I think the key question to ask in trying to answer the question ‘what will be redeemed?’ is simply the question ‘what does God love?’ As Col. 1.20 claims, ‘All things’ are redeemed, whether things in heaven or things on earth. I therefore reject the ideas that only animals with particular relationships to humans or only tokens or types of living creatures will find a place in the New Creation (as was argued, for example, by C.S. Lewis82).

I have also proposed that the debate around ‘how lion-ish does a lion need to be in heaven?’ can be approached through an analogy to sport. While Southgate has claimed that there may have to be hunting in heaven in order for the lion to remain sufficiently leonine,83 and Clough insists that all those instincts will be stripped away in the peaceable kingdom,84 I have suggested that hunting instincts might be able to be turned to new ends, just as sport takes the coordinated actions of group hunting and turns them towards playful ends. The lion remains leonine, and uses all its skill and strength and stealth, but its object is no longer the death of the antelope.85

2.4.5 What do you yourself see as the particular strengths and weaknesses of your scheme, considered as theodicy?

I think the strength of my view is its consistency across the types of disvalues we see in the world. The whole world is God’s good creation. Because I don’t make use of the idea of fallenness to explain the presence of disvalue in non-human creatures, I do not try to split hairs between which part of an act is unfallen and which part is not. Nor am I caught in the dilemma caused by Darwin’s insight that the harms and disvalues end up producing the beauties, skills, and values we desire. I can fully affirm with the Psalmist, ‘The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it, the world and all who live in it’ (Ps. 24.1).

As a view, my approach (and that of Southgate and Niels Henrik Gregersen,86 amongst others) is affirming of material existence. For me, this is unqualified except for the ways that human sinfulness exacerbates the suffering that life sometimes entails. I do not hold that the world is a frustrated creation, but rather I think it is boundaried by finitude in ways that are both positive and negative. For example, in this world we have death, but we also have reproduction. In the New Creation, the glimpses we are given of its bliss do not include the goods of reproduction.

My view also has a relatively clear view of ethics. Because predation is not a result of the fall or of Satanic corruption, meat-eating is not ethically wrong in and of itself. Given our environmental crisis, vegetarianism can clearly be a good ethical choice. However, meat-eating is not problematic in the sense that it represents some sort of departure from God’s original intentions for the world. Eschatological vegetarianism should be closely compared to eschatological celibacy: there is a strong strand of Christian believers who have embraced these practices, but it should not be considered a normative stance.

The weakness of my position is that it is not much of a theodicy. It is more of a description of a particular theology of creation than a justification of particular instances of suffering. It also depends heavily on the eschatological aspects of redemption. While I do think there is limited redemption for suffering in the here and now, there is often less redemption than we could hope for. Any system that is heavily weighted for eschatological redemption can be at risk of simply being wishful thinking.

Another weakness is that it depends on an open theist/process view of God, where God experiences time in a temporal manner. Whether this experience is voluntary or essential matters little to me, but it is important to my scheme that God does not have simple foreknowledge of the future, otherwise the meaning-making activity would be lost. An atemporal God would already know the final context of all suffering, and so could not create new meaning out of it. Most of those who take a more classical view of God would find my approach unacceptable.

2.5 Paul Fiddes

Reflection on the initial statements: Response and Resistance in the non-human world

2.5.1 Four position statements, two groups

The four papers presented so far fall into two general classes. Two of them (Southgate and Sollereder) affirm that the whole of the natural world, apart from humanity and the results of human intervention, runs in accord with the purposes of God as Creator. The other two (Lloyd and Messer) believe that there is significant deviation from God’s purposes in the natural world, apart from humanity. All four agree that there are ‘disvalues’ in creation, or aspects of the natural world that run counter to the values of life, or its proper flourishing, and that these disvalues include suffering in the non-human world.

However, there are differences within each of these groups, which make this collection of four position papers such a valuable sample of the large amount of literature now available on the question of animal suffering. In the first group, Southgate thinks that ‘disvalues’ do not disturb God’s purposes for life because their existence is the ‘only way’ that a good creator could have made a world with its own freedom and creativity, and with the potential to develop a complexity that includes not only freely choosing persons, but also a range of living organisms exhibiting beauty and ingenuity. He does make an exception for a limited number of instances in which created entities might be resisting God’s purposes (viruses, cancers and parasites), but his doctrine of providence means that – even before a future new creation – they do not ultimately prevail against God’s ‘subtle but irresistible pressure on the evolutionary process towards complexity and beauty’ (2.3.2). Sollereder does not appeal to this ‘only way’ argument; she simply insists that the natural world, as it is, is ‘very good’, and she allows for no presence of (non-human) ‘resistance’ at all. We might deduce from her argument that she does not wish to judge whether God could have created in other ways, but simply wants to affirm that the way in which God in fact has created has resulted in a good creation that exists in accord with God’s purposes, apart from human sin which appears at the end of a long evolutionary process.

In the second group, both Messer and Lloyd are clear that ‘disvalues’ are in fact natural evils, opposed to God’s original intention in creation, although only Lloyd names the natural world as ‘fallen’. Messer ostensibly avoids any explanation for the existence of these evils, since evil has a ‘fundamentally irrational and inexplicable character’ (2.2.1), but he suggests that they can be described with the help of Barth’s concept of ‘the nothing’.87 Lloyd, however, does identify an explanation: it lies in the fall of angelic beings away from God, whose deviation from the divine will in the spiritual dimension has disturbed the harmony of the whole material world because of the interrelation of different dimensions of reality.

We can tease out more of the differences between these four views, and especially between the two groupings, by focusing on the first two questions which Southgate has posed, namely: whether there is an originating cause of disvalues in the natural world, and what kind of relation there might be between God and suffering creatures (providence). I then wish to propose an alternative approach based on the idea of a pan-responsiveness and a partial resistance to the creative and redeeming presence of the triune God in the world.

2.5.2 An originating cause and an ongoing relation

Taking the ‘only way’ approach, Southgate consistently identifies God as the ‘ultimate cause’ of disvalues, since God is creator and sustainer of all creaturely existents, and there can be no other way to realize God’s purposes except through an evolutionary process with its ‘concomitant disvalues’. He underlines that an ongoing relation of divine co-suffering with creatures is a necessary counterpart to this rather stark picture. He does, however, recognize two ‘secondary causes’ of disvalues which complicate this simple scenario, ‘at the risk of undermining the coherence’ (2.3.1). The first is ‘a certain resistance to the purposes of God’ which he initially limits to the activities of ‘parasites, cancers and viruses’. He suggests, secondly, that the underlying cause of this resistance might be ‘a spiritual disaffection pre-dating the creation’ which he identifies as ‘some freely-chosen angelic rebellion’ whose consequences were a temptation of physical creatures towards resisting the direction of God’s creative will. While striking some unexpected notes in sympathy with Lloyd’s main thesis of an angelic fall, this proposal apparently differs from Lloyd in a number of ways: it only applies to a limited number of created entities rather than being an overall explanation of disvalues; it involves ‘temptation’ where Lloyd only proposes an ‘interrelation’; and Southgate does not think it is essential to the postulate of resistance. Envisaging this temptation to resistance on ‘the margins of the evolving world’ he then extends its scope (possibly) beyond parasites, cancers and viruses to the ‘disproportionate viciousness’ of some animal strategies of predation.

This latter point raises the question of whether Southgate’s strong scientific assertion that we cannot conceive of evolution without disvalues might be moderated into seeing God as the direct cause of only some disvalues of pain and suffering, which are absolutely necessary for development towards complexity, while ‘disproportionate suffering’ or ‘excessive suffering’ may be assigned to another immediate cause. Having dropped a hint, Southgate does not take this route, though I intend to pick it up later. We might also dispense with an angelic fall – as he concedes it is not a necessary component of creaturely resistance – and extend the principle of resistance more widely, as he begins to do with ‘disproportionate viciousness’. Southgate of course does not wish to go too far on this path, as it would undermine too deeply the ‘only way’ approach. He is able to reconcile a limited resistance with the ‘only way’ because in his doctrine of providence these resistant behaviours may over time turn out to serve God’s general purposes, and in any case they do not ultimately prevail over ‘God’s subtle but ultimately irresistible pressure on the evolutionary process’. They may, however, add, he suggests, to the burden of creaturely suffering already entailed by evolutionary struggle.

This picture of an ‘irresistible pressure’, despite temporary resistance, is certainly coherent with God’s being the originary cause of disvalues. It also gives a particular meaning to the word ‘lure’, which Southgate notes favourably as appearing in Sollereder’s account of providence published before her present paper.88 There she follows his formulation of a ‘divine lure to the creature to act for its own selving’, though she stresses that this self must not be understood as a mere species norm but the creature’s particular being. For Southgate, if there is an ‘irresistible pressure’, we must presume that the ‘lure’ is an irresistible attraction, not simply an invitation that may be declined; this is a somewhat different use of the word ‘lure’ from process thinking where the possibility of rejection or modification of God’s aim is in view, and it might indeed be thought to run counter to the natural meaning of the word. If the divine ‘lure’ were more invitational and less coercive, it would of course be in accord with a more widespread resistance than Southgate envisages: entities that are able freely to accept what is offered persuasively (divine aims that are directed towards fullness of life and the ‘thisness’ of the creature)89 would also be able to resist it. Since created beings can apparently, in Southgate’s view, resist the temptation of angelic beings, or there would be many more deviations from God’s purpose than he identifies, it seems surprising that they cannot resist the aims of God.

In her own position piece, Sollereder denies that there is a single ‘originary cause’ of disvalues, and instead identifies two main causes in the natural world, setting aside human harms. These are first creaturely agency, with which organisms develop ‘strategies of living’ that can entail disvalues; some of these disvalues might be an evolutionary advantage, such as the pain that is necessary for protecting vulnerable bodies, while in others, such as parasites, the advantage is ‘not so clear’ (2.4.1). She notes that parasitic relationships can develop into mutual ones of benefit to both parasite and host, but regards both as a result of the free process of evolution, not ‘of either divine design or Satanic corruption’. The second main cause is accident or contingency, in which there is ‘no agency or activity present’, whether of the creature or of God. Here she instances mutation in an inert virus so that it targets a new host; this is a disvalue that has no purpose in itself. She does recognize that there is another sense in which the absolute originating cause is God, but has nothing to say about an ‘irresistible pressure’ on the process, such as is entailed in Southgate’s picture. Rather, God is the final cause in creating a universe with the possibilities within it that play out in the two inner-creation causes she has described. Despite the disvalues that arise in the process, this is a very good world because God has made it, and no harms within it ‘constitute any kind of resistance to the divine will’ (2.4.1).

On its own, this account looks deistic rather than theistic, a scheme in which God creates the universe with all its possibilities and then stands back from it. However, she goes on to affirm an ongoing relation of God to a suffering world which entails a continual sustaining of the being of creatures, a divine co-suffering and God’s making of meaning out of events. In the third factor she comes closest to what she calls elsewhere a divine ‘lure’, but it is not here an attraction towards the development and complexity of organism. Rather, in accord with her development of two inner-worldly causes, it is an action ‘in getting involved at the level of creating meaning’. The meaning of an event of disvalue is not inherent in the event itself, but emerges as future events allow for its interpretation and reinterpretation: ‘[S]o God is persuading agents to make decisions that will enable harms to be meaningful’ (2.4.2). This is a splendid insight into the meaning of providence, but it raises the question: what is the nature of this persuasion? Is it irresistible or is it a genuine invitation? If it is not irresistible then the possibility of resisting God’s purpose to make meaning must surely arise, and this would be precisely the ‘resistance to the divine will’ that she has already ruled out.

Given what Sollereder has written elsewhere about the divine lure of creatures towards their ‘selving’, we might presume that she is not confining God’s action in the world to the making of meaning. She does say that meaning-making is ‘part of God’s action’, and she may in this paper simply have decided to concentrate on only some aspects of God’s presence in the world. Those she has selected certainly accord with the opening section of her piece. But, if she still does have room for a divine lure of creatures towards being their own, particular selves then – as with Southgate – we need to ask about the nature of the ‘lure’ or the ‘persuasion’. In her book she writes about the divine ‘lure’ as a ‘divine invitation to self-transcendence’, and explains that creatures are ‘invited’ to conform to a ‘particular form offered out of God’s love for that particular creature’.90 While she is ostensibly commenting on Southgate, it is notable that he does not in fact use the word ‘invitation’ himself,91 while she does. Is what she calls in this piece the ‘persuasion to make decisions that will enable harms to be meaningful’ an invitation to do so, and if so, can it be refused? My view is that persuasion which is not coercive belongs together with a capacity to resist. Creatures that can be persuaded to follow God’s purpose can also fail to be persuaded. Sollereder herself allows for some kind of decision-making at different levels of creaturely agency, writing, ‘[w]hile creatures do not possess moral freewill, many do possess behavioural plasticity or other forms of decision making’, and over time, ‘what started as a decision becomes ingrained into biological necessity’ (2.4.1). She rules out any decision that would involve resistance to God, but the only reason for this seems to be the conviction that this would undermine the status of the world as ‘very good’. Suffering in the natural world is never an evil, but ‘a highly-specialised evolved trait with an ability to protect and provide a good life for the sufferer’ (2.4.2) It seems that she would disagree with Southgate that there is such a thing as ‘disproportionate viciousness’.

Turning to the second grouping, Michael Lloyd does not see the goodness of the natural world as incompatible with the presence of evil elements within it; good and evil are mixed together, like the wheat and the tares of Jesus’ parable. Presenting a threefold taxonomy for response to the problem of evil and suffering, he rejects views of suffering as either instrumental or inevitable, and regards all suffering as inimical to God’s purpose in creation: God opposes suffering as hostile to the divine purposes for creation, and works constantly to overcome the damage it causes to individual creatures and the harmony of creation. Useful though the taxonomy is, there may well be more overlap between the three views than he allows for. He rightly points out that in the ‘inevitable’ view (the ‘only way’) God must be the originating cause by making a creation in which disvalues are an essential element. He judges that in his own ‘inimical’ view, creatures and not God must be the originating cause of disvalues, and yet in this view too God is the creator of a world in which it is possible for creatures to promote disvalues, and so must surely be the ultimate – though not the immediate – cause. Further, an element of the instrumental view can be blended with the ‘inimical’ if only some suffering is seen as excessive or disproportionate to the process of growth and development among creatures; this is not, of course, a path Lloyd would want to take as (like Messer) he views all suffering, without exception, as a deviation from God’s purposes.

Lloyd proposes that the originary, creaturely, cause of suffering and other disvalues is an angelic fall from God which affects the natural world. He does list an alternative version of the ‘inimical’ view, in which the immediate cause of disvalues is the freedom possessed by all existent entities to accept or reject God’s initial aims for them. However, he recognizes in his main text only the ‘process theology’ form of this argument, in which the way that the relation between God and world is envisaged means that there can be no confidence that God will achieve a new creation and an objective transformation of a suffering physical creation. A footnote hints that it might be possible to frame the argument another way with a more satisfactory eschatology, and this is indeed what I intend to develop in this chapter by exploring the idea of resistance to God’s purpose at every level of creation. If it is possible to do this satisfactorily, then I suggest that it is a more economical solution than developing a scenario of an angelic fall with the problems that Lloyd himself generously indicates in his final section, namely an angelic fall only pushes the question of why freedom should result in a fall one stage backwards, and there is always the pastoral problem of the abuse of the concept of the demonic.

Lloyd lists four strengths of the ‘angels hypothesis’: that it attests to the goodness of God, that it validates protest against suffering, that it is compatible with the healing ministry of Jesus, and that it has the pastoral clarity of being able to say to a sufferer: ‘God is against suffering and for you.’ These are points that those who regard suffering as in accord with the purposes of God must grapple with, but they are equally supported by a view of the pan-responsiveness and widespread resistance of created beings to the lure of God. In considering the ongoing relation of God to sufferers, Lloyd strongly affirms the co-suffering of God, and suggests that we might understand the uniqueness of God to be that God alone is omni-passible, not impassible. Seeking to answer the question as to why God does not use divine power to ameliorate or prevent suffering, Lloyd suggests that the question assumes God acts in a way that has in fact been committed to human beings in their vice-regency in creation. Rather, the providential action of God which embraces the non-human and even inanimate world must take a ‘uniquely divine form’, but Lloyd does not suggest what that form might be, beyond the epithet that ‘God helps … by being God to them’ (Austin Farrer). Working out what that action might be would, I suggest, help to form a theology of response to God in all creation, and so also the phenomenon of resistance to God’s purposes.

Like Lloyd, Messer regards ‘disvalues’ in the natural world as evils, opposed to the purpose of God, and he helpfully lists pain, suffering, violence (including predation and parasitism), death and species extinction. Messer hints in a footnote (2.2.1, note 5) that we may have to adopt a more complex and ‘dialectical’ view of death in the light of all biblical texts, but does not attempt this in his main text, being content to reiterate a previous view that it is only the defeat of death by Christ that gives rise to any positive biblical view of death. This is certainly a point to which I will want to return. Lloyd also appears to include death among the disvalues opposed by God. Unlike Lloyd, however, Messer declines to identify any originating causes of natural evil at all, judging that a quest for causes may justify the existence of evil and divert attention away from asking what God is doing to overcome evil, prompting a cooperation with God in this divine activity. This, we may note, has been a consistent stance of liberation theology, in its suspicion of Western constructions of theodicy. It contrasts with Sollereder’s view that it is only by seeking originary causes that we will discern which disvalues we should seek to solve in this world, and which must await resolution in the new creation. In direct response to Messer, Southgate suggests that ‘puzzling away’ at the question of causation helps us to see the world theistically, which is not just speculative but practical in its implications.

Messer believes that Barth’s formulation of ‘nothingness’ (das Nichtige) may offer an alternative to seeking an ‘originating cause’ of evils. This concept of ‘disorder, chaos or annihilation’ which threatens God’s creation and to which God is implacably opposed is, he suggests, not a cause of disvalues, but provides a way of thinking about evil in the light of God’s self-revelation in Christ. The status of non-being in creation does indeed seem central to any attempt to talk about disvalues, as various strands of the Christian tradition have found over the years. Barth’s particular formulation does, however, have problems. Messer himself records that ‘he [Barth] means what God rejected, or did not will, when God willed to create all things and declared them “very good”’ (2.2.1). In an attempt to retain an absolute sovereignty of God and avoid dualism, Barth envisages God as bringing das Nichtige into existence by saying ‘no’ to it, thereby making God the originary cause of disvalues in a more direct sense than simply creating a universe in which disvalues can arise.92 This, of course, is discordant with Messer’s refusal to seek an originary cause (2.1.1). However, we should note that Messer is not wedded to Barth’s formulation but generally finds it ‘helpful’. In fact, Barth does not refer all suffering to das Nichtige, as Messer does: as Southgate points out, much suffering belongs to the ‘shadow-side’ of creation which is within God’s purposes and which provides opportunities for creatures to praise God ‘more mightily in humiliation than in exaltation’.93

Messer affirms an ongoing relation of God to all creation as a divine presence which is ‘loving, compassionate, salvific and transformative’ (2.2.2). He affirms David Fergusson’s call for a ‘chastened’ doctrine of providence in which everything that happens is not necessarily in accordance with God’s will.94 Southgate approves such a ‘chastened’ approach, but does not consider whether this might call for a re-thinking of a divine ‘irresistible pressure’ on the evolutionary process. Messer does not consider whether such an approach, together with the affirmation of God’s ‘activity in relation to all creation’, implies resistance to this activity. He does affirm that it means a co-suffering of God, agreeing with Fergusson that this calls into question traditional understandings of divine ‘aseity and impassibility’. It should be said here, however, that ‘aseity’ and ‘impassibility’ need not be paired together: God’s aseity, as the unique Reality which is solely ‘from itself’ and not indebted to any other reality for existence, need not entail being totally ‘unconditioned’ by any other reality and so impassible, though much Christian thinking has made this assumption. As Karl Barth proposes, a God who needs nothing else to exist may freely choose to be conditioned by those existents God has brought into being.95

Messer, like Southgate and Lloyd, refers to the relation of the ‘triune’ God to the world, but none offers an explanation of the difference between such a relation and that of simple monotheism.

2.5.3 The resistance to God in all creation

In commenting on the four papers I have already suggested that some of the loose ends I discern could be knitted up by a view of resistance to the creative purposes of God at all levels of creation, or – in Southgate’s case – by an extension of that view beyond his limited examples. This is an approach I have been developing over thirty-five years since 1988,96 as Southgate has observed in several places.97

I suggest that creation at every level has the capacity for both response and resistance to the influence of the triune God which is moving created beings towards flourishing and fulfilment. Like Barth’s das Nichtige this resistance stands in the tradition of evil as privatio boni,98 but the evil which emerges from a turning from the good is not a grand metaphysical power, but is located in every resistant entity; it is trans-individual through interaction between entities and so results in an accumulation of resistance. This is the non-being which is alien to God and God’s intentions for creation, though God is finally responsible by giving the good gift of freedom to creation to be self-creative, and so making it possible. The idea of ‘resistance’ here must be coupled with the metaphor of ‘drift’. Everything raised from nothing (ouk ōn) has the possibility of letting go of the Good and slipping back or drifting towards nothing; this falling back is a destructive non-being (mē ōn), and constitutes a resistance to God’s purposes.99 This is a complex response to God, entangled with accident, randomness and contingency, and only becoming free-will in personal beings, although it has a family-likeness to both freedom and sin in human beings who have emerged from the natural world. It constitutes what we can call ‘fallenness’, though it is not a one-point fall but characteristic of creation from its very inception.100

In different ways the four papers, as we have seen, envisage some kind of providential but non-coercive influence by God on the self-creation of created beings at all levels of the cosmos. Across the range of the papers it may be called ‘persuasion’, ‘offering possibilities’, ‘lure’, ‘protection’, ‘pressure’, ‘salvific and transformative presence’, ‘helping’ or ‘meaning-making’. Now, a positive activity of God implies some kind of responsiveness to God, and I argue that this, in turn, must imply the possibility of failure to respond.

My proposal of resistance does have similarities to the process idea of the capacity of every actual entity to refuse or modify the aim God offers to it, as well as to accept it. More fundamentally, I have learned from the process vision of God’s action as always being persuasive, rather than coercive. However, I do not want to be tied to a process in which every basic constituent part of the process of existence – an actual entity – is bi-polar with a mental as well as a physical pole.101 This may be called ‘panpsychism’ (‘all-mind’, or ‘mind everywhere’), although the recent advocates for panpsychism in philosophy of mind have largely distanced themselves from process philosophy since they want to affirm some minute fraction of consciousness in every particle. For process thought, consciousness only emerges through a building up of mentality into larger objects than entities. In recent philosophical panpsychism, the key reason for affirming the presence of mind throughout matter is to explain the presence of mind, subjectivity and consciousness in human experience. Stressing that there is no satisfactory theory of the ‘emergence’ of mind from matter, panpsychists conclude that mind must already be an element of matter. Every particle of matter includes qualia, or instances of subjective, conscious experience such as are expressed at the human level in perceiving sensations like colour or odour. While philosophers of mind, such as Thomas Nagel, Galen Strawson and Philip Goff,102 do not link panpsychism to theism, the theologian Joanna Leidenhag has recently argued that mind at every level of creation, including the quantum world, provides a ‘location’ or ‘metaphysical space’ for the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit.103

My own proposal may be called not panpsychism but ‘pan-responsiveness’. The strength of both versions of panpsychism – in process philosophy and recent philosophy of mind – is to find a continuity between human consciousness and matter as a whole, including both inanimate and animal life. I share that perspective, and I include a continuity between what we perceive as human sinfulness and disorder in the natural world. But I judge that it is not necessary to be so specific as to name this continuing aspect as ‘mind’, consciousness or subjectivity. Sufficient continuity between mind and matter can be discerned by recognizing the capacity to be responsive to other created beings and to God. Failure to respond to divine aims for the flourishing of life can include sheer randomness and contingency in a way that seems to be excluded by postulating ‘mind’. This idea of creaturely resistance is consistent with a ‘free process’ approach (in my own writing I have referred to an ‘extension of the free-will defence’ into the natural world);104 in fact ‘resistance’ or ‘slippage’ requires a process of freedom, but goes a step further. I am suggesting that this freedom can be felt as an impact on God.105

My approach of pan-responsiveness has some resonance with the thought of the physicist Carlo Rovelli, though he writes without theistic belief. He has argued that ‘twentieth-century physics has already vindicated a – very mild – form of panpsychism’, because of the relational aspect of physics, manifest in general relativity, and especially in quantum mechanics. He writes that ‘our basic understanding of the physical world is in terms of more or less complex systems that interact with one another and affect one another’.106 He acknowledges the truth of the intuition that subjective experience, the ‘first-person perspective’ must be compatible with physics, but believes this is satisfied by a world where physical systems – both simple and complex – ‘manifest themselves’ to other systems. Goff judges that this is not enough continuity between matter and mind to explain consciousness,107 but, as with all other panpsychists, he has to acknowledge a problem with continuity even in terms of consciousness: that is, how conscious experiences at a fundamental, quantum level can ‘combine’ to produce the unified experience of the human mind. Panpsychists have developed various theories to explain this, though none has as yet gained general consent,108 but Rovelli’s point is that there is sufficient continuity in ‘relations’, ‘interaction’ and ‘self-manifestation’ not to need a ‘strong’ form of panpsychism. While he does not use the word ‘responsiveness’, it is surely implied. Other useful language for this responsiveness includes the ‘plasticity’ of organisms mentioned by Sollereder, though she does not relate this to a theology of response and resistance.

Rovelli does not include a response to God within the response between systems, but I propose this is basic and universal. I see the influence of God on the growth of every created thing in an environmental way. In what might be called a ‘trinitarian panentheistic’ account, I suggest all created beings and all created matter dwell together in the environment of the triune God, where God is not understood as three subjects who have relations, but as three movements of relationship of love and justice which are more capacious and inexhaustible than any finite relations.109 Speaking of the triune persons as relations is an apophatic way of speaking, as it prevents any objectification of God; we cannot visualize three relations without subjects, even mentally, and so the only way we can know God is actively to participate in these relations. This is the significance of speaking about the ‘triune God’ and not just God, or the ‘Spirit’ of God as in Leidenhag’s proposal. Instead of mind as a ‘space’ for the Spirit (Leidenhag), all created things find their space in God. Their growth and development are thus shaped by their immersion into these interweaving movements, and their response and lack of response will take multiple forms. Resistance by created beings to God who has made room within God’s self for them to dwell will be felt by God as a suffering which is the pain of the cross, but – as von Balthasar has argued – the only place where beings can say ‘no’ to God is within the current of communication which God has established, that is in the relations which are characterized by ‘the Son’s all-embracing Yes to the Father, in the Spirit’.110 Since we are using the image of relations, we must of course also speak of this movement as being like a response of a daughter to a mother.

This response begins at the quantum level, and in the early history of the universe we might envisage a creator God luring on the quanta in hot gas clouds towards God’s aim of the flourishing of life and God’s communion with it, which would initially involve the formation of stars. When planets form from the dust of a star’s nebula, resistance to this divine influence (even through randomness) at a micro-level might mean that the conditions for the emergence of life would not in due time be present. There is no question here, however, of a star or a rocky planet as a unified object having the power to resist. As objects become complex, the macro-object as a whole will only be resistant if it has life, even in a rudimentary bacterial form. This building up of the capacity of response has resonance with the process view of the building up of a mental pole of an entity, or the panpsychist view of the combining of consciousness. Neither of these two views envisages that an inanimate object has an accumulation of either the mind or consciousness that exists at the micro-level.

Panpsychists argue that the presence and activity of mind do not need to be picked up by the observation of physics. Considering the quantum level, Goff writes that it is not ‘as though a particle has its physical properties – mass, spin and charge – and in addition certain consciousness properties’ but that ‘there is a more fundamental story about consciousness underlying the mathematical structures we get from physics’.111 He argues that the language of mathematics can predict what events will happen, but is not suitable for describing ‘the intrinsic nature of things’. Similarly, I suggest, the language of mathematics cannot define the process of response and resistance to God. Nor can it describe the divine agency of persuasion, and it is an error to put it into the same class as causation between created things. This does not imply a primary cause (God) altogether separate from secondary causes (in the world);112 God’s influence, and creaturely resistance within the environmental shaping of the Trinity, is inseparable from the causation identified by physics, while not identifiable with it.

The language of poetry can certainly express the reality of this process. The vision of the whole environment being in some way alive and responsive strikes chords with the biblical portrayal of God’s relationship to the natural world. According to the Old Testament, God makes covenant not only with human beings but with ‘every living creature – the birds, the cattle, the beasts of the earth’ (Gen. 9.8; cf. Hos. 2.18). Not only human beings but the world of nature, animate and inanimate, sings praise to Yahweh: the waves roar before him, the heavens pour forth speech, stars praise him, the trees of the fields clap their hands, the mountains burst into song as he comes to his world, and sea-monsters, wild animals and even ‘creeping things’ exalt him.113 In the New Testament, according to Paul in Rom. 8:19-22, the whole universe is ‘groaning as in childbirth’, waiting for God to set it free, with its destiny deeply bound up with the redemption of God’s human children, and hinting that its response is implicated in some way in the human response. Rowan Williams has commented on these texts that ‘the bare fact is that the material world speaks’, and he proposes ‘a material order in which there are agencies that we can only describe metaphorically as “seeking solutions” and producing innovative structures’.114

Though the language of physics and its collection of data are unsuitable for discerning response and resistance, there must nevertheless be a connection between the two dimensions. It must be possible to say something about the effect of resistance on empirical phenomena, and about the difference that acceptance of God’s aim might have made when there has been resistance or ‘slippage’ from the Good. For instance, if we find disorder and brokenness in creation then we must be claiming that the emergence of human beings from the natural world could have happened otherwise than the way that it actually has. Messer and Lloyd do not directly address this question, but they either imply that evolution would have been possible with no suffering, species extinction or death at all, or that some other process of development than evolution would have taken place. The first option seems to be stretching our scientific understanding of the processes of selection that are inevitably involved in evolutionary development. My own suggestion is that, had there been no – or less – resistance to God’s aim then evolution would not have included excessive or disproportionate suffering, though it would have included suffering proportionate to the needs of development; only some ‘disvalues’ are thus ‘evils’ in the sense of deviations from God’s intent. Only Southgate, however, has been willing to consider the distinction between proportionate and excessive suffering in the non-human creation.

Similarly, we might envisage in a non-resistant creation more cooperation between species and between members of species than appears to have been the case. The ‘Extended Evolutionary Synthesis’ (EES) claims that cooperation and mutuality were in fact more present in evolutionary development than a strictly Darwinian view of competitive survival envisages, though we should notice that EES accounts still contain an element of natural selection.115 We might take the view that cooperation would have been even more prominent had living things been less resistant to the divine influence towards complexity and finally personality. While Messer and Lloyd appear to believe that death is a natural evil, my approach would understand death itself as an essential component of growth and development as we know it in our world, and so within the intention of God as a natural horizon of life; however, death has become a different phenomenon through resistance to God’s purposes, now causing alienation, a waste of possibilities and loss of fulfilment – in short, the ‘last enemy’ of Paul’s description (1 Cor. 15:26).

The inevitable existence of proportionate suffering, competition and death, and the possibility of disproportionate suffering and a hostile death, means that the question posed by Dostoevsky’s character Ivan referred to by Lloyd is a pressing one: ‘[I]s the whole universe worth the tears of one tortured child?’116 or, less specifically orientated to human beings, ‘[I]s it all worth it’? This is why there can be no total theodicy: only faith can affirm that it is worth it in order to bring about personal relationships, beauty, human love and the fulfilment of a new creation.

Southgate’s second question about God’s relation to the suffering of non-human creatures contains a sub-question: what is the effect of a co-suffering God on every entity in creation? All four essayists have accepted some kind of divine passibility, though Messer does so cautiously, but none has ventured to suggest any effect of this suffering upon the non-human world, and two have explicitly denied it. For Sollereder it can have no effect since she only conceives benefit in terms of a human person’s feeling comforted by the awareness that God is also suffering. The point, she thinks, is that God is taking responsibility for harms suffered within a universe where they are inevitable, and that God suffers as an expression of God’s nature as a compassionate creator ‘who does not volunteer others for deep suffering while staying untouched oneself’ (2.4.2). Perhaps Southgate, as the other representative of the ‘inevitable’ group (using Lloyd’s taxonomy), has the same thought when he insists that divine co-suffering is a ‘necessary counterpart’ to the only-way argument. If, however, God is exerting loving persuasion to gain a positive response from all creatures and overcome resistance, it matters that this persuasion should come from a God who is deeply involved in the suffering of the creature and so finds new opportunities through experience to make this persuasion effective. Such persuasion will also be felt by the creature as empathetic in quality, even when there is no conscious awareness that God is suffering, and this will enable response. Since evil consists in resistance to God’s purpose in a multitude of ways, overcoming resistance through suffering love is in fact victory over evil.

There will nevertheless be a difference in God’s suffering compared with ours: God cannot be shattered or degraded by suffering. But then talk of a suffering God cannot be literal: along with all talk of God we are using analogy and metaphor and so there will be some disanalogy. The question is what language about God might be most appropriate to what we know of God and the world through our own experience (and revelation too, though there is no space here to explore this aspect), and I maintain that it is more appropriate to affirm that God is suffering than to deny it. But if we are using analogical language as appropriately as we can, I suggest that we also have to say that God only suffers if God suffers the impact of something alien or strange to God’s self; otherwise we are talking about a divine masochism. In suffering something happens to us. For God to suffer, something must happen to God, something alien to God’s self and God’s purpose must befall God.117 This is another reason for understanding natural evil (i.e. some but not all disvalues) to be no part of the divine intention for creation, but resulting from resistance to God.

2.5.4 Atonement and eschatology

The third question set by Southgate as the initiator of this discussion is about the role atonement plays in various schemes of God’s relation to a suffering world. His own answer in his paper is that God takes responsibility for the disvalues of creation in the cross, and that the Christ-event of incarnation, passion and resurrection starts the process of new creation. The question arises, however, as to what that inauguration might actually consist in, and here he suggests that it might be the victory of Christ over the rebellious spiritual powers that he has postulated might lie behind the limited resistances to God’s will in creation. But this itself raises the question as to how and where we might conceive of such an event happening: it looks suspiciously like a pictorial-mythological account of a triumph over evil that is felt to elude literal description. Southgate himself raises the problem as to why, in a suffering world, we do not see more evidence of this defeat of the powers. He is troubled by the need to express a sense of the ‘transformation of the possibilities of the world’, and can only in the end return to the obligation for human beings to ‘claim their freedom’, which appears to bypass atonement. Sollereder, who also believes that the universe is running in accord with God’s purpose, but does not find any non-human resistance to God at present, declares that the atonement only has an eschatological role outside the area of human life and human sin. It establishes an ‘organizing pattern’ which will, in the new creation, transform the present conflictual relationships between creatures into peaceful relationships. It also demonstrates that the suffering of creatures will find meaning in the new creation. This account, however, seems to privilege human beings as recipients of salvation here and now.

In the second group of papers (Lloyd and Messer), Lloyd strongly affirms by contrast that ‘the whole created order is included within the scope, intent and effect of the atonement’ (2.1.3), and suggests that the atonement itself is revelatory, showing us that there is in fact a disorder in creation that needs to be healed. He does not, however, venture any account of how the atonement might be the ‘divine means of undoing the unintended disorder’. Similarly, Messer affirms that atonement includes the reconciliation of all creation, and that the death and resurrection of Christ are ‘God’s decisive act of overcoming evil in all its aspects, including what I have identified as the evils of the evolutionary process’. But, like Lloyd, he offers no account of how the ‘self-giving love of Christ’ transforms the natural world.

But if we find a continual involvement of God in the natural world which is marked by persuasive love on God’s side, and by degrees of response or resistance on the other, we can say more about atonement here and now. Southgate approves my insight that through sharing in human suffering ‘God is changed by the experience’,118 but does not refer to my expansion of this thought. The objectivity of the atonement is that something changes for God – not, of course a change from wrath to love as in some ‘transactional’ accounts of atonement in which God’s justice is somehow satisfied, but a change in experience. Through the cross God journeys more deeply into the pain of the world than ever before, and so gains a depth of empathy which will have an effect on the matrix of love and response.119 We can say that a God who is always suffering with created beings gains through the cross a deeper entry into created life and a deeper immersion into its alienation and brokenness. This in turn creates change in creation, through an intensifying of the pressure of divine love which breaks down resistance and enables created beings to make a positive response to the aims of God.

Such a view does, of course, involve the notion of a God who has willingly consented to be immersed in time as well as space. Sollereder notes that her understanding that God ‘makes meaning’ for events implies that God experiences time and cannot have ‘simple foreknowledge’ of the future. Indeed, it can be argued that the very experience of suffering involves a movement from state to state and so temporality. This need not, however, mean that God experiences time exactly in the way that we do: God need not be broken by the passing of time as Augustine conceives of the tragic state of human personality,120 but may be harmonizing past, present and future as it flows in a way that we cannot.

None of the three position papers that affirm an effect of the resurrection of Jesus on the whole created world here and now offers any account of how this might be. We can only address this question by asking where the risen and transformed body of Christ might be. There can be no physical location ‘at the right hand of God’, which would require a vertically positioned heaven. Christ, I suggest, has risen into an embodiment not only in the Church but in the whole natural world, so that the life-pattern of Christ’s willing response to God is also embedded there to enable the response of all entities to God within the communion of the Trinity.121 A pattern of response is thus implanted within what Sollereder calls a ‘fractal mosaic’ of living beings.122

Southgate also asks what part eschatology plays in various schemes. All four position papers give it central importance, agreeing that God’s new creation must include non-human living beings. While only Sollereder explicitly states that her position is ‘bio-universalist’, ‘with every creature who is given the initial gift of life also being able to join in the eternal life of God’s kingdom’, the other three papers imply a similar conviction. Reasons given are that this transformed life justifies the lack of flourishing that seems to pervade life on earth, without offering a mere compensation scheme, and that it is the fulfilment of God’s loving purpose for every creature. Only the two papers that fall into the second grouping add that this new creation will ‘put right’ (Lloyd) the present disorder in the natural world and will banish ‘all we have learned to name as evil’ within it (Messer). On this I align myself with the second group. The four papers also all agree that there can be no predation or violence in the new creation. Although Southgate in earlier publications had written that there might have to be hunting there in order for the lion to be sufficiently ‘lion-ish’, he now confesses himself to be attracted by Sollereder’s proposal that predator–prey relationships might be resurrected as a form of play, or sport.

However, an issue not raised by any of the papers is how God will bring about the new creation. It seems consonant with the approach of Lloyd and Messer that God will act unilaterally to bring the present period of history to an end and to open up a new beginning of resurrection life, as neither paper regards the divine action generally as limited to persuasion. Perhaps Southgate’s picture of God as applying an ‘irresistible pressure’ to the evolutionary process can be extended to the coming of God’s kingdom in fullness, or perhaps he also has a unilateral act of God in view. Such an act of God seems out of kilter with Sollereder’s focus on God’s activity as sustaining existence, making meaning, and co-suffering. However, when she declares elsewhere that ‘at the end of history the level of eschatological creation is remade’,123 she implies that it is God doing the re-making. The vision of a new creation entirely fits with the approach of the first group, but it is not clear to me how it can come about within their picture of the relation between God and world. My own approach of an interaction between God’s persuasive love and creaturely response, including resistance, rules out any final unilateral act of God. One reason that Lloyd discounts the process account of persuasion is that it has an unsatisfactory eschatology; since all created entities have freedom to resist God, process theologians think that we can have no certainty that evil in the cosmos will finally be overcome, though process theologians have developed eschatologies of life after individual death.

My own account does not consider the persuasion of God to be ‘irresistible’, as this would not account for the disvalues in creation that are disproportionate or excessive. However, Christians can have a confident hope that God will overcome evil and bring in a new creation with a transfigured material cosmos because, unlike human persuasion, God has infinite opportunities for presenting created beings with new possibilities. When resisted, God is never defeated and can always offer new aims that will lead to a flourishing of life. In the picture drawn by process theology, creativity is the supreme principle, requiring God and the world as factors within the process, and creativity can continue to achieve its aims without an eschaton. In a ‘trinitarian panentheism’, all reality is held in the interweaving currents of the love of God, and love will only be satisfied by the fulfilment and transformation of all created things.

Finally, then, the question is whether or not we believe that love is the strongest power in the universe, and whether it can therefore draw all created beings to itself through their own free choice. The Christian hope is that it is and that it can. God waits patiently for response from creation, and, as creatures die, holds and preserves what is most characteristic about them within God’s own life,124 promising to re-make them in resurrection on the basis of God’s intimate knowledge of them.
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Further explorations, reflecting the dialogue between the scholars

Michael Lloyd, Neil Messer, Christopher Southgate, Bethany Sollerederand Paul S. Fiddes

There follow four further explorations, reflecting the dialogue between the scholars, and a further response from Fiddes clarifying his position.

3.1 Michael Lloyd

A response to Paul Fiddes

It is joyfully disconcerting when someone gives such careful attention to one’s work as Paul Fiddes does to all of ours in his chapter,1 bringing to that attention, as he does, one of the most creative theological minds of our generation. He does so in the context of articulating more fully an original contribution to the whole area of theodicy, opening up new possibilities. His chapter constitutes a new twig on the evolutionary family tree of theodicy, thus demonstrating that there is sap in it yet! This present chapter will respond first to the probing and stimulating questions he presses upon my work, before going on to engage with his substantive proposal.

3.1.1 Is my threefold taxonomy too rigid?

Though finding my proffered taxonomy (classifying all responses to the problem of evil within Christian theology as regarding suffering as instrumental to the purposes of God, inevitable within the purposes of God or inimical to the purposes of God) ‘useful’, Fiddes points out that ‘there may well be more overlap between the three views’ than I allow. This same criticism has been made by Seth Hart, who, likewise, sees it as ‘helpful’, but criticizes me for ‘assuming an exclusivity between these categories’.2

To clarify, I fully accept that there can be overlap between them, and that they can be combined.3 The question, of course, is whether they can be coherently combined, and whether, in so combining them, the theodicist can articulate the combined position in such a way as to avoid the criticisms to which each category is vulnerable, rather than becoming vulnerable to the generic criticisms directed at all three!

I am open to composite theodicies which cut across my taxonomical boundaries, though I suspect that, in practice, they may collapse back into fitting primarily within one of those categories.

3.1.2 Is God the ultimate ‘cause’ of the disvalues of creation?

Paul Fiddes pushes me to acknowledge that, even in inimical approaches to the problem of suffering, ‘God is the creator of a world in which it is possible for creatures to promote disvalues, and so must surely be the ultimate – though not the immediate – cause’ of those disvalues (2.5.2). I, of course, accept that ‘God is the creator of a world in which it is possible for creatures to promote disvalues’ – that is a good, distilled statement of my theodicy.

I do not, however, believe that it follows that God ‘must surely be the ultimate – though not the immediate – cause’ of those disvalues. It seems to me that, so many are the roadblocks between the goodness of God and the promotion of disvalue that, if not a category mistake, the word ‘cause’ is being stretched beyond its semantic breaking point, however exalted the precedents for using such language.

The first roadblock is Augustine’s point that evil is not a thing, and that it is therefore inappropriate to describe God as having created it.4 Bernard Lonergan embodies the same theological instinct as Augustine, and, indeed, extends Augustine’s argument from the creation of things to the causation of events: ‘For basic sin is not an event; it is not something that positively occurs; on the contrary, it consists in a failure of occurrence, in the absence in the will of a reasonable response to an obligatory motive.’5

Second, there is the otherness of God. There is a vast ontological distance between God and any creaturely entity, so any attempt to identify God as the cause of the sinful or destructive act of any creature has somehow to jump that chasm. Paul Fiddes himself betrays some unhappiness with the language of causation when he suggests that it is ‘an error’ to put the divine agency of persuasion ‘into the same class as causation between things’ (2.5.3), though he qualifies that by insisting that God’s influence ‘is inseparable from the causation identified by physics, while not identifiable with it’.6 If it is inappropriate to put the divine agency of persuasion into the same class as causation between things, how much more questionable should it be to use such language of that which God does not intend or want, but assaults in the person of Jesus and will undo at the eschaton? If it is inappropriate to use causation language of that which God seeks to persuade us to, how much more questionable should it be to use such language of that which God seeks to persuade us from?

Third, there is the freedom of certainly the human agent, and (in my theodical narrative) the angelic agent, and (in Fiddes’ account of resistance) all creaturely agents. Where freedom is ascribed to the agent, the chasm is thereby widened. In fact, is it not part of the definition of a free act (for all except compatibilists) that it is not fully caused by that which is not the will of the agent? And is it not part of the significance of a creaturely agent that any decision of which they are capable is genuinely theirs?7 This seems to be what lies behind Bonhoeffer’s striking assertion that ‘[t]he question why there is evil is not a theological question’. He defends this counter-intuitive assertion by arguing that the question ‘presupposes that it is possible to go back behind the existence that is laid upon us as sinners. If we could answer the question why, then we would not be sinners’.8 In other words, God’s creation of beings with the capacity to promote disvalues, God’s creation of free agents, God’s sustaining of free agents in being, God’s failure either to prevent or to punish the promotion of disvalues by withdrawing creaturely freedom or by ceasing to sustain the creature in being – none of this means that the action is not the action of the creature. None of this means that the creature is not a sinner. None of this means that anything other than the creature is responsible for the promotion of the disvalue.

The fourth roadblock is the essential goodness of God. This means that God would never deliberately cause disvalues,9 and, given divine omniscience,10 would never accidentally cause disvalues – unless there be some metaphysical constraint upon divine action such as Barth and only-way theodicists posit.

The fifth road block is what might be called the energetic goodness of God – God’s moral proscription, moral example and moral influence. The extent to which God proscribes sin, for example, plus the extent to which God’s action in the world is always and everywhere and entirely good, plus the sanctifying work of the Spirit, surely problematize God being described as the cause of any sinful act. Likewise, the way in which the Trinity grounds ‘the ontological priority of peace’,11 the extent to which God reveals it to be the divine aim for creation to be at peace, plus the extent to which God acts (supremely, but not exclusively, in the atonement) to bring back the warring elements of creation into the harmony which was always the divine purpose for them, plus God’s attempt to help creatures ‘understand’ and persuade them to instantiate ‘the things that make for peace’,12 surely problematize God being described as the cause of an entire system in which creatures depend for their very being on the destruction of other creatures.

Do not these factors together create an impassable linguistic hiatus? How far is it appropriate to call God the cause of that which is utterly contrary to the divine purpose, and which God is working constantly to dissuade creatures from bringing about? Some other language must surely be found. After all, we do not punish parents for crimes committed by their children, even though those crimes would not have been committed without the parents having brought their children into being and having sustained them in being throughout their early lives.13 We do not hold them responsible for the choices made by their children because we acknowledge the integrity and discretion of each moral agent. If my declining of Fiddes’ invitation to acknowledge God as the ultimate cause of disvalue leaves me with a lacuna within the realm of that which is divinely caused, so be it – my disinclination to use the language of causation here at least has the advantage of refusing to give ontological and eternal roots to that which maims and distorts the good creation of God.

3.1.3 How far does the Fall of the Angels hypothesis take us?

Paul Fiddes paraphrases one of my criticisms of my own position thus: ‘an angelic fall only pushes the question of why freedom should result in a fall one stage backwards’. What he seems to mean by this is that, whereas Messer ‘ostensibly avoids any explanation for the existence of these evils, since evil has a “fundamentally irrational and inexplicable character”’, I do ‘identify an explanation’ – namely ‘the fall of angelic beings away from God’. But Fiddes implies that, as I avoid any explanation of why the angels fell, so, for me, too, evil has a fundamentally irrational and inexplicable character, and all I have done is to push the problem back a stage. The significant point, however, is that I have traced events within the natural world back to the choices of free intelligent agents. As William Temple asserted, ‘[I]t is the fact that in our very limited experience, whenever we can trace anything that we observe to the action of intelligent purpose, we are satisfied.’ At that point, ‘There is nothing more to be said; you have got finality for your fact.’14 What I do refuse to do is to posit a complete cause for a free act,15 as I consider the essence of a free act to be its causal shortfall. That is a different category of refusal from the refusal to offer an explanation of events that are believed to qualify as examples of natural evil. Refusing to offer such an explanation is arguably to refuse to do theodicy.

The criticism I was making of my own position is that it is vulnerable to a problem with the articulation of any account of freedom. Insofar as Fiddes posits the possibility of the resistance of created beings to the lure of God as a theodicy, he must be assuming their free resistance, or they would have been created with a propensity to resistance, in which case it is difficult to see why God is not responsible for that propensity. The same problem would seem to arise for the free resistance of created beings as for the free fall of the angels: the more one gives reasons for that resistance/fall, the more rooted it would appear to be in created reality, and the more responsible the Creator would seem to be for it. The difficulty of giving a coherent account of freedom, however, does not mean that the whole concept of freedom is incoherent: it is difficult to give an account of quantum communication, but that does not mean that we reject it as incoherent. We continue to assume that it possesses an essential but currently covert coherence which we have not yet uncovered or comprehended. The difficulty of giving a coherent account of it is a mandate to continue the attempt to understand.

3.1.4 Why does God not use divine power to prevent or ameliorate suffering?

Paul Fiddes invites me to expand on why God does not use divine power to prevent or ameliorate suffering. The fall of the angels hypothesis offers two possible resources with which to address that question. The first is to note the mythological language of Daniel 10, which suggests that the help that God wishes to give in response to prayer is opposed,16 and can be obstructed. As Walter Wink comments, ‘The angel of Persia actively attempts to frustrate God’s will, and for twenty-one days succeeds. The Principalities and Powers are able to hold Yahweh at bay!’17 If, on this hypothesis, such beings have been given freedom analogous to human freedom, then such opposition cannot simply be divinely dissolved, without their freedom and significance being correspondingly dissolved. Thus, the protective and therapeutic exercise of divine power is limited by the un-overridable18 opposition of free creatures.

The second resource that the fall of the angels tradition might bring to this question is the possibility that all divine action in the world is indirect, and therefore necessarily persuasive and non-coercive. The New Testament portrays even such pivotal moments of divine intervention as the resurrection of Jesus19 and the last judgement20 as being angelically mediated. Indeed, given the difficulty of thinking of any unmediated act of God within the Scriptural tradition, the question arises as to whether, in biblical perspective, all divine action should be thought of as mediated – through human or angelic agency. This is, of course, hugely speculative, and I am not necessarily advocating for it.21 I raise it, as it would put mythological grounds under the feet of the insight on which all the contributors to this book agree, that God’s action in the world is persuasive rather than coercive.22 It would, therefore, help explain why God does not use divine power to prevent or ameliorate suffering.23

3.1.5 If God’s action in the world is non-coercive, how can we sustain eschatological hope?

None of the contributors to this book subscribes to process theology, though we may have been influenced by it, to a greater or lesser extent – not least in our belief in the non-coercive action of God. Fiddes calls his metaphysic ‘panentheistic’, which is one of the self-appellations of process thinkers, and he allows that ‘[m]y proposal of resistance does have similarities to the process idea of the capacity of every actual entity to refuse or modify the aim God offers to it’ (2.5.3). However, he radically qualifies the designation ‘panentheistic’ with the adjective ‘trinitarian’, and he is careful to distance himself from the bi-polar understanding of each actual occasion, and from the panpsychism adopted by many process thinkers. He sets himself to develop an account that offers ‘a more satisfactory eschatology’ than is arguably possible within more explicitly process categories. It is the ‘trinitarian’ nature of his panentheism that enables him to do this, offering the concept of divine love, which, in a kind of Pascalian wager, he believes to be ‘the strongest power in the universe’ – so strong that it will ultimately ‘draw all created beings to itself through their own free choice’.

I consider that this does, indeed, offer a more satisfactory eschatology than process thought has yet achieved, and it displays an attractive confidence in the inherent attractiveness of divine love. Fiddes believes that this love, though not ‘irresistible’ because not coercive, will not in fact be forever resisted by any created being. For Fiddes, this confidence is simply what Christian hope is. For all its real attractiveness, however, there are questions to be asked about how far this articulation of Christian hope maps onto historical and biblical articulations of future hope – and indeed onto what can be determined of Christ’s own envisioning of future hope. Does Fiddes’ confidence in the ultimate sway of divine love outstrip the confidence of the New Testament, which still seems to believe in – and portrays Jesus as believing in – the necessity of ultimate24 judgement? If divine love is not going to be forever resisted by any created being, would such language be needed? Does Fiddes’ confidence in the ultimate centripetal draw of divine love outstrip the confidence of the corpus upon which we rely for the very concept of divine love?

Fiddes rejects any account of eschatology that relies upon ‘any final unilateral act of God’, because, if it is unilateral, it cannot be merely persuasive. However, an act can be unilateral without being oppressive. Creation ex nihilo is by definition unilateral,25as, until created, there is no creature there to contribute to their own creation. Similarly, the general resurrection of the dead would seem to require a unilateral act of God, as the dead would not seem to be in a position to contribute to it.26 The strictly persuasive action of God would therefore not seem to pertain to either the alpha or the omega of cosmic history. For existence and for renewed existence, at least, we would seem to be utterly dependent, because not in a position to contribute to our being.

But Fiddes’ pushing of the question is fair: what becomes of non-coerciveness if God can unilaterally bring about the radical remaking of creation such that all creatures are reconciled and at peace? In my account, God has loaned out power to every responsible creature and respects the use to which those creatures put that power. But God remains the owner of that power, so is able to call creatures to account for the way that they have used it. That calling to account is judgement. It is rightly unilateral, or a free creature could forever prevent the healing of creation. Within the economy of providential history, God’s action is always persuasive – it is that which makes us free and significant, and enables us to forge our own characters and destinies. The restoration of all things, the final restraint of evil, the eradication of the causes of suffering, the resurrection of the dead, the undoing of grief and the resumption of long-broken relationships, the healing of hurt memories, and the making possible of the peaceful co-existence and mutual flourishing of all creatures are the unilateral work of the Creator – it is that which can ground the ‘sure hope’ which the Anglican funeral service holds out to the grieving.

3.1.6 Could the process of evolution have happened otherwise?

Paul Fiddes challenges me to address the question of whether I think ‘the emergence of human beings from the natural world could have happened otherwise than the way that it actually has’. His own position is quite nuanced. On the one hand, he makes the point that ‘if we find disorder and brokenness in creation’ – which he does – ‘we must be claiming’ that it could have been different. On the other hand, he writes of both natural selection and ‘suffering, competition and death’ as being ‘inevitable’. The way these two statements cohere, for Fiddes, is that he believes that natural selection and some competition, suffering and death are necessary for the evolution of fully free, fully conscious beings, capable of loving relationship with God and with one another, and are therefore ‘proportionate’. However, he believes that there is, on top of this, an element of suffering, cruelty and death, which is not necessary and therefore not proportionate – and this he attributes to the resistance of every level of creation to the loving lure of God. To this limited extent, the process of human emergence could have been different.

Fiddes’ position here seems closer to Southgate’s only-way argument than it appeared at first sight. Fiddes believes that proportionate suffering is ‘inevitable’ if human beings are to emerge: how different is that from arguing that a world marked by disvalue is the only way in which God could have created a physical world containing the values we observe and enjoy in the world as it is? Southgate supplements his only-way argument with a fall of the angels narrative in order to explain disvalue that is not necessary for the emergence of the values of creation, and is therefore disproportionate: Fiddes supplements his ‘inevitable’ view with a Resistance at Every Level of Creation argument in order to explain the suffering that is not necessary to the evolutionary emergence of human beings and is therefore excessive or disproportionate.

Paul Fiddes gives no reason why he considers much suffering to be inevitable, beyond a general appeal to science: he writes of ‘Southgate’s strong scientific point that we cannot conceive of evolution without disvalues’ (2.5.2). Science, however, is the study of what is27 – not of counter-factuals. The assertion that natural selection (and the suffering it entails) is inevitable seems to be arguing from an ‘is’ to a ‘must’, and more work would need to be done to demonstrate the validity of that argument. Unless and until that is done, I am not content to accept that there is any such inevitability. Southgate is, of course, right that ‘we cannot conceive of evolution without disvalues’, but what follows from that inability to conceive how the process could have been otherwise – apart from a recognition of our limited powers of imagination? If I might be personal here for a moment, this was brought home to me the night before my father’s funeral. I was due to preach at the service and offer the hope of the resurrection. I could not sleep, but spent the night facing excruciating doubt as to the plausibility of that hope. Around dawn, I began to ask myself what were the grounds of that doubt, and came to the recognition that all they amounted to was that I was not able to imagine the world being radically different from how it is now – which is not a good argument, as the possibilities of reality should not be circumscribed by the limits of my imagination! I further remembered that, when I went through a prolonged period of depression, I could not imagine ever waking up without a heaviness of mind and heart descending on me and draining away all energy, hope and joy before the day even began. But I now do wake up without that. The depression did lift. Similarly, the cosmic depression28 that makes it difficult to imagine a radically different future may lift, too. Our thinking and imagination are so conditioned by the way things currently are that it is difficult to imagine how things could be radically different in the future, or how they could have been radically different in the past. But Southgate, Sollereder, Messer, Fiddes and I all believe that things will be radically different in the future, and I can see no reason why the same might not be true (counter-factually) of the past.

3.1.7 Three questions for the resistance theodicy

In my initial position paper, I gave reasons for preferring an account in which suffering is inimical to the purposes of God, rather than either instrumental to those purposes or inevitable within them. An inimical view requires some sort of belief in fallenness, for if suffering is inimical to the purposes of God (and there is no such metaphysical constraint upon God as only-way arguments suggest), it must have been caused by some other will than God’s. A number of possible agents have been suggested. Human agency is, of course, the reason for the occurrence of much suffering, though not plausibly of that suffering, frustration and extinction that happened prior to the evolution of human beings, which is the subject of this book. N.P. Williams suggested that a Platonically inspired World Soul, ‘at the beginning of time, in some transcendental and incomprehensible manner, … turned away from God and in the direction of the Self’.29 E.L. Mascall and others have suggested the fallen angels as agents of the disorder of creation.30 Process theology suggests the agency of every level of reality, and posits that every actual occasion has a degree of freedom that is innate rather than given by God.31 Paul Fiddes has now given us an account of resistance at every level of creation, similar to that of process theology, but embedded in a different – and explicitly trinitarian – theological framework. It is always helpful for a police enquiry to have a new suspect(!) and Fiddes’ original contribution to this debate is hugely to be welcomed. There are three questions that I wish to put to his position.

First, Fiddes is committed to the category of fallenness, but not to the fall as a one-off event. For him, fallenness is ‘characteristic of creation from its very inception’ (2.5.3). It is not clear what he means by this. If he means that the capacity for resistance is built in to every level of reality by God, then that is, I suggest, not the normal use of the word ‘fallenness’. Human freedom and capacity to sin are widely considered to be God-given faculties, but the word ‘fallenness’ is not normally used of human beings until they exercise that capacity and actually sin. If he means that actual resistance has always occurred, then it is difficult to see how the Creator is not culpable for that characteristic of the creation.32 I would suggest that fallenness is not possible without a fall, for there must logically have been a first occasion on which a morally responsible creature made a morally culpable choice. Fiddes might respond that he is not positing moral responsibility at the early and ‘lower’ levels of creation – merely responsiveness. But if that responsiveness does not amount to moral responsibility, it is not clear how it can bear theodical weight. If he responds by saying that it does not in itself amount to moral responsibility but is necessary to a process that can and does produce free and morally accountable creatures, then it is (at those early and ‘lower’ levels) an instrumental account of suffering and not an inimical one, and is thus vulnerable to all the arguments to which instrumental views are vulnerable.

That leads me to the second question I want to put to Fiddes’ position, and that is, what is the ‘equipment’ that is brought to the ‘decisions’ that are made to resist the lure of God? There is an increasing amount of philosophical33 and scientific34 support for the possibility that consciousness goes further back down the evolutionary family tree than has usually been thought. Fiddes, however, clearly distinguishes his position of pan-responsiveness from panpsychism. And one of the reasons he gives for this is that ‘[f]ailure to respond to divine aims for the flourishing of life can include sheer randomness and contingency in a way that seems to be excluded by postulating “mind”’ (2.5.3). That seems to be a denial that there is any moral ‘equipment’ brought to the ‘decisions’ made at the ‘lower’ levels of creation. But that surely means that there is also no other will involved, either. And if there is no other will, how can there be fallenness? If the subjects that offer resistance to the will of God have no moral equipment, what are they contributing to the ‘decision’? And, therefore, in what way is it not the decision of the Creator? As to ‘sheer randomness’, I also believe in an element of ‘sheer randomness’ in the happenstance of the created process, but I believe that to be a characteristic of fallenness – what happens when the world cuts itself off from divine purposefulness. I see it as part of the problem, not part of the solution. ‘Sheer randomness’ would seem to have no other will within or behind it, so the only way in which it could be justified is by suggesting that it is somehow necessary to a free process, and Fiddes does say that ‘[t]his idea of creaturely resistance is consistent with a “free process” approach’, which leads on to my third question.

So, third, what is the good that justifies the allowance of so much harm? The moral freedom of a human being or an angel can be argued to be a huge good, as it makes love possible. But what is the good of the resistibility of a random event, and is it good enough to bear the theodical weight it is being called upon to bear? If it is being argued that such resistibility is necessary for the development of human freedom, then we need an account of why it is necessary, and, as mentioned above, the position becomes an instrumental account. If it is being argued that such resistibility is necessary for the whole process of creation to be free, and that the freedom of the process of creation is itself an immense good, then some account needs to be given of why it is such a good. As I have written elsewhere:

[I]t is difficult to see how the freedom of a non-personal being (or of a non-personal nexus of non-personal beings) might constitute such a good. Indeed, it is difficult to see what the freedom of a non-personal being might mean, or how it differs from randomness, or, if it doesn’t differ from randomness, what the good of randomness might be.

The freedom of a personal being makes relationship possible and love meaningful. The freedom of an intelligent being makes them a potential agent and a real person rather than a robot. The freedom of an intelligent being makes them capable of actions that may be said to be theirs, and to make them significant. But what is the good of the freedom of an impersonal being? What does such freedom make possible that would not have been possible otherwise? Polkinghorne argues that it seems to be ‘a great good’ that creation should have the capacity to create itself. But is it valid to use the word ‘create’ of a non-personal entity? Does not the word ‘create’ imply an element of intentionality? What exactly is the good here, for which God would be warranted in allowing the possibility – or probability, or well-nigh certainty – of such terror and torment?35


I do not mean to imply that I consider these questions unanswerable – merely important. My suspicion is that they can best be answered – and Fiddes’ position best expounded – by moving more towards a panpsychist approach, for, that way, there would be more ‘equipment’ brought to the decisions that are made, and the good of consciousness would be more credibly seen as justifying the suffering than would the good of randomness. Such a position would need to submit itself to advances in science and the philosophy of science to reveal its plausibility.

In the meantime, my hope is that the questions I have asked of his position and the responses I have given to his questions may help to expose the strengths and weaknesses of the different approaches put forward and cross-examined in this book.

3.2 Neil Messer

Paul Fiddes has offered a careful and insightful reading of the opening position statements by Southgate, Sollereder, Lloyd, and myself, which he has sorted into two groups. These correspond to the two sides of the ‘fault-line’, previously identified by Southgate, between those who claim and those who deny that evolutionary disvalues represent some kind of fallenness in creation.36 Fiddes then proposes a way of ‘knitting up the loose ends’ that he finds in our statements: the concept of creaturely resistance to God’s purposes, developed in several of his earlier works, and the proposal that (some) evolutionary disvalues could be understood as resistance. Previously, Southgate has cautiously added this idea to his only-way theodicy,37 and I have also wondered whether it could help to bridge Southgate’s fault-line. In Fiddes’ proposal, this concept of resistance is part of a larger package: a ‘trinitarian panentheism’ with some (carefully qualified) affinities to process theology. In what follows, I shall try to explore how my own account relates to Fiddes’ theological package, whether the idea of resistance can clarify and further develop my position, and what if any common ground it might help me to find with my co-authors.

3.2.1 das Nichtige, resistance, and originating causes

Fiddes acknowledges commonalities between Barth’s account of das Nichtige and his own concept of resistance. Both stand in the privatio boni tradition, offering a negative or privative account of evil.38 For Barth, evil is what God said ‘No’ to in saying ‘Yes’ to creation, and as such has only a strange, negative kind of existence. For Fiddes it emerges from the resistance of created beings to the divine influence moving them towards flourishing and fulfilment, and their slipping back towards nothing or non-being. Fiddes identifies this with ‘fallenness’, not stemming from a historical fall but ‘characteristic of creation from its … inception’, somewhat similarly to the way I too have wanted to think of fallenness in relation to evolution.39 However, Fiddes also contrasts his own view with Barth’s, describing das Nichtige as a ‘grand metaphysical power’, as opposed to his own concept of evil ‘located in every resistant entity’ (2.5.3). I wonder if this is quite fair to Barth, but there is at least a clear difference of emphasis between them.

While distancing himself from process metaphysics and some aspects of process theology’s doctrine of God, Fiddes endorses ‘the process vision of God’s action as always being persuasive, rather than coercive’ (2.5.3). With a nod to John Polkinghorne’s ‘free-process’ defence,40 he attributes the possibility of resistance to ‘pan-responsiveness’: a capacity for response or resistance that stems from God’s gift of freedom to created entities. Here there is a little distance between Fiddes’ account and my own: while I certainly affirm that Jesus Christ’s self-giving love discloses the character of God’s action in the world, I am unwilling to say that divine action is always and only ‘persuasive’. (Indeed, are ‘persuasive’ and ‘coercive’ the only two options?) I wonder also what concept of freedom is implicit in Fiddes’ idea of pan-responsiveness. In the discussion of free-process defences, the freedom God is supposed to have granted creation often seems analogous to the everyday understanding of human freedom as ‘a neutral suspension between different possibilities’.41 However, Alistair McFadyen identifies the latter with Pelagianism, a distorted view of the true freedom which is God’s gift to humans.42 I am not suggesting Fiddes’ account of pan-responsiveness is Pelagian, but since freedom can be so easily misconceived in these discussions, the idea of pan-responsiveness could be helpfully clarified by further reflection on what is understood by God’s gift of freedom to all created entities.

With these caveats, I think some idea of creaturely resistance can do similar work to das Nichtige in my account. If God’s creative activity involves bringing into being a cosmos with the potential to ‘bring forth’ living creatures (cf. Gen. 1.11 et passim), and if God as the primary cause of all things grants genuine (secondary) causal agency to creatures,43 there will also be the possibility of things failing to develop according to God’s good purposes. Any such failure will be a falling-away from true being and the true good, which will have the privative character described by both Fiddes and Barth. Such falling-away will be describable as evil: as a defection from God’s good purposes, it is that to which God says ‘No’. das Nichtige on a microscopic scale, perhaps.

What does this imply about originating causes? Fiddes is clear that God, by gifting creation with freedom, is the originating cause of resistance. He also argues that Barth’s account makes God the originating cause of das Nichtige in a way that is ‘discordant with Messer’s refusal to seek an originary cause’ (2.5.2). Maybe so, but to speak of God causing something by not willing it is a somewhat paradoxical use of the language of causation. At any rate, this would be a very different matter from willing evolutionary disvalues as unavoidable means to a good end (so Southgate).

Lloyd and (in a more cautious and limited way) Southgate introduce the influence of fallen angels or rebellious spiritual powers into the discussion, though – as Fiddes makes clear and Lloyd acknowledges – such influence could not really be described as an originating cause in any ultimate sense, since these angels or powers would also be a part of God’s creation. I am certainly open to the possibility that angelic rebellion plays a part in the fallenness of the physical cosmos. There is a long-standing witness to that idea in the Christian tradition, with some biblical roots. There is more work to be done, though, on how we conceive of those rebellious spiritual powers and their causal relationship to the fallenness of the world, before it will be clear (to me, at any rate) whether and how angelic rebellion fits into this picture.

What is important in all this is that evolutionary evils are what God says ‘No’ to. God is against them; they do not correspond to God’s good purposes for creation; God has decisively acted against them in Christ; God promises a new creation free from them. This is the fundamental common ground between Lloyd and me, and Lloyd’s opening statement clearly indicates the theological and pastoral importance of this affirmation.

But can this be said of all evolutionary disvalues? As Southgate has pointed out, Barth does not index all suffering and struggle to das Nichtige.44 He, Barth, holds that some can be attributed to the ‘shadowy side of creation’, willed by God for good, though to us inscrutable, purposes.45 There is a fine line, often difficult for us to discern, between das Nichtige and the shadowy side of creation, and we may simply not know this side of the eschaton which side of that border many instances of disvalue fall on. So if I wish to enlist Barth’s help in identifying evolutionary disvalues as evils, I must do so with that caveat, even though this might somewhat diminish the pastoral and other benefit Lloyd finds in the view that evolutionary disvalues are inimical to God’s will. However, I want to limit the caveat carefully, in a way that I can best explain with reference to Fiddes’ and Southgate’s idea of ‘excessive’ or ‘disproportionate’ disvalues.

Fiddes aligns himself with Southgate in arguing that some evolutionary disvalues are ‘proportionate to the needs of development’ (2.5.3); only disproportionate disvalues should be attributed to resistance and identified as evolutionary evils. He then presents Lloyd and me with a trilemma: (1) follow him and Southgate in distinguishing between proportionate and disproportionate disvalues, and thereby accept the only-way argument, which we have hitherto resisted, or (2) claim that neo-Darwinian evolution would have been possible with no suffering, death, or species extinction, or (3) claim that some other process could have brought complex life into being. There is, of course, a fourth option, not mentioned by Fiddes at this point in his discussion: follow Sollereder in denying that anything at all is wrong with creation apart from human sin and its effects.

The reasons given in my position statement for identifying evolutionary disvalues as evils make me unwilling to take this fourth option. The merits of the second and third depend on the status of the ‘only-way’ claim that Southgate references to Arthur Peacocke: even an omnipotent God could not bring complex life into being in any other (or any less costly) way. Peacocke, in the passage quoted by Southgate, admits that the truth of the only-way claim is an ‘unanswerable’ question. Southgate acknowledges that it is a ‘well-informed scientific guess’, which in the end he apparently makes more on theological than scientific grounds.46 So I would emphasize the uncertain scientific status of this claim. Still, as I have already observed, we know of no other way in which complex life has come into being, so in the present state of scientific knowledge, the only-way claim can be accepted as a reasonable conjecture. Thus far, I have always agreed with Southgate.

Yet I remain deeply uneasy about the only-way argument on which option (1) depends, that many or most evolutionary disvalues are willed by God for instrumental purposes, and it is only when they get out of hand that we can speak of resistance to God’s purposes. Some reasons for my unease are given in my position statement and previous publications:47 it seems to implicitly understand God as ‘a moral agent who shares a moral community with us’ and who makes consequentialist moral calculations – a form of God-talk whose flaws have been powerfully exposed by D. Z. Phillips;48 it tends to justify rather than protest against the presence of evil in the world;49 it fails to do justice to the biblical witness to what God’s goodness and good purposes in creation look like.

As a way to resolve this impasse, I want to suggest that Southgate’s only-way claim can be provisionally accepted as a reasonable conjecture about our universe, but this ‘only-way situation’ (so to say) should itself be identified as an aspect of creaturely resistance to God’s good purposes.

I make this suggestion tentatively, because it has theological hazards of its own: in particular, it seems to call the goodness of creation into question. One safeguard against this danger is to insist that the only-way situation is contingent, not necessary. Does this mean that our universe could have turned out differently, so that evolution by natural selection was not the only way to generate complex life, or that ‘elsewhere’ in the multiverse there may be a universe in which the only-way situation does not obtain? In theory either could be true, though I am reluctant to speculate further, because it is difficult to see how we could ever do more than speculate. The key point is that in some sense, things did not have to be the way they are. The only-way situation is neither an absolute necessity constraining God’s freedom, nor the work of a ‘grand metaphysical power’ opposed to God (to borrow Fiddes’ phrase). It is just the privation of good, writ (very) large. On this view, we must say of the world as we find it both that it is God’s good creation and that it is flawed and broken, falling tragically short of all that God means it to be.

This view has the advantage of allowing us to name as evil those things which we learn from the New Testament that God is opposed to – including pain, suffering, violence, and death. In this resistant universe, these may be inevitable, perhaps even indispensable. But we learn from the ministry of Jesus, from the resurrection, from the Pauline epistles (e.g. 1 Cor. 15), and from the vision of a new heaven and earth in Revelation 21, that God is against them and promises a new creation in which they will no longer be inevitabilities or even realities. The peaceable and plentiful creation depicted in Genesis 1 and the coming peaceable kingdom of Isaiah’s vision (Isa. 11.6-9) can be affirmed as expressions of God’s original creative purpose and eschatological promise.

At the same time, we can acknowledge that in this universe, an evolutionary process involving these disvalues is the only way we know of in which complex life can develop. It might therefore be possible in a qualified way to speak, as Fiddes and Southgate do, of excessive or disproportionate disvalues: those that even exceed what is necessary for the evolution of complex life in this resistant world, or that subvert or oppose God’s purpose of bringing complex life into being. In this way it is possible to celebrate the forms of life that have come into being through the evolutionary process as God’s good creatures, because God is capable of bringing good out of evil, or (to paraphrase Barth) bending even das Nichtige to the divine will.50 The disvalues intrinsic to the process that has brought them into being can be thought of in a similar way to the predation sanctioned by biblical texts such as Gen. 9.3 and Ps. 104.21: divine concessions to a fallen world. It is also thinkable that the outcomes of that evolutionary process do not conform in every respect to God’s good purposes. The living creatures that have been formed by it are, most fundamentally, God’s good creatures; but the ultimate fulfilment of their creaturely ways of being, promised by God in the new creation, will entail transformation. In this way, it is possible to make sense of the hope, expressed in all four position statements, that while lions in this world would not be lions without predation, the fulfilment of their ‘lion-ness’ in the new creation will not include lethal violence towards other creatures (cf. Isa. 11.7).

This proposal seems to offer common ground with some of my co-authors (though quite possibly no-one but me will wish to stand on it). Like Lloyd, I continue to identify evolutionary disvalues as evils, contrary to the will and purpose of the good and loving Creator. I am open to the possibility that rebellious angels are implicated in the creaturely resistance that gives rise to these disvalues. But I can also provisionally agree with Southgate that evolution by natural selection is the only way complex life can arise in this world. It may, therefore, be possible to think of God turning the evils of the evolutionary process to the good of generating complex life, and to agree in a qualified sense with Southgate and Fiddes that some evolutionary disvalues may be disproportionate, even given the only-way situation of the world as we find it. On the other hand, my proposal seems to offer less in the way of common ground with Sollereder, since it attributes fallenness or brokenness to the non-human world, which she denies. However, as we shall see later, there is striking convergence between Sollereder and myself in another area of our discussion.

3.2.2 Death, pain, and suffering

Three of my co-authors contest the inclusion of death in my list of evolutionary evils. Fiddes points out that death is necessary for an evolutionary process based on differential survival and reproduction. He therefore argues that it is ‘within the intention of God as a natural horizon of life’ (2.5.3), but suggests that creaturely resistance to God’s purposes changes it into the ‘last enemy’ (1 Cor. 15.26). Presumably for similar reasons, Southgate in the volume introduction describes death, ‘where it follows a fulfilled creaturely life, as an appropriate element in a creation affirmed by God as “very good” (Gen. 1.31)’. It is clear from her position paper that Sollereder regards it in a similar light: at one point she includes it in a list of ‘self-protecting reactions of psychological systems’, and as such ‘an ongoing part of God’s gift of life on earth’ (2.4.2).

Of course I agree that in this world as we find it, death is needful for the evolutionary process that generates complex life, as well as the ecological systems and processes that sustain life.51 The idea that death following a fulfilled life can be seen as the natural horizon of life on earth also finds some support from the Hebrew scriptures, as for example when a faithful servant of God like Abraham dies ‘in a good old age, an old man and full of years’ (Gen. 25.8). However, it seems to me that if we seek to understand death in light of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we have to see it first and foremost as an enemy, opposed by Jesus (e.g. Mk 5.21-43; Jn 11.1-44) and defeated in his resurrection (1 Cor. 15:26). As Sollereder acknowledges, the eschatological promise of the new creation is one in which ‘death will be no more’ (Rev. 21.4). Therefore, in line with my proposal above, I prefer to understand the inevitability and indispensability of death in this world as part of creation’s resistance to God’s good purposes. Fiddes notes my earlier argument, cited in my position statement, that this basic Christian evaluation of death is complexified by recognizing that its defeat at the hands of Christ transforms it from the ‘last enemy’ to ‘our sister’ (Francis of Assisi), gateway to eternal life.52 Perhaps those Hebrew Bible texts such as Gen. 25.8, which portray the deaths of God’s servants as peaceful and blessed, should be understood as signs of God’s gracious action mitigating the enmity and curse of death in anticipation of its final defeat through Christ’s resurrection.

Most of the biblical witness to death as an enemy and its ultimate defeat refers to human death. In both Testaments, there is plenty of other-than-human animal death, often instrumental to human benefit – the prime example being the sacrificial system set out in Leviticus and elsewhere. Yet there are also biblical texts which indicate that the lives and deaths of other-than-human animals matter to God.53 There are, therefore, theological grounds for thinking that the Christian evaluation of death as an enemy defeated in the resurrection of Jesus Christ applies not only to human but also other animal death.

Both Southgate (in the Introduction) and Sollereder (at 2.4.2) deny that pain should be regarded as evil, since it is an evolved physiological mechanism essential for the survival and flourishing of complex animals. For Sollereder, this denial contributes to the sharp disjunction between forms of life appropriate to the new creation and those appropriate here and now. I agree that in the present world, pain is indispensable to complex animals’ survival and avoidance of harm and danger. However, once again, I propose that the indispensability of pain in this world is itself part of the problem. This enables me to avoid Sollereder’s disjunction between this world and the new creation, and to strike what I think is a better balance of continuity and discontinuity between the present age and the age to come. My worry about Sollereder’s claim, that pain and death are unproblematic in this age but will be absent from the age to come, is that this claim makes it more difficult to see the new creation as the fulfilment of our present creaturely life.

This also has a bearing on whether, and to what extent, ethical life here and now should be shaped by our eschatological hope. While it is foolish and futile to try and bring in the coming peaceable kingdom by our own actions, in some respects we can – and should – live in the light of its promise and in ways that bear witness to it. For this reason, I do not think ‘eschatological vegetarianism’ (or veganism, for that matter) can be corralled as neatly as Sollereder claims, as a practice akin to ‘eschatological celibacy’, which has been embraced by a ‘strong strand of Christianity’ but ‘should not be considered a normative stance’ (2.4.5). If we have reasons to think that God’s eschatological promise includes the ending of lethal violence between creatures, and it is possible for us to flourish here and now with a diet that does not rely on the killing of other animals – which is certainly the case for many Westerners – then we have good reasons to adopt such a diet.

Unlike Southgate, who agrees that other-than-human animal suffering is a theological problem, Sollereder makes a similar claim for suffering as for pain: it is ‘not a curse or an accident’ but ‘a highly-specialized evolved trait that has evolved along several lines independently because of its ability to protect and provide a good life for the sufferer’ (2.4.2). I am less persuaded by this claim than I am about pain: couldn’t a good deal of suffering be understood as a destructive epiphenomenon supervening on physiological and psychological processes that do contribute to creatures’ survival and flourishing? We might also need to specify more clearly what exactly we mean by ‘suffering’ in order to get more of a handle on this debate. But in any event, not much turns on this. If Sollereder is right that (some) suffering is needful in this world for creatures’ survival and flourishing, I can think of it in the same way as pain: its needfulness is itself an aspect of creation’s resistance to God’s purposes.

3.2.3 Divine co-suffering, atonement, and eschatology

Fiddes rightly observes that of the four position statements, mine is the most cautious in accepting ‘some kind of divine passibility’. My reasons for caution are well articulated by Paul Gavrilyuk when he emphasizes the importance of what the patristic doctrine of divine impassibility was intended to safeguard, and suggests that some versions of contemporary passibilism could have the unintended consequence of representing God as less able to respond compassionately to creaturely suffering than the patristic doctrine affirms.54 Gavrilyuk argues that the latter, when well-articulated, was nuanced enough to affirm God’s participation in human suffering, citing the paradoxical formulation found in Melito of Sardis and others that ‘the impassible suffers’.55

Barth presses this thought further, arguing that in God’s eternal election of the Son to become incarnate, suffer, and die on the cross, God ‘elected our suffering … as His own suffering’.56 Critically, this is the free decision of the God who loves in freedom. Barth scholars disagree on whether this implies ‘an eternal humility that is truly essential to God … [leaving] no room for divine impassibility’,57 or that ‘through the incarnation of the eternal Son, God suffered in his divine nature without ceasing to be essentially impassible’.58 While I lean towards the latter view, I need not adjudicate this dispute. Suffice it to affirm that in the suffering of the eternal Son on the cross, God takes suffering, sin, and death into the divine life in order to overcome them.

While Barth, like most of his predecessors, refers exclusively to human suffering, sin, and death, his central insight need not be limited in this way. As David Clough argues, the fundamental significance of the incarnation ‘is not that God became a member of the species Homo sapiens, but that God took on flesh, the stuff of living creatures’.59 If so, it follows that God’s election of the eternal Son brings not only human, but creaturely suffering, resistance, and death into the divine life in order to overcome them.

But how does God overcome them? This question points to the atonement – about which Fiddes remarks, as my position paper already acknowledged, that I have not given an account of how Christ’s self-giving love transforms the natural world.

I am generally sympathetic to Clough’s attempt to expand the significance of a Barthian doctrine of reconciliation to include other-than-human animals, but he is mostly concerned to show that other animals need reconciliation, and has less to say about how it is accomplished. To fill this gap in a way informed by Barth’s massive and complex account of reconciliation,60 we might explore how the humility of the Son, who freely suffers the full impact of creaturely resistance in submission to the Father’s good purpose, thereby both judges that resistance and takes the judgement upon Godself.61 We might further explore how the perfect non-resistance of Jesus, the Word, who became flesh in solidarity with all creatures, can exalt not only Jesus but all creatures, lifting them out of their fall towards non-being. And perhaps, if we do see rebellious spiritual powers as implicated in creaturely resistance, we might explore how the true witness of Jesus the God-Human makes him the Victor over those rebellious powers.

The resurrection, writes Barth, is God’s ‘Yes’ to Jesus Christ, and therefore also God’s ‘Yes to man [sic] and the world, even in the No of the cross which it includes’.62 Christian theology understands Jesus’ resurrection as the inauguration of the age to come. Following Robert J. Russell, we might think of it as the ‘first instance of a new law of nature’,63 to be ultimately fulfilled in a new creation not subject to pain, violence, death, or decay. While Christian reflection on life in the new creation is inevitably speculative and tentative, Clough emphasizes that ‘eschatological doctrine is not pointless speculation concerning things we cannot know, but crucial tenets of faith with significance for the life of the Christian here and now’.64 Authors who reflect on evolution and animal suffering have articulated a wide variety of eschatological visions, differing on (among other things):65

• Whether other-than-human creatures will have any place in the new creation, and if so, why: for their own sakes, or for the benefit of redeemed humans.

• Whether the new creation will include every individual creature, or only some – perhaps only representatives of each species.

• How creatures’ diverse identities and ways of life will find fulfilment in the new creation.

However, among the authors of this volume there is a remarkable level of agreement. For example, Southgate, Sollereder and I all affirm that individual members of other-than-human species will have a place in the life of the world to come. We agree that (at least) all individual creatures who are ‘individual centers of experience’66 will be included in this new life, not merely representatives of their species. We also agree that it must offer the ultimate fulfilment of those creatures’ lives, including those of ‘evolution’s victims’67 whose flourishing has been denied or constrained by the contingencies of life on earth. For Southgate this appears to be in part a matter of eschatological ‘compensation’ for their suffering in this life;68 I am more in agreement with Clough that ‘God must be understood to be the redeemer of all creatures, human and other-than-human, because God has determined to be gracious and faithful to them … not because they would otherwise have a legitimate cause of complaint’.69

Perhaps the most fully developed and imaginative eschatological vision in this context is Sollereder’s ‘fractal mosaic’ metaphor.70 Sollereder likens eschatological life to a mosaic, assembled by God, in which each pixel of the big picture is itself the life of an individual creature. While I would be cautious about giving this kind of metaphorical construct too determinative a role in shaping theological understanding, I find it an imaginatively appealing and potentially fruitful device for thinking through questions about creaturely life in the new creation.

One of the main disagreements across Southgate’s ‘fault-line’ has been about what it means for particular creaturely ways of life in this world to find fulfilment in the new creation; in particular, whether predation will have a place in the age to come. As suggested earlier, my answer to this question has been powerfully influenced by Isaiah’s vision of the peaceable kingdom in which wolves will live with lambs, lions eat straw like oxen, and ‘they will not hurt or destroy on all [God’s] holy mountain’ (Isa. 11.6-9). In his early work on evolution and theodicy, Southgate was rather dismissive of this vision, on the grounds that lions have been so deeply shaped as predators by evolution that a straw-eating lion would not be a lion. His eschatological vision in earlier publications was more aligned with James Dickey’s poem ‘The Heaven of Animals’, in which predators’ abilities are honed to the finest perfection and fulfilment consists in killing their prey with consummate skill, while the prey willingly accept their fate, but do not suffer pain or stay dead – so they can presumably get up and have it happen to them all over again, for all eternity.71 In common with David Clough,72 I have found this a strange and untenable way to imagine the eschatological fulfilment of the work of Christ, who ‘came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many’ (Mk 10.45).73 While I agree with Southgate that in this world, a straw-eating lion would be an oxymoron, Isaiah’s vision of the peaceable kingdom challenges us to develop a theological imagination big enough to conceive of the eschatological fulfilment of both ‘lion-ness’ and ‘antelope-ness’ without an eternity of lethal violence. A good example of such theological imagination (albeit uninformed by modern biology) can be found in a comment by Irenaeus of Lyons on Isa. 11.7, also cited in this connection by Clough: ‘this indicates the large size and rich quality of the fruits [of the earth, in the new creation]. For if that animal, the lion, feeds upon straw …, of what a quality must the wheat itself be whose straw shall serve as suitable food for lions?’74

There have, however, been recent signs of rapprochement across the fault-line on the question of predation. Sollereder has suggested (‘playfully’ – her word) that the behaviours of predators could be transformed in the new creation into something analogous to human sport, using their skills and instincts for enjoyment instead of killing to survive:75 a proposal endorsed by Southgate in his more recent work.76 Earlier, in somewhat similar vein, Clough mused on the possibility of his family cat Mitsy retaining her avid interest in birdwatching in the new creation, but freed from the desire to kill and eat the birds she watches.77 These thought-experiments, like Irenaeus’ remarks about the quality of straw that would be fit for lions to eat, can be little more than flights of imagination. But they demonstrate the possibility of a theological imagination spacious enough to conceive of diverse animal species that are perfectly fulfilled while also living at peace with one another.

3.2.4 Conclusion

The central proposal in this response – implicit in my earlier work but here articulated more fully and explicitly with the help of Fiddes’ concept of resistance – is the idea that the ‘only-way situation’ of our world is itself a form of resistance on a cosmic scale to God’s good purposes. I advanced this proposal tentatively, acutely aware of its theological dangers: in particular that it seems to call into question the goodness of creation. However, I have indicated in my account some of the ways in which I think this danger can be contained. In any event, I think something like this proposal is inevitable if one takes the position that I and others have taken for some time: to agree that evolution by natural selection seems the only way complex life can emerge in our world, to acknowledge the dissonance between the violence of that evolutionary process and the vision of a good creation set forth in texts like Genesis 1, and to give precedence to the latter in shaping our understanding of what it means to call God’s creative work ‘good’.78

One of my aims in articulating this proposal more fully was to explore its potential for generating points of contact or common ground with my co-authors. At this point in the conversation, the answer appears to be: some, but not much. There is more striking and extensive convergence, however, in what we say about eschatology (though of course we are not completely of one mind on that theme either). It might be interesting to reflect further on why we find it so much easier to agree about the new creation than the present one.

Earlier I touched on a point that several of us have emphasized in the past:79 that what we say about eschatology has an important bearing on our ethical reasoning about human responsibilities concerning other animals and nature. Indeed, as a theological ethicist, I regard this as one of the most important reasons for reflecting on evolution, animal suffering, and the goodness of God. But the conversation about ethical implications must await another occasion.

3.3 Christopher Southgate

3.3.1 Two emerging emphases

What strikes me, reading Paul Fiddes’ observations and those of other colleagues responding to him, is that there are certain common emphases emerging, of which the postulate of resistance to the divine will is for some a necessary consequence.

The first of these emphases is a form of inevitability, or necessary consequence of the fact of creation. (Though Lloyd is wary of such inferences as tending to lead to an ‘inevitable’ type of theodicy, which he rejects.) This inevitability is parsed out in metaphysical terms by Fiddes, following a tradition stemming from Plotinus at least as far as Tillich, and onwards in Fiddes’ own work. In this tradition there is the inevitability that creaturely existence will be threatened by non-being, characterized as an absence, a privatio, or more actively in Barth as a kind of metaphysical threat. (Messer is also attracted to this language, though he does not want to develop it as an ontological account of the cause of suffering.)

Adherents of an only-way argument invoke a different form of necessity, guided by scientific instincts, namely that the sorts of values that emerge in this sort of world could only emerge through a process of evolution, involving natural selection and, with that, the inevitability of competition and struggle, and in some organisms, suffering.80 As I indicated in my initial position paper, I postulate that this is what in scholasticism came to be understood as an ‘antecedent relative necessity’ – given x, there must be y.81 It is possible that, given the need to create physically embodied creatures in which could develop complexity, ingenuity of strategy, beauty, interdependence and the capacity to flourish, the evolutionary process with its concomitant disvalues was a necessity.

I wonder though whether the metaphysical necessity outlined above (of the threat of non-being) ought not also to be considered a relative necessity. An analogous question could be posed to this type of argument as to the only-way argument: what is this constraint on God’s possibilities as creator? Could not God in bringing creaturely existents out of nothing have protected them from the possibility of mē ōn? For some reason creaturely existence does not seem to be able to be given as an absolute gift, not subject to this threat. So in this respect only-way type arguments seem to share a formal similarity to non-being type arguments. However, deeper reflection on this suggests more subtlety to this.

For Fiddes, ‘If God is really estranged by something in his creation then the breakdown of creation towards non-being cannot be a logically necessary consequence of his creative act.’82 He invokes Tillich’s language of ‘a leap not a structural necessity’, and of the ‘riddle’ of existence.83 God in creating risks the creature’s resistant slide towards non-being – this may be inevitable but is not logically necessary. The only-way argument can also be nuanced. Evolution might pass through a phase in which life was very dilute, surrounded by ample resources and therefore subject to low selection pressure. But such conditions could not give rise to the kind of values we see in the contemporary biosphere – such as the diversity, complexity, interconnectedness, intricacy and ingenuity of adaptation. For these to develop, periods of enhanced selection pressure, with the inevitable concomitant of competition and struggle (leading to suffering in creatures able to suffer) are necessary. Struggle is, therefore, an instrument of value generation, not merely a risk in creation.

Perhaps the reason why existence cannot be created absolutely is that that would place creatures in too close an ontological relation to God. So the risk of non-being accompanies that ontological status of distinction from God, and with that a certain undeterminedness, amounting at least in some entities to freedom. This is the second of our common themes, to which I now turn.

More analysis is needed, I suggest, to parse out what is meant by freedom. For Lloyd, the crucial freedom is God’s free primordial gift to the angels of the freedom to respond in obedience to God, or to pursue inimical courses of action leading to the corruption of creation, and to struggle, suffering and death.84 This theology, although it seeks to safeguard the goodness of God by attributing all disvalues to the work of freely choosing creatures (angels), seems to me to severely jeopardise the divine goodness, in that God’s choice to create angels with freedom of choice led to massive extents of creaturely suffering. Difficult as it always is to balance goods and harms in any sort of theodical calculation, there seems a profound imbalance here, the harms being out of all proportion to what humans can imagine the goodness of the gift of angelic freedom to amount to. (I claim, with all due tentativeness, that my much more modest role for rebellious angels, as tempting creaturely entities towards forms of resistance that manifest themselves as a kind of overplus of negativity, unnecessary or disproportionate suffering in Fiddes’ terms, escapes this problem.)

It would help to be precise about what entities and/or processes are to be considered free, and in what sense, and whether that freedom is a gift valuable in its own terms (as presumably that of God to the angels) or as a means of realizing values in creation that God might desire. Sollereder, helpfully, characterizes the freedom of non-human creation in terms of both creaturely agency and randomness or contingency. It appears from her monograph on the subject that this is freedom given out of divine love.85 Part of it is the freedom of process associated with indeterminacy. Part of it is plasticity in creatures’ behaviour. This latter freedom is at least an ingredient in the struggle and suffering within creation. (Here her view seems related to that of Joshua Moritz, who sees creaturely choices as the explanation of a struggle-filled world.86) For Sollereder this plasticity of behaviour in non-human organisms does not reflect resistance to the divine will. For Fiddes, and somewhat differently for me, created entities – including but not necessarily confined to living beings – have a certain freedom to respond to, or to resist, the will of God.

Messer raises Alistair McFadyen’s understanding of freedom, and a question remains as to whether these types of posited creaturely freedom are ‘Pelagian’ in McFadyen’s terms.87 I suggest understanding freedom, for the purposes of this discussion, in three senses:

i. Indeterminacy. It is widely though not universally agreed that physical systems exhibit this, owing at root to indeterminacy at the quantum level. This is what Polkinghorne refers to as freedom of process,88 and I suggest that this is not a good in itself so much as instrumental in allowing the creation to explore the range of possibilities being created for it by God. Biologically this indeterminacy is the origin of the possibility of mutation, and hence of the variation and novelty on which natural selection works.

ii. Freedom of response to divine invitation, which for Fiddes is to creaturely creativity and flourishing, and for me is towards a range of divine goals including flourishing, but also beauty, ingenuity, diversity, interconnectedness and cooperation, and ultimately self-transcendence. This freedom seems to me to be both a good in itself and also instrumental to the divine purposes. What in science would be described as plasticity in creatures’ behaviour would fall theologically in this category. I develop my analysis of response to divine invitation below.

iii. Freedom of response in self-aware freely choosing creatures. This may be regarded as a special case of (ii), but it deserves a special category because it offers huge additional possibilities of loving self-giving and self-transcendence, such as we see exemplified in human life and very particularly in the example of Jesus. This must be regarded as a good in and of itself, though of course it may also serve the divine ends. With this freedom comes also the possibility of the deliberate rejection of such possibilities. How far this self-aware freedom extends in non-human animals is a matter of much dispute.

In responding to Messer’s very helpful questioning on this topic, I would observe that none of these postulated freedoms depends on libertarian freedom of will outside of the influence of God. Category (i) does not involve creaturely will. The other categories presuppose the operation of divine grace (albeit resistible divine grace). So, none falls straightforwardly into a Pelagian analysis.

Greatly as I appreciate Fiddes’ response (2.5), I think he has misunderstood my perhaps less than precise formulation in my earlier position paper as to the ultimate irresistibility of the divine invitation, in relation to seemingly disproportionate disvalues represented by, for instance, viral infection. The key term here for me is ‘ultimate’. In any given instance, there may be continued resistance to the divine invitation to evolutionary complexity and cooperation. Indeed, this is what we continue to observe in the creation as we know it. And this resistance, to anticipate the next section, is not banished by the cross and resurrection. In my rather speculative trinitarian chapter of The Groaning of Creation I make it clear that there continue to be creaturely ‘No’s’ to divine invitation to self-transcendence.89 But the ways in which viruses and cancer genomes can lose their toxicity by coming into symbiotic relationships with host organisms, as well as the overall drift towards complexity and cooperation over evolutionary time (great extinction events excepted) seem to me to be capable of interpretation (by the theologian intent on theistic seeing) as indicative of this gentle but profound divine invitation, over evolutionary time. Non-coercive though it is in any individual case, this invitation may integrate the resistant entity into systems that negate its harm.

Fiddes is understandably concerned to position himself in relation to panpsychism, which looms disturbingly (for a former scientist like myself steeped in physicalist descriptions) in this debate about freedom. It has always seemed to me that the relation of creaturely entities to God is intrinsic to their creatureliness, is indeed an aspect of God’s panimmanent presence, and that this can be evoked without resorting to a more general panpsychism. God’s non-coercive invitation to creatures, and creatures’ praise of God, seem to me to follow directly from this immanent divine presence.90 Where I am on shakier ground, and nearer to having to invoke a form of panpsychism, is in supposing that created entities could be subject to temptation by spiritual forces, resulting in the kind of overplus of negativity in creation to which I – with all provisionality – continue to point. Perhaps here I can invoke a sense that God created powers in the spiritual realm that had this kind of access to creaturely entities.91

I greatly appreciate Neil Messer’s second paper (3.2), with its willingness to recognize the scientific strengths of only-way type positions. He suggests, creatively, that an only-way type universe is itself a compromise on God’s part, ‘not how God means it to be’, the cause of which compromise is still mysterious, but the solution to which is found in the Christ-event. This is a very helpful and attractive move, which takes the science seriously, and seeks to find common ground with my type of position.92 My difficulty with it is that I can find no support for it in any of the creation accounts in either Testament.93 There is no sense to be found in Scripture that God was not able to realize the sort of creation God intended, given the overall structure of reality. Messer might point to Gen. 1.29-30, as evidence that God intended a vegetarian creation, but the whole tenor of the rest of Gen. 1.1-31 is of the sovereign efficacy of God’s creative work. A sense that God’s creative powers could not give rise to the world God intended also seems to run counter to Paul’s conviction in Rom. 1.20.

So I continue to have the concern I have expressed before,94 namely that this compromise, this ‘what-God-does-not-will’, becomes either an inevitability, which seems to give this position the same form as a straightforward only-way argument, or alternatively the effect of a hostile primordial power, which places Messer’s position with Lloyd’s. This latter position also struggles to find Scriptural support – even as vigorous a promoter of a warfare model as Greg Boyd has to concede:

[I]n sharp contrast to the way chief gods are presented in ANE [Ancient Near Eastern] mythologies, biblical authors uniformly portray Yah-weh as the sole Creator God who never had to fight for his supremacy and whose supremacy is therefore never threatened by anti-creation forces.95


3.3.2 God’s ongoing providential engagement

I want to return here to the formulation I published in The Groaning of Creation.96 I described that there as ‘an adventure in the theology of creation’. It was indeed adventurous and speculative. It was trinitarian, and drew on sources as diverse as Maximus the Confessor’s understanding of ‘logoi’ and Gerard Manley Hopkins’ idea of ‘selving’. I come to see that it bears very much on our current debate about resistance. Because I do identify in that account a divine invitation offered to all living creatures,97 the invitation to self-transcendence. This applies in various ways to different sorts of organisms. It could be the invitation to experiment with a new sort of behaviour, leading perhaps to niche construction and new ingenuity of adaptation. It could be the formation of new sorts of symbiotic or ecosystemic relationships that enrich the flourishing of that creature and also others. It could be the development of cooperations with other creatures that might be costly for the individual but ultimately good for the group. It could be the evolution of richer forms of empathy (the corollary of which may be grieving when the companion suffers or is lost).98 These all prefigure the possibilities that emerge in human beings, of a conscious, freely chosen, costly self-giving, of which we see the ultimate in Jesus, whom we are told is the true image of God (Col. 1.15; 2. Cor. 4.4). For more detail on this scheme the reader is referred back to The Groaning of Creation.

Where this is of particular relevance to the present debate is in the view my scheme takes of resistance to the divine invitation, and the divine response to resistance. I wrote in Groaning:

Of themselves, then, organisms other than the human show limited signs of self-transcendence. Nonhuman creatures, it might be said, then, offer a kind of ‘no’ to the example of the triune creator’s self-giving love, to the love poured out without the cost being counted. The work of the Holy Spirit in offering possibilities of community succeeds in giving rise to ecosystemic complexity, but ‘fails’, in most of the nonhuman world, in creating any community characterized by authentic altruism, true self-giving love.99 Only hints of this behavior emerge, in the care given to infants in many species, in the mutual protectiveness in social groups. Complex social interactions, containing hints of genuinely altruistic behaviour, are seen at their most pronounced in primate groups … But these possible examples of self-transcendence are exceptions. Typically the nonhuman creature returns to God its ‘selving’ ‘yes’, but also a ‘no’ to self-transcendence, to growing into the image of the Trinity of self-giving love.100 It is in Fiddes’ terms a ‘no of self-preservation, or the hoarding of space’.101 It is not in nonhuman creatures the ‘calculating, cautious self-preservation’ Fiddes sees in human creatures,102 but it is still a no to possibilities beyond the creature’s present nature.103


God bears this creaturely ‘no’ in God’s being; it is always new and always particular, because particularity is part of the gifting of God to the creation through the Holy Spirit. God suffers not only the suffering of myriad creatures, each one precious to the Creator, and the extinction of myriad species, each a way of being imagined within the creative Word, but also the continual refusal – beyond the creation’s praise – of God’s offer of self-transcendence, the continual refusal, beyond all creation’s flourishing, to live by the acceptance of the divine offer which would draw the creature deeper into the life of the Trinity itself. It will be apparent anew how paradoxical the theology of evolutionary creation must be, given the Christian affirmation that a good God has given rise to a good creation, and yet as we have seen the creation is shot through with ambiguity. The purposes of God are, and are not, realized in the life of any given creature. God delights in creatures in and for themselves, and yet longs for the response of the creature that can become more than itself, whose life can be broken and poured out in love and joy after the divine image. Divine purposes are, seemingly, realized, after many setbacks, at the level of the biosphere as a whole, in the evolution of a rich variety of ecosystems, and eventually in the arising of a freely-choosing self-conscious creature, the human being, capable of sophisticated reflection on the planet, and hence potentially a partner for God in the care of living things. But at the level of the individual creature, the divine desire for creaturely flourishing is frequently unrealized, and where it is realized, it is only so at the expense of other possibilities, and often at the expense of the flourishing of other organisms. The pattern of the creation’s flourishing, then, is an ambiguous pattern – ‘yes’ to God always accompanied by no-full of beauty, full even of praise, but also of selving that takes place at the expense of the flourishing of other selves.104


I continued:

No blame attaches to nonhuman creatures for being themselves. Nor is this an effort to introduce fallenness-language by the back door. It is a way of saying that self-interest both characterizes and limits creation, and postulating in all tentativeness that God both delights in creaturely selves and also longs for fuller realization of relationships of love and cooperation.105


The implication of this type of formulation is that in a creation understood, in terms of the only-way argument, as necessarily ambiguous, there is a creaturely resistance to divine invitation that is not toxic or life-denying. It is part of the ambiguity that God has freely willed. God bears with it, upholding the creatures evolving through the processes God has created. I associate it with Barth’s ‘shadow side’ of creation, of which he writes:

[T]his negative side is not to be identified with nothingness, nor must it be postulated that the latter belongs to the essence of creaturely nature and may somehow be understood and interpreted as a mark of its character and perfection. It belongs to the essence of creaturely nature, and is indeed a mark of its perfection, that it has in fact this negative side.106


But it seems very significant that Barth finds room for the further concept of das Nichtige, which Matthias Wüthrich has described as occupying an ontological category of its own, neither creator nor creature.107 And Messer is perhaps right to refuse to understand this further, but only to try and characterize its effects, in terms of what runs counter to God’s will.

One of the great merits of the collaboration in this book is the opportunity to nuance one’s position in response to colleagues. I now want to revisit the question of parasitism. As Sollereder points out (2.4.1), parasitism can move towards mutualism, but also emerge from it.108 And parasites may not be as evolutionarily conservative as their hosts – they may indeed show very considerable ingenuity in their cooperation with other species.109 This is a tricky area, in which it may be best to cultivate a certain agnosticism. The great suffering that parasites may occasion continues to tempt me to see this behaviour as an aspect of das Nichtige at work. But I am now more inclined to think of it as a manifestation, albeit a very troubling one, of the shadow side of creation.

I am left with two types of active resistance to the divine will. The first I find in cancers and viruses. In cancers we see not just the ‘No’ of the organism remaining itself rather than moving in one of the directions of self-transcendence indicated above, but the draining of the flourishing of complex organisms to support their antithesis, a disordered and uncontrolled anti-complexity. In viruses we see machinery of living cells being hijacked to produce multiple copies of entities that are not themselves alive.110 These both seem to me strategies suggestive of repudiation, even mockery, of the divine desire for cooperation and self-transcendence, of the work of the Spirit as ‘Lord and giver of life’.111 As I indicated earlier, this need not be attributed to temptation by rebellious spiritual powers, but would be consistent with it.

The other locus in which I still propose a ‘disproportionate’ resistance in non-human creatures, one that does not fit easily into an only-way picture, or Barth’s shadow side, is what I identified as viciousness in non-human creatures, perhaps particularly evident in certain sorts of chimpanzee behaviour.112

I would conclude in respect of these that with the additional possibilities of self-transcendence that emerge in creatures with complex consciousness there also emerge the converse possibilities. The mocking travesty of costly self-giving love for the other is the refusal to accord to the other any status, dignity, identity. Behind the apparently calculated and coordinated instances of rape and infanticide in chimpanzees can, I suggest, be seen that radical rejection of empathy and fellow-feeling that finds its grotesque extreme in forms of human torture.

So there are perversions of the evolved abilities of creatures that seem to count as outright repudiations of divine-given possibility, of the sort that may plausibly be associated with temptation by a primordial spiritual resistance. I still want to insist that this, in the non-human world, is a small sub-category of the events that involve struggle and suffering.

I sense that Fiddes and I are very close in many ways. We both affirm that had there been no – or less – resistance to God’s aim then evolution would not have included excessive or disproportionate suffering, though it would have included suffering proportionate to the needs of development; only some ‘disvalues’ are thus ‘evils’ in the sense of deviations from God’s intent (2.5.3).113

Some of Fiddes’ earlier writings seem to suggest that excessive suffering should be understood in Hickian terms as what is ‘beyond what might be claimed by any stretch of the imagination as helpful for the development of human character’,114 though a more recent essay speaks in terms closer to my own understanding: ‘In the evolution of sentient beings … there is a painful journey in which sacrifices have to be made by some for the sake of others.’115 Where our emphases would also differ is that I would see some resistances to the divine invitation to self-transcendence in the direction of cooperation and complexity as benign, not contributing to excessive or disproportionate suffering. So, yes, there may have been very widespread creaturely resistance at all levels of complexity, but only the excessive negativity associated with radical regression from complexity (cancers), from life to non-life (viruses) and consciously chosen dysteleological viciousness (e.g. in some primates) counts for me as disproportionate, toxic and life-denying resistance to God.

3.3.3 Atonement and eschatology

A key element in my chronology of God’s ways with the world is that the Christ-event makes a decisive difference – it makes possible and inaugurates the eschatological phase of God’s work.116As my colleague David Horrell has shown, at least in the Pauline literature117 this phase is itself in two parts – the age of the Holy Spirit, operating in human community, bringing in ‘new creation’, and the final decisive act of God that directly introduces the final condition of creation in which ‘God will be all in all’ (1. Cor. 15.28). So I do (contra Fiddes) insist on a final transformative act of God, and see such a view as essential, since the final condition of creation will lack all the struggle and suffering, and indeed death, that necessarily characterizes the first creation (so Rev. 21). Only God could bring about such a transformation. At the same time I accept the inference, drawn by Robert J. Russell from my work, that on an only-way view ‘heaven requires earth’; God could not have given rise to the final condition of creatures except via an initial phase in which creatures evolved in conditions that included struggle and suffering.118

I am still left with the question as to how the Christ-event makes this decisive difference, and what exactly is the impact of the cross and resurrection on the human and non-human worlds. I share with Frances Young a sense that the Christ-event makes God present to the suffering world in a new way, and that an element of this is that God takes responsibility for the world as it is, in its ‘gone-wrongness’. The ‘gone-wrongness’ of the world, for Young, includes bad human choices and societal habits, but also the accidents and contingencies that (for example) made her son Arthur’s life such a struggle.119

In the context of our present discussion about non-human struggle and suffering in nature ‘gone-wrongness’ is perhaps an unfortunate term, since Sollereder and I have been at pains to insist that at least the vast majority of this suffering is in no sense gone-wrongness (or an aspect of fallenness120). But I concur thoroughly with the conclusion, also arrived at by John Schneider, that struggle and suffering in nature are almost entirely the direct responsibility of God in creation.121

Young goes as far as to say that:

God needs to make reparation for creating a world like this, otherwise there can be no atonement … human beings are reconciled to God by God taking responsibility for all the ‘gone-wrongness’, entering into the depths of our darkness and transforming it from within.122


Well, I am unhappy about the concept of divine reparation, both how it would be offered and how it could be received. And I still want to press the question, how does God make a difference in the Christ-event? How does that event come to be the hinge of history? For Young, ‘atonement is effected by the very presence of God’,123 but that does not quite seem sufficient. David McLachlan agrees. He asks whether the motifs of justice and victory are not obscured in this talk of reparation and divine responsibility-taking. And if presence is enough, is not the incarnation enough? He is correct in my view that for atonement we need not only divine presence but divine participation, deep engagement with the risk of creation’s contingent nature.124 Here is where I see as so helpful Fiddes’ formulation of the cross representing ‘a deeper immersion into [creation’s] alienation and brokenness’, ‘an intensifying of the pressure of divine love which breaks down resistance’ (2.5.4). This still, in my view, needs to include some formulation of how the influence of the powers that trap humans in sin is broken by this divine immersion, this intensified divine pressure. Fiddes considers, perhaps rightly, that I have only a pictorial-mythological account of this. If metaphors have to be chosen, I would prefer those that stress not so much the tricking of the powers of evil as their shaming by the extremity of divine love.

Fiddes, again rightly, points to my concern that the atonement does not seem to have made more difference in two thousand years. Specifically, I note that the character of the physical world does not seem altered. The element of disproportionate suffering does not seem much decreased (despite my postulate of gentle divine pressure, over evolutionary time, towards complexification, cooperation and symbiosis). Viruses and cancers persist. Whereas the various classic Christian confessions all want to say in their different ways that at the cross and resurrection the power of sin and evil over human beings is broken forever. In the human world, because of humans’ strong orientation towards the worship either of God or of some substitute, humans can lose their freedom by becoming addicted to some idol or other. The Apostle Paul personifies the power of this addiction as Sin,125 and it is this power, I claim, that loses its capacity to dominate a human life because of the cross and resurrection of Christ.

So atonement operates at the level of human sin and the powers that trap humans in it, and what constitutes the transformation of the situation of sinners is that they can claim their freedom as previously was impossible. This does not ‘bypass the atonement’ (pace Fiddes) but is only possible because of it. The cross and resurrection effect an objective transformation in the situation of human beings, but this must be subjectively appropriated. When choice is restored to sinners, humans must choose life as exemplified by the fruits of the Spirit.

In God’s economy, it seems from Rom. 8.19f, this appropriation of our freedom, the liberty of our glory, necessarily precedes the final release of the wider creation, both from the inexorabilities of an evolutionary world and from the consequences of the life-denying negativities I have associated with disproportionate suffering.

3.4 Bethany Sollereder

God’s cooperation and the necessity of suffering

Paul Fiddes has done us all a great favour with his careful reading of our positions and his creative response to them. I want to organize my responses in three directions: on the necessity of suffering, on the cooperation of God in the world and on eschatological hope.

3.4.1 The necessity of suffering

The largest difference between myself and my colleagues and me is around the question of whether or not the world is ‘fallen’ in any sense. I hold that it is only in the human realm that resistance to God or fallenness occurs. Both Fiddes and Southgate write of how one of the signs of non-human resistance is the presence of unnecessary suffering or ‘disproportionate viciousness’ (2.3.2). Similarly, Messer finds ‘pain, suffering, violence, death, and species extinction’ as impossible to square with the good creative intention of God (2.2.1). I can understand the unwillingness to accept disproportionate pain, but my imagination fails when I try to think of how evolution could happen without death, or how complex mobile life could exist without pain. The reality of a life without pain as a complex organism with the capacity for mobility is not a good or happy one.126 The natural sciences give us ways to interpret the world that help us see the complexities of God’s purposes in the world and can be held alongside the Scriptural texts as aids to interpretation.

Lloyd and Messer have put forward that Jesus is the organizing centre around their understanding of God’s work in the world, and I agree with them. Jesus healed the sick, raised a few from the dead and drove out evil spirits. But there are also more difficult accounts of Jesus’ works: Jesus driving people out of the temple with a whip (Jn 2.15), his aggressive and angry words calling people ‘snakes’ and ‘sons of the devil’ (Mt. 23.33, Jn 8.44), and perhaps most difficult of all for those who would say that the redeemed creation will not include any kind of violence or predation is the fish barbecue that the risen Christ has with his disciples (after the resurrection) where Jesus enables the miraculous catch and kill of 152 fish (Jn 21.1-14), or the post-resurrection appearance in Luke where the text takes the time to point out that Jesus ate some fish (Lk. 24.41-43). But another enigma of this sort is open to us through our understanding of medicine.

One of Jesus’ regular miracles was that of healing leprosy. The Greek word for leprosy was a general term for skin diseases and does not necessarily refer exclusively to what is often thought of as leprosy today, which we would now call Hansen’s disease, so what I am about to say is only applicable to those who might have had Hansen’s disease, which was endemic in Israel in the first century.127 One of the remarkable things about the disease is that it was misunderstood for centuries as a ‘flesh eating disease’. People who had it would slowly lose their fingers, toes, noses, and even whole limbs as the disease progressed. It was not until the twentieth century that it was discovered that the bacterial infection that caused the disease did not sit in the skin or muscles. It is a highly targeted infection of the pain nerves, which would die through ischaemia (oxygen starvation) as the body’s swelling response cut off the blood supply to the nerves.128 The main thing wrong with people with Hansen’s disease is that they cannot feel pain. All the horrific injuries associated with leprosy – the decaying flesh, the body parts falling off, etc. – were not due to the disease itself but from people being unable to effectively protect their bodies. They would not move away from a too-hot fire, or stop cutting when they were chopping their finger instead of the vegetable in front of them, and over time the damage and the infections would increase until body parts were falling off.129 Paul Brand, the medical doctor who first discovered the link between pain insensitivity and the injuries associated with Hansen’s disease, wrote:

My own encounters with pain … as well as the specter of painlessness, have produced in me an attitude of wonder and appreciation. I do not desire, and cannot even imagine, a life without pain. For that reason I accept the challenge of trying to restore balance to how we think about pain.130


The outcome of Brand’s medical insight means that if any of the people Jesus healed with ‘leprosy’ had Hansen’s disease and not some other skin disease, then Jesus’ healing gave them back their pain instead of taking it away. Their restoration to wholeness was not to void their pain but to restore it. This, at least, could suggest that pain was part of God’s good world, even though it can and does go wrong in human cruelty.

Similarly, Hansen’s disease highlights the difficulty of parsing out evil in the world: the larger societal and personal suffering of the first-century lepers was healed by the restoration of feeling pain. In a similar way we could think of ‘the agonies of love’ or the sense C.S. Lewis had of ‘joy’ which was more painful desire than pleasure yet which he describes as a painful desire more pleasurable than mere pleasure. Lewis writes that joy is ‘an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other satisfaction … it might almost as well be called a particular kind of grief or unhappiness. But then it is a kind we want’.131 Pain and suffering enhance our experience of the world – they are intrinsically and inextricably tied up with our ability to feel pleasure and joy.132 That is not to say all suffering is good: the ubiquity of sin in both human actions and desires makes that an impossible position to hold. But given that the ability to feel suffering and pain is not inherent to life but was selected for independently along a number of different evolutionary lines precisely because it was valuable, I will continue to hold that it is part of God’s good world. Similarly, where Messer acknowledges that death can be considered the friend that is a gateway to Christ, I submit that it always has been the gateway to Christ, and it was only sin that turned death and the experience of death into an enemy in the first place. For non-human animals, then, it never has been an enemy.

In terms of the question of ‘disproportionate suffering’, once you accept the freedom of evolution and you have creatures who develop nervous systems, then you end up with a difficult choice around what could possibly be called ‘disproportionate’. Take William Rowe’s famous example of a fawn caught in a forest fire, who spends days lying in pain as it dies.133 To avoid this outcome, you would either need a world where fawns do not have pain systems or where forest fires do not occur. Given the reliance on fires for the renewal of forests, a world without forest fires is not desirable.134 Similarly, a fawn born without the ability to feel pain would not thrive. Third, you could have a system that when the creature experiences unbeneficial intense pain, it has a way of turning that off. Animals already have those systems in both shock and unconscious responses.135 Finally, there is the possibility of chronic pain or parasitic pain in animals. In both cases, the pain is doing its proper normal function: letting the creature know that something is wrong. The impossibility of the animal doing anything about the cause does not make the pain gratuitous. The other consideration is how trying to create a world without these realities could end up undermining the very things we care about. Austin Farrer articulates this well when he writes: ‘Poor limping world, why does not your kind Creator pull the thorn out of your paw?’ He goes on to answer:

But what sort of a thorn is this? And if it were pulled out, how much of the paw would remain? How much, indeed, of the Creation? What would a physical universe be like, from which all mutual interference of systems was eliminated? It would be no physical universe at all. It would not be like an animal relieved of pain by the extraction of a thorn. It would be like an animal rendered incapable of pain by the removal of its nervous system; that is to say, of its animality. So the physical universe could be delivered from the mutual interference of its constituent systems only by being deprived of its physicality.136


When Messer writes that he wishes to see a world without pain, I simply cannot agree with him. I cannot find a line drawn between ‘feeling pain’ and ‘unnecessary pain’ in the actual way that animals are physically constructed. To change the system enough to remove the instances of allegedly unnecessary pain would be to remove the very nervous system that makes them what they are.

Messer writes:

A related concern is that if we become too focused on seeking an originating cause of natural disvalues or evils, this may divert our attention away from the more pressing and important questions to ask about evil: What should we identify as evil, and why? What has God done, is God doing, and will God do to overcome evil? How are we called to respond to what God has done, is doing, and will do?

(2.2.1)

While I can understand the concern – people can spend so much time theorizing that they do not bother to act – there is another danger of just the opposite, where we try to solve things that are not problems. Spending time on the investigation of evil helps us identify real evil and keeps us from trying to solve things that don’t need solving. Seeking an originating cause is a vital part of the investigation into whether a harm is something that needs solving or not.

Messer also writes:

What God has done is centred in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, in which evil has been decisively vanquished. What God is doing can be understood in terms of God’s providential and gracious engagement with the world, sustaining the creation in being and inviting its response to God’s loving and saving work. What God will do is summarized in the eschatological hope of a new heaven and new earth from which evil has been decisively and permanently excluded, in which ‘death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more’ (Rev. 21.4).

(2.2.1)

Yet, Jesus didn’t stop death, or suffering, or pain. What God did in Christ was show that suffering, death and pain were not the end of the story. What is strange about Jesus’s work is that Jesus never permanently took sickness away from anyone.137 Every single person Jesus cured of one ailment subsequently died from another. Even the people Jesus raised from the dead died again. The only person who has been resurrected from the dead in this world is Jesus himself, and he has never yet done it for any other person (though the Christian hope is that one day it will be done for all).

For me, this points again to the fact that sickness and mortality are part of the world, not something Jesus came to ultimately cure within this world. Jesus’ works of healing were glimpses of the new creation that ratified his message with acts of power. When it comes to Jesus’ treatment of the non-human world, the picture is even more difficult. Not only does Jesus never heal a non-human animal, but he actually takes actions leading to the destruction of a number of them.138 While Jesus talks of the care God has for the flowers of the field and the sparrow that falls, the flowers still end up in the fire tomorrow and the sparrow still falls.139

I would look to use a similar argument when it comes to Southgate’s sense that creaturely resistance is present in the very existence of viruses, cancers and parasites. Viruses, for example, are the great regulators of the bacterial world. Almost no viruses use animals as hosts because we are such an inconsequential part of life: there are thirty-five times more bacteria in the world by weight than all the animal kingdom combined – including mammals, insects, worms, fish, cnidarians, etc.140 Viruses spend most of their time chopping up bacteria, and without them, bacterial populations would totally dominate the planet.141 They are vital to functioning ecosystems in every sphere.142 Furthermore, viruses have a vital place in the process of horizontal gene transfer. Eight per cent of our human DNA is made of viral DNA (known as ‘endogenous retroviruses’, or ERVs)143 and another forty per cent is thought to be composed of strings of DNA that have viral origins. These have helped lead to organs like the placenta,144 and some ERVs even help the immune system to attack cancer cells.145 The reality of a world without viruses is not one where humans or other creatures thrive more fully than they do now. A real world without viruses is one where the great diversity of creatures and their DNA simply do not exist.146

I could run through similar arguments on cancer and parasites here, but as these exist elsewhere, I will move on.147

3.4.2 The cooperation of God with the world

Fiddes asks about my concept of God’s work of meaning-making in the world, asking: ‘Is it [the work of meaning-making] irresistible or is it a genuine invitation? If it is not irresistible then the possibility of resisting God’s purpose to make meaning must surely arise, and this would be precisely the “resistance to the divine will” that she has already ruled out’ (2.5.2).

I would respond by saying that while creatures can make different meanings from events than God’s invitation, this only expands and adds to the creativity of God in meaning-making. Let me give an example. I play a game with children sometimes where I will begin to draw a picture. Let’s say I begin to draw a cat: I create two pointy ears and a bottle brush tail, then pass the paper across the table. I have issued an invitation to make a type of meaning. The child, however, saw things from a different perspective while I was drawing. They grab the drawing, turn it upside down, and turn the ears into ice cream cones and the tail into a cloud. They pass it back to me. At one level, my plans for a cat were frustrated, but the child did not resist my will in creating ice cream cones instead of a face for the emerging cat. The whole point was that they should add creatively to the scene – that is the nature of the invitation. Their ingenuity created a new possibility: If I really wanted a picture of cats, I could now draw two cats who are eating the ice cream cones and pass it back to the child to see what comes next. Or I could forsake the idea of cats altogether and add a beach scene. Far from a deistic picture, this kind of creation is a deeply cooperative venture between God and creatures. In my example, my desire to draw a cat could come about, just not in the way I originally intended. In this sense, any particular invitation of God to a creature is truly invitational, but God’s overall purposes (in this example ‘to create cooperative art’) are inevitable precisely because they do not sit at the level of ‘drawing a cat’, or insofar as it does, God can simply add that by God’s own means.148

What does this mean for creatures in evolutionary development? At a point in time, the circumstances of the world offer an interaction between creatures: let’s say the creatures could try to eat each other, run away from each other or snuggle up together for heat. This is like God offering the cat ears to the creatures: what will they make of the situation? Importantly this is not a zero-sum game the way Fiddes depicts it with only a binary choice of acceptance or resistance. It is a creative endeavour: there are multiple ways of achieving good ends. If the creatures run away from each other, they don’t build any kind of interdependence, but build other important protective instincts that will help them survive. If they try to eat each other, one wins and gains strength and experience for another day – it is an encounter that will shape the future life of that creature and possibly its offspring’s lives as well. If they try to cuddle for heat, they form a mutualistic bond that offers a very different kind of survival benefit from the first two, but a world where creatures only snuggled and never ate would not be a world that had creatures for very long. Each response shapes a different future, and God can work with all of them.

It was not without reason that I left out the concept of ‘lure’ in my opening statement. The years of reflection since I wrote that chapter in 2014149 have led me to conclude that it paints too much of a picture of a win/lose scenario and of God having specific outcomes for evolutionary development that are precise. (In my book I tried to hyper-specialize providence down to an invitation to each particular creature as a way to avoid thinking there were species norms that could be ‘properly’ or ‘improperly’ followed.150 Now, I think it better to dispense with that language altogether.)

I think we may have imported the sense of active resistance to God’s will from our own practice of discipleship which definitely does have all the precision of what we are trying to be (‘Christ-like’) and the sense that we can meaningfully resist the divine desire to shape our lives (sin).

Let me change analogies. My garden has a number of sections. (If you have visited my garden, you are not allowed to laugh at this description!) In some parts, I have specific purposes with specific fruit (literally) in mind. In the strawberry patch or the herb garden, I exercise strict control and have a will that could be (and often is) frustrated. But I have another section, a wild section that is meant to be a joyful cooperative venture. I’m still involved in the section: I occasionally deadhead, cut back flowered plants, and sow occasional seeds, but I don’t have a specific purpose for the section except for it to have life. If seeds I sow don’t flourish, I don’t feel resisted. If the species composition changes, I watch with interest. The bits of work I do are genuine invitations and if the garden takes a different turn, I enjoy that too. Even if every plant dies, my purpose is not resisted. Their mulch creates a fertile bed for whatever seeds it next. Creation has seen numerous instances of such stops and starts in the mass extinctions of the past, but I don’t think they were evidence of fallenness either, so much as the ground bed of new possibilities.

God’s purposes with humans are much like the strawberry patch: God is cultivating amongst humans the difficult and rare fruit of love. That takes directive care, where resistance to God’s will is possible (more on this later). But God’s work with the non-human world is much more akin to my wild garden section: species come and go, thrive and flower, and die. God’s work sows possibilities of re-creation, but the work is responsive as opposed to directive. In this way, I approach Lloyd’s position when he uses Farrer’s work to say that God has a different way of providence towards humans and the rest of creation (2.1.2). Unlike Lloyd, I don’t think that it is our job to vice-regent creation – or at least, that would take a much longer discussion than we could have here to figure out what that might mean.

I warm to Fiddes’ ‘trinitarian panentheistic’ account, and in my analogy, God would be both gardener and fertile ground, and so the ‘dwell[ing] together in the environment of the triune God’ (2.5.3) seems quite a natural move. In terms of my account of behavioural plasticity, I would absolutely root it in a theology of response, just not of resistance. I would also bound my account the same way a biologist would: a bird has a great deal of behavioural plasticity, a caterpillar some and a virus none. Rocks, stars and quarks would also have none, so far as I can tell. Thus response is limited to the living world and resistance to the human species. The inanimate world would still be in relationship with God, but it would not be one that has the possibility of response.151

Fiddes raises an important point in Section 3 about the possibility of co-suffering without resistance. He writes:

I suggest that we also have to say that God only suffers if God suffers the impact of something alien or strange to God’s self; otherwise we are talking about a divine masochism. In suffering something happens to us. For God to suffer, something must happen to God, something alien to God’s self and God’s purpose must befall God.

(2.5.3)

This is a good insight, one picked up in his writings elsewhere and which has influenced my thought on the suffering of God.152 However, I think it is sufficient to think that something must happen to God which is alien to God’s self, and leave out the part about something alien to God’s purpose. In my view, suffering is only present in living creatures (most likely animals) who have a nervous system advanced enough to sense the world around them (nociception), feel pain (requiring the existence of pain nerves and a brain of some sort) and enough consciousness for that pain to become suffering. Something happens to God that is alien to God’s nature (who has no body) when God participates in these creatures’ painful experience of the world. It does not follow that their experience of suffering constitutes resistance to God’s will. The existence of suffering without it being a form of resistance has important implications for atonement and eschatological hope.

3.4.3 Eschatological hope

The question of my more limited scope of the atonement comes up in Fiddes’ response as well as in the claims of Lloyd and Messer that the ‘all things’ in Col. 1.19-20 implies that the non-human world must be reconciled to God through Christ. Going to the passage in question we find, ‘For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.’ There are two ways we could take this. The first is the one that Lloyd and Messer take, that all things are broken and all things need reconciliation to God. However, this includes ‘things in heaven’. I do not see things in heaven as needing reconciliation to God.153 I therefore read this passage in the second sense, that there is a reconciliation through God of what was broken in creation, and thus peace is made between heaven and earth (and those things in heaven and in earth) through Christ. I think of the reconciling work of the atonement the same way I might think of realigning and casting a broken bone. If I break my arm, my arm is now out of alignment with the rest of the body, and in one sense the whole body suffers. But the solution is not to put the whole body in a cast. Only the part that is broken needs realignment and casting. In doing so, the whole body is healed, and every part is reconciled (the arm with every part of the body), even though not every part was broken.

In light of Christ, the world is forever changed, but all of living creation in the here and now (including humans) continues to eat, be eaten, to be born and to die. As I noted above, many of the aspects of creation that my colleagues find evidence of the fallenness of the world, I think science shows we could not live without. This brings up Fiddes’ question of how the transformation between this world and the next will happen. I confess that I do not know. It could be a unilateral act of God, like the resurrection of Christ applied to the whole world. This seems the most plausible to me and is why I tend to describe myself as an ‘open theist’ and not a ‘process theist’. But, to use the Pauline analogy, we may also find that the seeds of our bodies in this world somehow germinate and grow into what Paul calls the ‘spiritual body’ (1 Cor. 15). Germination and the transformation to the seed that ensues may seem miraculous but are in fact natural.154 Messer, in his response, writes that my claim to see death and suffering as unproblematic (apart from sin) now and yet discontinued in the new creation ‘makes it more difficult to see the new creation as the fulfilment of our present creaturely life’ (3.2.2). I don’t understand why that should be so. As Paul, in the most extended discussion of the resurrection body in the New Testament, writes:

But someone will ask, ‘How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?’ Fool! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. And as for what you sow, you do not sow the body that is to be, but a bare seed, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain. But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body … So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a physical body, there is also a spiritual body … For this perishable body must put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality.155


The premise of Paul’s argument is that what is planted is dead, and that the full plant has significant discontinuities with the seed. It is precisely the discontinuities that make it a fulfilment of what was previously there. We are given these mortal, perishable bodies and they are appropriate for our life here. But they need to change. Fiddes raises the question of whether or not God is acting unilaterally in bringing about the eschatological future. The reason I don’t find a unilateral act of God objectionable in this case is that I assume the eschatological recreation of the universe will only happen on the far side of death. Since the dead, like inanimate objects, cannot participate in God’s work (or anything else, being dead), it would necessarily come down to an act of unilateral power to raise the dead. I imagine we will have as much participatory power over that second birth as we did with our own – that is, none.

3.4.4 Resistance and reconciliation in humans

One of the major themes in each of the pieces is the question of how Christ’s work reconciles what is wrong in the world to the purposes of God. As I said in my first chapter I do not think anything has gone wrong in the non-human creation, but it is worth mentioning here how I think resistance does come into the picture.

I take my lead from Andrew Elphinstone’s excellent and under-read volume, Freedom, Suffering, and Love.156 In it, Elphinstone describes love as a latecomer to the evolutionary project, a product of evolution that rests upon the ‘ingredients’ of natural desires. I have also been influenced by Josh Moritz’s view of the image of God as similar to divine election.157 I have taken these basic ideas and adjusted them somewhat to create a narrative about the emergence of sin. The story I tell is something like this: evolution has produced a number of desires in creatures. These desires include seeking after safety, security, food and reproduction. They result in selfish and altruistic behaviour, and all of these are perfectly natural outcomes of a free and good evolutionary process. Along the way, God has chosen one particular animal population out of the many: Homo sapiens. Amongst them, God has started a new work. In them, God begins to gather up the evolutionary desires and brew them into the desires of love.

Love, in this sense, is not a natural outworking of altruism and intelligence. It is the result of a particular work of God in the souls of humans. Yet, it uses the ‘natural ingredients’ of evolutionary desires. It is in this great work that resistance to God can enter the world: humans can resist God’s work of transformation, and what results is what we call sin. Good evolutionary desires and emotions, like selfishness and anger, become sinful things like greed and hatred. Sin has its own particular ‘supernatural’ element, being a corrupted version of love.

In this theological picture, non-human animals may have intelligence, emotions, sentience and desires but because they do not have the calling and transformation of love, they cannot sin either. We may see things that look like sin: a chimpanzee may kill and even eat her rival’s offspring.158 But we are seeing only the natural ingredients of evolutionary desires – jealousy, anger, selfishness. To be sin, there would need to be an additional process of the calling and work of God and resistance to that process. This model uses an Augustinian privation model, but holds a strong line between humans and non-humans in terms of morality and sinfulness while recognizing the deep similarities in terms of aptitude and behaviour. The reconciling work of God is not only to perfect the project of creating some creature who can love, but also of drawing them into an eternal shalom with all other (unfallen) creatures and ‘further up and farther in’ to the eternal life of the Trinity.

I am grateful to my colleagues for their interaction and engagement on these issues and for the generous way they have encountered my work throughout this process. I hope the work will help others see the spectrum of theological positions and how we have grounded them in science, Scripture and tradition, and thus help them to find their own place in these discussions. While there remains an irreconcilable difference in our starting perspectives over whether or not the world is good, mostly good, or fallen or deeply corrupted from the outset, we do find common ground in the future hope we hold.

3.5 Paul Fiddes

Resistance reconsidered

A book such as this gives the contributors the pleasure of thinking further in response to the contributions of others. Having advanced the proposal that the phenomenon of suffering in the non-human world can be illuminated by conceiving of the whole natural world as responsive, and thus partially resistant, to the purpose of God, I now want to review the idea again in the light of my colleagues’ reaction to it. I do want to express appreciation for the overlapping of our positions, especially with Messer and Lloyd in recognizing the sheer factuality of a universe that has slipped away from God’s intention, with Southgate in distinguishing between proportionate and excessive suffering, and with Sollereder in affirming the diversity of creatures’ responses to the open-ended purpose of God. All this should become clearer in my own response.

3.5.1 The nature of theodicy

In my first response (2.5) I referred to the question of Dostoevsky’s character Ivan Karamazov, already quoted by Lloyd in his first paper: ‘[I]s the whole universe worth the tears of one tortured child?’159 Given the project in which we are engaged in this book, and the example of suffering offered by Sollereder in her paper (2.4), this question can be re-framed as: ‘Is the whole universe worth the agony of a fawn caught in a forest fire?’ Answering the question ‘Is it worth it?’ would be a ‘theodicy’ in the full sense of ‘justifying’ the work of God in creation. I suggested that this question cannot be resolved by rational argument or intellectual calculation: it takes a leap of faith, which I take myself, to affirm that it is ‘all worth it’ in order to bring about personal relationships, beauty, human love, and the fulfilment of a new creation. I now want to clarify that I see theodicy in two stages, with a first stage – a kind of proto-theodicy – setting the scene for the final question, ‘Is it worth it?’ This first stage, which can be constructed through reasonable argument, answers the question, ‘Can we think coherently and responsibly about both a good Creator and a universe that contains suffering?’ Can we hold together God and the world as we know it, in one consistent thought? My argument has been that the least inadequate way of doing this is to affirm that God has given freedom to creation at every level of existence, and that this primary gift has made it possible for resistance to God’s purposes to emerge universally as something ‘alien’ to God. Since God is responsible for this situation, this still leaves open the final question, ‘Is it worth it?’

These reflections about the very nature of the task in which we are engaged lead me to Lloyd’s question in his second paper about what he calls ‘theodical weight’. He asks whether the ‘freedom to resist’ at all levels of creation is ‘good enough’ to warrant the suffering that it brings about. He argues that only the freedom of (first) angels and (then) human beings to love justifies the granting of a freedom that can lead to such catastrophic results, asking ‘what is the good that justifies the allowance of so much harm?’ and then ‘what is the good of a non-personal being?’ He adds that ‘it is difficult to see what the freedom of a non-personal being might mean, or how it differs from randomness’ (3.1.7) His question is asked in support of his proposal that the reason for a distorted creation is not a widespread failure of response to God across the whole spectrum of creation, but the fall of personal angelic beings. However, it is surely not possible to weigh by mathematical calculus the worth of one creature’s freedom against another. The Hebrew Scriptures tell us that God desires a covenant relationship with all living things (Gen. 9.9-10, 16; Hos. 2.18), and this implies that God values their self-creative contribution to the relationship between creator and creation. We cannot calculate the weight or worth of pleasure and satisfaction to God of one kind of relationship against another. We might find it difficult to quantify the worth of the freedom of a non-personal being, but we are not the Creator who desires to be related to it. Lloyd’s question about ‘justifying’ God (‘what is the good that justifies … ’) seems to me to belong to the category of a final theodicy, the ‘is it worth it?’ question. As a leap of faith, Lloyd might want to say, ‘I believe that God’s relationship with angels and human beings, though not with sub-atomic particles, is worth the suffering of the universe’, but we surely cannot make this part of a reasonable proto-theodicy.

Along the same lines is Lloyd’s suggestion that my position about resistance would be strengthened by panpsychism, since ‘the good of consciousness would be more credibly seen as justifying the suffering than would the good of randomness’ (3.1.7). Of course, I do not equate responsiveness with randomness, though Lloyd suspects that I might; I make the point that the freedom of responsiveness God grants to all created entities is complicated by the freedom of randomness, while they are not simply the same thing. But Lloyd’s main point is that bringing some ‘equipment’, either mental or moral, to resistance would increase the good that might justify suffering. Again he is attempting to weigh the worth of different parts of creation, which cannot be achieved by logical argument (my ‘proto-theodicy’).

Lloyd also questions the language of God’s being the ‘originary cause’ of suffering. In different ways, this is employed by myself, Southgate and Messer, but Lloyd objects that God cannot be said in any sense at all (even indirect) to be the cause of a free act of a created being. None of us is thinking of a mechanical causation such as we know in the physical universe, as I make clear when claiming that God’s influence in the world cannot be described in the language of mathematics, and nor I believe is Aquinas thinking that way when he speaks of a ‘primary causation’.160 Certainly I do not suggest, as Lloyd implies, that God’s being the ‘originary cause’ of suffering is equivalent to God’s ‘creating’ of evil. The whole point of the argument that evil is ‘non-being’ is that it has no standing in ‘being’ and so is not a created reality. We are all using the word ‘cause’ in a ‘stretched’ or strange way as theologians often use language, but Lloyd’s pressing of the point should nevertheless make us uncomfortable with the usual associations of the word. For my part, I can equally well speak of God as the ‘final origin of’ or ‘ultimate reason for’ or simply ‘responsible for’ suffering. It is the acknowledgement of God’s final responsibility for the universe as it is that takes us from stage one to stage two of a theodicy. I agree with Southgate (3.3.3) that God’s ‘taking responsibility’ for a suffering world is one element of atonement, and also that this does not necessitate talk of atonement as ‘reparation’.

3.5.2 Proportionate and disproportionate suffering

My argument depends on a distinction between a suffering that is proportionate to the development of complex, and ultimately personal, beings – and thus intended by the Creator – and a disproportionate or excessive suffering that results from resistance to the creative purpose of God throughout creation. Southgate accepts this distinction, although he limits excessive suffering in the non-human world to a much smaller range than I do (viruses, parasites such as cancer, and certain behaviour of advanced primates). Lloyd appears simply to reject the distinction, since God is not responsible for any suffering in the world at all. Messer, essentially agreeing with Lloyd, nevertheless thinks that there can be a difference but only as the result of a situation that is not intended by God in the first place (on this, see the next section below).

Sollereder rejects the distinction on quite different grounds. She believes that it is impossible to distinguish between the two, since all suffering which is not due to human sin is part of God’s good creation. Taking the well-known example of a fawn caught in a forest fire, which spends days lying in pain as it slowly dies, she rightly surmises that I would regard this as ‘disproportionate’. She objects that both the pain system of the animal and the incidence of forest fires are desirable and necessary features of the physical universe that we know. Trying to create a universe without these realities would ‘end up undermining the very things we care about’ (3.4.1). But what is disproportionate to development and flourishing are not the distinct elements of a pain system and a forest ecology depending on fire, but the particular circumstances in which these two realities interact in order to cause excessive damage to a sentient animal. That is probably not due to any specific acts of resistance to God’s creative influence in the actual moment of the fire; the event is characteristic of the world as we know it, which is the result of a long and complex history of resistance or slipping from the Good, built up over millions of years with many antecedent causes that we cannot trace. Every moment offers specific opportunities to respond positively to God’s invitation to life, but we also have the kind of world in which such disasters can happen because it is generally fallen from the divine purposes for it.

3.5.3 The state of a fallen universe

This picture of the natural world brings me very close to Messer’s proposal that the world we know, with its evolutionary process, is the ‘only way’ the universe can work as an internal consequence of a primordial fall. Here, in a spirit of reconciliation between viewpoints, he agrees with Southgate’s view that evolution, with its painful instruments of natural selection and necessary extinction of species, is the ‘only way’ forward into the development of complex life-forms. However, for Messer this process is not God’s ‘only way’, even as a kind of compromise with the situation (pace Southgate), but it is the only way to development left within creation itself, or at least within the area of creation of which we have knowledge. The ‘only way’ is itself a manifestation of fallenness. Since Messer also concedes that a primordial fallenness might be characterized as resistance to God, and that further acts of resistance might also take place within the ongoing process of evolution, causing suffering even excessive to that already caused by the basic situation, there is clearly a good deal of overlap between our viewpoints. We both say, in effect, ‘this is what a fallen world looks like, but it need not have been this way’. Lloyd too stands on this ground, though with an explanation based on the fall of the angels rather than on resistance.

However, the convergence is not complete. I trace fallenness, which is a resistance to God’s creative purpose or a slipping away from the Good, to the very beginning of creation, but the result is not a big bang in which most traces of God’s intention for the world are obliterated. Evolution is not simply a result of fallenness, but still bears the marks of God’s creative purpose, and is a pathway that God intentionally treads in cooperation with creatures. The world is still ‘very good’ (as Sollereder stresses), as well as spoilt by evil. By contrast, Messer proposes that divine providential action only means that God brings good out of evil, the process itself being characterized as an evil. For me, some disvalues, including proportionate suffering within evolution, are God’s ‘only way’, which is why the theodical question, ‘Is it worth it?’ remains and requires a leap of faith. But initial resistance, combined with ongoing resistance (as well as positive response), means that evolution with all the damage it causes as we know it is marked by excessive suffering, and as we know it, it is not God’s ‘only way’.

Here I altogether agree with Lloyd (and I am grateful for his moving autobiographical reflection) that our failure to imagine what evolution might have been like had there been no fallenness in the universe is not a reason for maintaining that it has all been exactly as God intends. Actually, I did in my first paper make an initial attempt at such imagining, but I readily admit that my imagination fell short. My difference from Lloyd is that I believe that what we are trying to imagine (evolution in God’s intention) includes some ‘proportionate’ suffering, while he thinks it includes none at all. Here I do come close to Southgate, as Lloyd perceptively maintains. But there is also a substantial difference between Southgate and myself. Following Lloyd’s own terminology, Southgate needs to use far less ‘imagination’ about the process of evolution because he limits disproportionate suffering to a few instances, so that the vast amount of suffering involved in evolution and natural selection is God’s ‘only way’ for development. My view is the other way round: I limit ‘proportionate’ suffering and think that a great deal of the suffering involved in evolution as we know it is excessive.

3.5.4 The ‘only way’ and the argument from non-being

Southgate makes the interesting observation, nevertheless, that the ‘only way’ argument and a fallenness based on the phenomenon of ‘non-being’ (as in myself and Messer) have some similarities. They both indicate some ‘necessary … constraint on God’s possibilities as creator’. I can see the point he makes, though I would want to emphasize that the constraint comes from God’s own loving desire to be the kind of creator who works within a process of cooperation (and co-creation) with beings who have been created from ‘nothing’.161 We do not know whether God could, in another universe, have created free, personal beings without this risk, protecting them – as Southgate puts it – from the threat of non-being (i.e. a relative non-being, mē ōn, or a slipping from the Good towards absolute non-being, ouk ōn). But it seems that God could not have created the particular kind of beings that we are and that we know in our universe without the ‘only way’ of this risk.

But there is also a strong dissimilarity between the two views, in that my own argument is about a risk that God takes in giving freedom to beings who can slip towards non-being, as well as creating a physical universe that contains randomness and contingency as the price of its own freedom and self-creativity.162 Southgate is envisaging not a risk taken by God but a deliberate design of God which includes disvalues that I regard as excessive. Admittedly, the risk of love that God takes is a large one, and Southgate helpfully notes my nuance, in my The Creative Suffering of God, that the pressures of finitude on created beings are so great that, while there is no ‘logical necessity’ that they should slip towards non-being, it is ‘practically inevitable’. Here I reference Paul Tillich’s language that ‘Creation and fall coincide … but it is not a logical coincidence … the leap from essence to [estranged] existence is the original fact … it has the character of a leap and not a structural necessity’.163 With regard to human life, Reinhold Niebuhr similarly comments that sin is ‘inevitable, but not in such a way as to fit into the category of natural necessity’, and that ‘sin is natural for man in the sense that it is universal, but not in the sense that it is necessary’.164 This observation might well be extended into the failure of the whole natural creation to respond to the aims of the creator. There is an unavoidable paradox or ‘riddle’ (Tillich’s word) of existence here, which cannot be entirely resolved, and which only underlines that the final question of theodicy, ‘is it worth it?’, cannot be answered by rational argument. In making a reasonable framework for this final question, an ‘inevitable non-necessity’ is a riddle, but then so is an ‘only way’ of a good God which involves most of the ‘disvalues’ of natural life, and we might weigh one riddle against the other.

In thinking about the threat of non-being a significant difference remains between a mysterious metaphysical power called ‘Non-Being’ – Barth’s das Nichtige – and the resistance of individual entities to God’s purpose, which means a slipping towards absolute non-being (the slippage being the dangerous element of relative non-being, or mē ōn). In the latter case, of course, some of the mystery of evil comes from the inter-connection of creatures’ own resistance, or an accumulation into something corporate and so greater and more threatening than any individual resistance. Messer notes that I differ from Barth here, though he is doubtful whether I am right in suggesting that in Barth’s thought (and in his own cautious use of it) God can be said to be the ‘originary cause’ of the power of non-being. As I have already noted, I am happy to use the language of responsibility rather than cause, and here Barth seems quite definite: he writes that it is by God’s saying ‘no’ to das Nichtige that ‘nothingness “is”, but on this basis it really “is”’, and that das Nichtige ‘lives only by the fact that it is that which God does not will’.165 Barth is driven into this formulation by his wish to maintain a traditional sovereignty of God, and avoidance of any notion of co-creativity. He thereby expresses a divine responsibility for evil that is more than taking a risk, however great, and I suggest that this makes it more difficult to answer ‘yes’ to the final question of theodicy, ‘is it worth it?’

3.5.5 The nature of freedom

If God has taken the risk of granting a freedom in which every created entity may either respond or resist, what is the nature of this freedom? Messer wonders whether I escape the verdict of Pelagianism, suspecting that I might be portraying a freedom ‘analogous to the everyday understanding of human freedom as “a neutral suspension between different possibilities”’ (3.2.1), here quoting from Alistair McFadyen. I can reassure Messer that I am not conceiving of the freedom God grants to creation as being such a ‘neutral suspension’ between – as it were – choices A and B. First, the freedom of created beings is not absolute, but is always held in tension with limitations. It is precisely that tension that gives rise to the pressures, taking advanced form among human beings as anxiety, which lead to a lapsing from the Good. Second, when the choice being made is about choosing life and the flourishing of the self, God’s grace or enabling is always needed. As I made clear in my first paper, God takes the initiative universally with invitation and loving persuasion offered to the creature. Augustine was right in perceiving that grace is needed to choose the Good, but wrong to suppose that this grace must be irresistible, so that God grants it only to a group of the elect who are bound to accept it.166 Here my understanding of freedom entirely concurs with that of Southgate in his second paper (3.3.1). I also had already stated that the phenomenon of ‘slipping away’ from the purpose of God was a complex one that included the freedom of randomness, chaos and contingency in the universe.

In the third place, freedom is not essentially an opting between two alternatives, but creativity; it is the ability to do new things that God as creator has not done, and not even planned to do or conceived of doing. This is a genuine co-creativity and it is why Augustine’s definition of freedom as conforming to the will of God167 is inadequate. It is also why my picture of pan-responsiveness and widespread resistance is not, as Sollereder judges, a ‘zero-sum game’ or a merely ‘binary choice’, since acceptance of God’s purpose may take multiple forms.

3.5.6 A response of created beings to an open-ended purpose

Since Sollereder allows for response to divine invitation to life across the whole range of creation, but does not allow for resistance outside the human sphere, my challenge to her was whether it makes sense to speak of an invitation at all when it cannot be rejected. Her reply is to propose, instead of resistance, a multiplicity of responses to God’s invitation in the area of meaning-making, using the parables of drawing a cat with children and her garden with its diverse areas. She affirms it is not a ‘binary’ matter of acceptance or resistance, but ‘it is a creative endeavour: there are multiple ways of achieving good ends … each response shapes a different future, and God can work with all of them’ (3.4.2). I entirely agree with her, but then I have never proposed that the purpose of God offered to a created entity was a particular aim, or a specific outcome envisaged by God, although such is indeed characteristic of process thinking.168 God’s purpose is an open-ended invitation, bounded only in so far as it is directed at the flourishing of all things and beings, and acceptance of it is shaped by the creature’s own self-creativity. Already in my The Creative Suffering of God (1988) I was affirming that specific possibilities for the future are created in a cooperative enterprise between God and creation.169 In Sollereder’s terms, we may say that God’s aim is to make some meaning, and that this meaning will always promote a fullness of life. For me, of course, the impact of God’s influence in creation includes, but exceeds, the making of meaning. I suggest that Sollereder has not in fact answered my challenge as to whether God’s invitation can be resisted, or – in Sollereder’s terms – whether a created entity can reject the invitation to make a meaning that encourages life, or even to make any meaning at all.

Southgate also aims to avoid associating a universal invitation of God with a widespread rejection of it, but by a different path. While in his first essay he had restricted ‘resistance’ in the non-human world to a narrow area (viruses, parasites, certain vicious behaviour of advanced primates), in his second essay he follows his earlier writings in finding a widespread resistance, but now underlines that most of this resistance is not ‘outright repudiation’ of the divine desire for cooperation in creation. He envisages a widespread resistance to God’s invitation for a created thing to transcend itself, to move towards new kinds of adaptation, or relations with others, or a deeper empathy; but he urges that the creature’s decision to remain in its present course of life and simply to ‘selve’ itself (affirm its own being) is not for the most part ‘toxic’ or life-denying, but a proper response to God. After all, in ‘selving’, a created thing or being praises God who has made it. Only a behaviour which ‘sucks the life’ from others or is vicious in a way that rejects fellow-feeling counts as ‘repudiation’ or ‘disproportionate resistance’.

For my part, I would count a harmless declining of the divine invitation to self-transcendence not as resistance at all, but as the kind of response to God’s open-ended aim that Sollereder identifies. But I doubt that every refusal of a created being to transcend itself falls into this category, and that no instance contributes to a general lack of cooperation of the creation with God. Southgate himself writes earlier about (and now quotes) the ‘“No” – full of beauty, full even of praise, but also of selving that takes place at the expense of the flourishing of other selves’.170 I suggest that, small disturbances though they are, many refusals to self-transcend might well accumulate and interact to cause a drift of creation from the Good. It is perhaps because Southgate wants to distinguish sharply a resistance of merely ‘selving’ from a ‘toxic’ repudiation of God’s purpose, that in the latter case he introduces a new element of temptation from rebellious powers, a curiously last-moment mythological intrusion into his world picture. It seems that life-denying reactions to God must not be associated with creaturely resistance alone.

Southgate judges that I have misunderstood his reference to the ‘ultimate irresistibility’ of the divine lure towards life. I do accept his point that I have underplayed his stress on the qualifier ‘ultimate’, and I welcome his understanding of freedom in which divine grace is necessary but not irresistible. However, my point was – and remains – that if the divine invitation is not irresistible, and there really are creaturely ‘nos’ to God’s purpose in creation as it is at present, then one would expect a wide range of resistance to God, sufficient to account for excessive suffering. In his second paper he does accept that resistible grace must mean a widespread ‘resistance’ in creation here and now, but he limits any resulting distortion of creation by understanding this resistance to be, for the most part, a ‘selving’ within God’s purposes. Only ‘repudiation’, limited to a few cases, can cause disproportionate suffering. All depends then on whether this distinction convinces, and I myself find more of a moving boundary between resistance and rejection. It seems that Southgate is forming an argument which fits within his general conception that creation, substantially as it is (with a few exceptions) is God’s ‘only way’. Similarly, Sollereder is making her argument to support her conviction that creation, apart from humans, is entirely good, and we shall now see that this is also the case with her understanding of the suffering of God.

3.5.7 Suffering as something strange to God

In my first paper (2.5) I argue that to speak meaningfully of God as suffering with the world, we must conceive of something strange or alien befalling God, since in suffering as we know it something happens to us that we have not purposed. There are theologians who argue for a passibility in which God always keeps divine suffering under control,171 filtering out certain kinds of suffering, but I doubt whether we are then using the word ‘suffering’ in a meaningful way. Sollereder agrees in principle, but wants to avoid drawing the conclusion that there is a disproportionate or excessive suffering in the natural world that God has not intended and finds alien. She argues first that something can be strange to God’s nature but not to God’s purpose for the world, and second that what God finds strange in the divine nature is simply entering finite existence, rather than finding some alien evil in the other-than-human world.

In my view it seems odd to distinguish between nature and purpose in God, since this seems to presume a divine nature that exists and subsequently chooses to do different things, whereas God must – in Barth’s words – surely be what God wills or desires.172 Barth expresses well the situation that ‘God does not will to be Himself in any other way than he is in this relationship’, i.e. with created beings.173 Moreover, since God has purposed to create finite reality, has made room within God’s self from eternity for finite reality to dwell (this is in fact the ‘trinitarian panentheism’ which Sollereder finds attractive), and has intended from eternity to be fully incarnate in a finite human being, it can hardly be said that entering the ‘otherness’ of finitude would be ‘strange’. The only thing that can genuinely ‘befall’ God, or ‘happen’ to God must be evil that God has not intended but which has emerged within creation. So, if God suffers with the natural world, there must be an alien evil embedded there which has given rise to excessive suffering.

3.5.8 Divine cooperation and the new creation

The contributors to this volume have been glad to note that there is at least one solid agreement among us: that God intends a ‘new creation’ which will fulfil the promise of the old, and in which all that God has made and loves will be redeemed, including the non-human world with all its animals and other living things. There is, however, less agreement about whether this can be a unilateral act of God, requiring no cooperation from created beings to bring it about. Southgate thinks it must definitely be unilateral, Sollereder finds this ‘plausible’ and Messer ‘probable’. Although proposing that all God’s actions in creation are mediated, which might argue against divine unilateralism, Lloyd still affirms it for the eschaton. I want firmly to contest any notion of divine unilateralism, as I have been affirming that all God’s actions in continuous creation are persuasive, requiring response and co-creativity from created things and beings, and so also giving space for resistance. Eschatology cannot consistently be excluded from this process.

Lloyd maintains that creation ex nihilo must be unilateral, and so it is appropriate for new creation to be so as well. But if God desires from eternity to be a creator of a physical universe – or many universes – and to exist in relation to it/them, we cannot conceive of any God other than the One who exists in relation to matter. God is who God desires to be.174 It is not a question of physical matter having an eternal nature like God, but of God’s own sovereign decision to be the kind of God that God is.175 The limits of our thought are drawn at that point; we cannot go back ‘behind’ God’s eternal mandate. All created things have the status of being ‘from nothing’, and so are able to slip back towards nothing, precisely because they are created, as distinct from God who is the only uncreated reality, not because we can envisage a moment when they began to exist.176 If we always need to think God together with material creation like this, then we will also think of a God who has graciously determined always to work in cooperation with the created world.

With regard to eschatology there is, moreover, a moral problem: if God intends to perfect creation through an act entirely within God’s control, why has this not happened sooner? Why has God not intervened earlier to cope with intolerable human suffering such as in the Holocaust of the twentieth century? The Apostle Paul envisages that creation is ‘waiting’ for the redemption of human beings (Rom. 8.22-23), but they emerged from the evolutionary process, with their capacity for love, long ago.

Three contributors (Messer, Sollereder and Lloyd) have adduced the resurrection of Christ as precedent for the belief that God will simply intervene to raise creation to a new level of existence. However, in attempting to explain what has happened in the resurrection of Jesus, according to the book of Acts Peter on the day of Pentecost quotes from Psalm 16, ‘I saw the Lord always before me … so that I will not be shaken’, and concludes that ‘God raised him up, having freed him from death, because it was impossible for him to be held in its power’ (Acts 2.24-25). This sample of early Christian preaching portrays, though in inadequate human language, a cooperation between God, who takes the gracious initiative (‘God raised him’), and a human response of openness to God throughout life (‘I saw the Lord always before me’) which results in death losing its power (‘God freed him from death because it was impossible for him to be held’). Through his response to God Christ had become the kind of person over whom death had lost dominion.

We might conceive of an analogous partnership between God and the whole of the created world which can result in the final overcoming of death, and which has been anticipated by the resurrection of Christ. Sollereder objects that both the resurrection of persons and the ‘eschatological recreation of the universe’ will ‘only happen on the far side of death’, perhaps hinting at a universal death of the cosmos. So she asserts that ‘since the dead, like inanimate objects, cannot participate in God’s work … it would necessarily come down to an act of unilateral power to raise the dead’. Lloyd makes a similar observation. But, as I concluded my first paper, I suggest that God preserves everything that is valuable of human and non-human life within God’s self, and so God maintains the identity of every entity and being that has passed into death.177 All that has been achieved through the process of creation is safeguarded within the triune life of God, and out of this experience of creation God will remake it in a resurrection of the whole cosmos. God, in the freedom of God’s own desire, has chosen to be a creator who works through co-creativity. We do not know at what point creation will have offered enough response to God, such as Christ offered, to enable God – or to give God the material – to raise the dead. It may or may not involve a whole universe that is ‘on the far side of death’.

A vision like this links eschatology with atonement. I have been suggesting that atonement means that in the death of Christ God has taken the furthest journey into the alienation and brokenness of creation, and that this experience intensifies the pressure of divine love on every living thing, enabling the response that builds towards a new creation. Southgate expresses some agreement with this position, but objects that ‘this still, in my view, needs to include some formulation of how the influence of the powers that trap humans in sin is broken by this divine immersion’ (3.3.3). The ‘powers’, I have maintained, are generated by the resistance of created things and beings to God, in their slipping towards non-being, and have their dominance through interaction between individualities in a corporate existence. Their power is thus broken precisely through the positive response to God enabled by the atonement. We only need some other kind of mechanism if we conceive of the powers as rebellious angelic beings which – at least to a limited extent – Southgate appears to do along with Lloyd. Some of the effect of divine influence on the natural world, enhanced by atonement, we can see exactly in the complexification, cooperation and symbiosis to which Southgate refers. In the human world we can see transformed personalities, reconciled relationships and renewed communities. But, at every level of creation there is also the hidden process of the preserving of creaturely response within the life of God, so that ‘this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond measure’ (2 Cor. 4.16). We can hope that the divine love will finally win this response universally, although I did not, as Lloyd suggests, write that I ‘believe’ this love will not forever be resisted by any created being. I was careful in my earlier essay to frame this universal overcoming of resistance as a hope, though a confident one, not a dogmatic certainty.

Sollereder concludes in her second paper that since only human beings are called to love and can love, only they can resist God and sin, although she recognizes that there are ‘desires’, analogous to love, at other levels of creation. It seems to me arbitrary, therefore, to confine resistance to humans who can love in the full sense. In their very desires and their ‘selving’ (Southgate), created entities can surely resist God’s purpose for fullness of life in their own way. If they can, in their creativity, find new ways to respond which God has not conceived, they can also resist. It is in their creative response, and the overcoming of their resistance through atoning grace and the energy of divine love, that the ‘eternal weight of glory’ is being prepared: ‘for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal’ (2 Cor. 4.18).
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A philosophical reflection on the conversation

Mark R. Wynn

I would like to begin by paying tribute to the structure and spirit of the exchange that has unfolded in these pages. The interaction between the five symposiasts, if I may use that expression, which sees each author reviewing and elaborating on their initial contribution in light of the responses provided by their fellow contributors, provides an instructively multi-lensed perspective on the question of non-human suffering and struggle, and brings out the points at which each author sees their position as open to development, in light of the dialectical pressure exerted by other perspectives, as well as the points at which its commitments are taken to be more or less fixed. So in this way, the structure of the volume allows us to see something of the dynamic properties of each approach, that is, its susceptibility or openness to change in various respects – rather than thinking of each as simply a static body of ideas. As someone who, prior to reading this exchange and participating in the associated workshops, did not know the literature on animal suffering at all well, I have found accompanying our authors, each of them an experienced and expert guide, across this varied intellectual landscape revelatory: it is particularly helpful to have the terrain surveyed from different vantage points, so that its features can be seen in the round, and various decision points, concerning, for instance, how to think of ‘resistance’, can be understood with respect both to the opportunities that are presented by a particular dialectical stance, as developed by one author, and to the intellectual opportunities that are thereby foregone, as disclosed in the contributions of another, who follows a different track.

I’ll turn now to the intellectual substance of these exchanges, but I did want to begin by offering this appreciation both of the structure of the volume, insofar as it makes possible a dynamic and rounded appreciation of the issues, and of the contributions of the symposiasts, each of whom has taken up with verve and imagination the opportunities afforded by this multi-authored approach, above all through their close, charitable and responsive reading of the others’ positions.

As all the authors agree, the question of how to understand suffering and struggle in the animal world is one that taxes our cognitive resources. In approaching this question, we are drawn very quickly into judgements about various dependency relations, for instance, whether one state of affairs is metaphysically necessary for another, that is, necessary in such a way that even God may not be able to secure the second without the first, and also judgements about the overall value of such compound states of affairs, where one state of affairs that seems evidently to be overall of positive value is taken to depend on the realization of a second state of affairs involving various ‘disvalues’. The authors are all sensitive to the fact that modal and axiological judgements of these kinds (that is, judgements concerned respectively with possibility and necessity, and with value), where we are concerned with broadly defined states of the world, are hard to make with any degree of confidence, certainly if we are reliant simply upon the argumentative resources of philosophy.

The debate on the ‘only way’ approach in the volume provides one striking illustration of the wider question of whether and how we might understand the modal facts relevant to these issues. (The debate about the nature of creaturely freedom provides another notable example.) Given that God’s resources and, as we might say, resourcefulness are infinite, we might be inclined to suppose, pre-reflectively, that of course God can create a law-governed world in which higher-order sentient creatures develop consistently with those laws, without thereby incurring the risk of suffering of the intensity and on the scale that seems to characterize the history of our world. Why, for example, could God not have created a world in which the more complex, later-developing life forms are in all cases simply herbivores, and apt to die promptly and painlessly once they have reached a certain age – and so on, adding here further stipulations as required to head off other possible sources of suffering? But as various authors note, a scientific understanding of the processes whereby life has in fact emerged and developed in this universe, under law-governed conditions, very quickly reveals the complexity of the relationship between the various constituents of this narrative, so that there is a genuine question about whether predation, or even, say, viruses and parasitic forms of life, may be in some way necessary for the achievement of a fundamental good such as the emergence of creaturely complexity. Certainly, as our authors note, there seems to be some pressure to say that relative to the laws of nature that obtain in our world, some such connections may turn out to be necessary, so that relative to those laws, even the divine resources and resourcefulness cannot secure, or at least, cannot be sure of securing, certain core values without having to tolerate thereby a range of associated disvalues.

It might be replied: well, in that case, why should God not have made a life-enabling universe with different laws? Here our focus shifts from intra-scientific modal facts (those relative to the laws that in fact obtain) to extra-scientific modal facts. Here too, it is easy for our imagination to run ahead of what is in fact metaphysically possible. In recent years, again because of progress in the sciences, we have become more sensitive to the difficulty of envisaging the character of a life-consistent universe governed by laws different from those that in fact obtain, given that the actual universe appears to be ‘finely tuned’ to the possibility of life: this apparently well-established finding of modern cosmology suggests that very, very small adjustments to, say, the initial rate of expansion of the universe, or the relative values of the fundamental forces, would have had the result that the universe would not have been life-permitting.1 Here developments in the sciences, while not directly concerned with the laws governing metaphysical possibility, nonetheless alert us to the ways in which, in our universe, there appears to be a tight, ‘finely tuned’ connection between the laws of nature and various fundamental values – notably, the core value of life itself – whose realization is enabled by those laws. It is a great strength of the contributions in this volume, I think, that the authors have a sophisticated understanding of the biological and other sciences that bear on these issues – two are indeed trained in the sciences – and can therefore write with due sensitivity to the relevance of scientific perspectives for an assessment of a range of intra- as well as extra-scientific modal facts of importance for these discussions.

Another response might be: in that case, why should we not give up on the idea that God will create a universe subject to laws that hold uniformly? For instance, holding fixed the laws of nature as we find them in our universe, why should God not intervene at any point when an animal is liable to experience significant pain, so as to suspend the law-governed operation of the relevant pain receptors, and to provide, miraculously, a behavioural prompt that will have the same action-guiding import as would have been produced by pain of the kind and intensity that would have occurred but for God’s intervention – and acting so would surely present no difficulty for God, since God can, presumably, directly, that is, independently of the law-governed web of intra-creaturely causal relations, bring about a brain state that will place the creature in the requisite motivational state? (And since this is simply the same motivational state as would otherwise have arisen, there is no question of the creature’s freedom being significantly compromised hereby, relative to what would have happened in the world as it is in fact constituted.) Since many Christians, and perhaps our authors too, are content with the possibility of miracles, so understood, why should God not act so?

Here we run directly into a difficult axiological question: such a world, in which the laws of nature are frequently suspended in the name of reducing creaturely pain and suffering, lacks the integrity of our world, where the natures of creatures express themselves without any such interference – allowing that these natures are still, of course, divinely established and sustained. Perhaps this law-suspending version of our world should be judged overall better than the actual world, but this is, I take it, not a judgement that we can make with any degree of confidence from our epistemic vantage point. In general, how are we to assess the relative value of global states of affairs such as these, allowing that there is, in fact, some objective ordering in such cases? And notably, in this case, how are we to support such a judgement, when there is evidently a weighty counter-value to the value of pain reduction, namely the value of creaturely natures retaining their causal integrity?2

One response to this understanding of these various constraints on our epistemic capacities would be to say: well, in that case, let’s simply give up this kind of enquiry, and allow that these questions exceed our intellectual powers. Of course, none of our authors takes that view, not even, I think, with respect to the question of whether broadly philosophical, rather than theological, forms of investigation can be brought to bear on the modal and axiological questions that are posed in their essays. And I think they are right to persist, not least because while it may be hard to reach a definitive judgement on these matters, it is at the same time clear that our judgements can be more or less well informed, taking into account, for instance, developments in the sciences, and there is therefore a genuine field of enquiry here. But evidently, the symposiasts are also very much sensitive to these epistemic challenges, advancing their own views, especially insofar as they depend on philosophically grounded judgements, with a significant degree of epistemic caution. And this suggests, I think, one potentially fruitful way of reading the collection as a whole.

On first inspection, it is perhaps natural to take the approach of each symposiast to be, on some fundamental issues anyway, in competition with those of the other symposiasts. And that is right to the extent that in some respects, clearly, these views are mutually inconsistent. But given that each view is being advanced with a significant measure of epistemic humility, our authors will also allow, evidently, that there is some significant likelihood that one or another of the rival views will turn out to be closer to the truth (and perhaps even that the disjunction of these rival views is more likely to be correct than the author’s preferred view). In these circumstances, a Christian theologian who favours one of the views advanced in this discussion over other, mutually exclusive views still has good reason to hope that these other views can be defended with a measure of plausibility. Why? Because no one of these views, considered in itself, is going to be, it would seem, a compellingly strong contender for truth. And what matters for Christian theology, therefore, is that a disjunction of such views should have some prospect of being true (where the truth of any one disjunct will entail the falsity of each of the other disjuncts).3

And on one natural reading, that is the sort of enquiry that we see played out in this volume: of course, each symposiast is committed to framing their own view in the strongest possible terms, and to that extent establishing its superiority over rival views, but at the same time, the authors are clearly engaged in a collaborative enterprise, and each takes time to consider how alternative views to the one they favour might be stated more forcefully, allowing for their different starting points and core convictions. In brief, the positions advanced in the book can be read as a collective response to the question: is it possible for Christian theology to provide a story about animal suffering, or perhaps in certain respects a story about why we cannot tell such a story, that is persuasive enough to meet whatever intellectual threshold needs to be met in this domain for Christian claims about divine creation and providence to remain a live intellectual option?4 The answer to that question, I am suggesting, is perhaps best cast in disjunctive form.

I have been offering a reading of our symposiasts’ conversation that is framed by some reflections on the difficulties of reaching a view about the character of various modal and axiological facts. I want now to discuss, very briefly, two further issues that may be of help in framing that discussion. As the reader will have noticed, I am not seeking to intervene directly in our exchange as one further voice in the discussion – partly because I don’t see how I could substantively improve on the earlier mapping of the dialectical space – but rather to move towards, for myself anyway, a deepened understanding of how we might think of the significance of this conversation, that is, what we might take it to have shown once it has been located within some wider or framing context.

Turning to the first of these further framing issues, let us briefly consider the question of whether there is a best possible world, where by ‘possible world’ is meant a way in which things might have been in their totality, here including within the boundaries of a given world both God, supposing there is a God in that world, and whatever God may have made. Without pursuing the question in any detail here, I will simply venture the view that there is no best, jointly or singly best, possible world: any state of affairs that might be advanced as a plausible candidate for counting as such a world will always be open to improvement, for instance, through the addition of one or more sentient creatures who lead contented lives, without detracting in any respect from the well-being of any other sentient creature. Here again, we are concerned with various potentially challenging global axiological judgements. We might wonder, for instance: perhaps the addition of these creatures would in some way detract from the aesthetic properties of such a world, for instance, because to ensure that they do not impinge negatively on the well-being of other creatures, they would need to be placed in a causally isolated region of the world, thereby undermining the causal integrity of the world. Or again: perhaps the addition of such creatures would not be possible via any law-governed process, so that in this respect the world would not, after all, count as an improvement. Allowing for these and like complications, I take it that the judgement that there is no best possible world has a measure of intuitive plausibility and is, to say no more, as lively a contender for truth as the claim that there is such a world. And in that case, Christian theology can reasonably build on that supposition.

Allowing that we can proceed on this basis, we may then ask ourselves: how good must a God-involving possible world be if that world is to be consistent with the divine goodness? If we suppose that there is a uniquely best possible world, then there is perhaps some pressure to say: God must actualize that world, because not to do so would imply some deficiency in God’s agency, since there is a created state of affairs of maximal value that it is open to God to realize, and God has chosen instead to actualize an inferior state of affairs.5 But if there is no best possible world, then it is no objection to the claim of a given creation-involving world to be consistent with the divine goodness to say: God could have actualized a better possible world than this. Why not? Because, of course, on this view, the same objection could be posed whatever God might have created. So if the objection holds with respect to a given creation-involving possible world, giving us reason to think that the divine goodness is inconsistent with the actualization of that world, then it amounts to a case for supposing that God ought not to have created at all. And that seems too drastic a conclusion to draw. (If God does not create, then the world comprising God alone will be the actual world – and why should it count against the goodness of God if God should instead bring into existence a creation that is very good, allowing that it is not open to God to bring into being a creation that is unimprovably good?)

On this general picture, it seems we should suppose not that God should actualize the, or a, best possible world (there being no such world), nor that God is required to refrain from creating, but rather that God has adequate reason to bring about a creation, provided that it meets a certain minimum threshold of goodness: any such creation will be improvable, of course, but will still be a worthy object of divine creative choice, provided that it is good enough. The question of how good is good enough is one that we can set aside for present purposes. Plausibly, such a world will need to be overall good and free from gratuitous disvalues (bracketing the question of how exactly we are to understand the ‘gratuitousness’ of a disvalue)6 – but we might well suppose that a world will need to meet various other conditions as well if it is to count as consistent with the divine goodness, even allowing that there is no best possible world.

If we bring this framing assumption, that there is no best possible world, into our review of the discussion that has been presented in these pages, what difference might that make to our conception of the exchange? On one natural reading, each of our symposiasts is sketching a possible world: in one such world, the created order, considered as fallen, is pan-responsive (and there is no angelic fall); in another, it is not pan-responsive, and some of its central disvalues derive instead from an angelic fall; in another, it is not pan-responsive, and some smaller set of disvalues derive from such a fall; in another, there is no such fall, and no theodically significant moral responsiveness outside of the realm of human choosing, and in another, we should accept that the fallen character of the world is radically resistant to human understanding, so that none of the above stories is to be endorsed, though here too, of course, there will be a true story, one that is accessible from the divine vantage point. Let’s suppose for the sake of discussion that, in axiological terms, the pan-responsive possible world, as sketched here, is ranked, confidently, above any possible world involving an angelic fall. If we were approaching this discussion with the background assumption that there is a best possible world, and in turn the background expectation that God will actualize that world, then this axiological ranking would give us reason to suppose that there is no angelic fall – because on this ranking, we can say that all the angelic fall worlds are inferior to the pan-responsive, fall-involving world, so that none of them can be the best possible world.

Immediately, various complications come into view. For instance, we might wonder whether these various sketches are to be read as accounts of possible worlds in their entirety or as accounts of parts of such a world: if the latter, then in principle, two or more sketches could prove to be true, supposing that there is more than one universe. Or again, there is a complication around the fact that, given the indeterministic understanding of creaturely freedom that is shared by most of the symposiasts, God may not be able to choose directly a given possible world involving creaturely freedom, but only the initial set up in such a world. And it will follow, for example, that a world involving a fall might be the best of the possible worlds accessible to God, even if another world is better, namely one of the same general kind where creatures exercise their freedom differently, so that there is no fall. But let us bracket such matters for present purposes.

If, instead, we approach our exchange with the background assumption that there is no best possible world, and, in turn, the assumption that the divine goodness is consistent with any world that meets a certain minimum threshold of value, then we will not be able to move at all directly (i.e. not without further argumentation concerning the nature of that threshold) from the observation that a pan-responsive world, involving fallenness, is to be ranked above any world involving an angelic fall to the conclusion that, most likely, there was no angelic fall. In other words, on this framing assumption, read as I have proposed, we should not suppose that the fundamental contribution of our symposiasts is to provide us with a ranking of possible worlds. Such a ranking would certainly be of interest in intellectual terms, but on the framing assumption that there is no best possible world, read as I have proposed, it would not of itself settle the question of how we should think of our own world. Why? Because the sketch of a given symposiast might turn out to have a relatively low ranking compared with those of other symposiasts, while still evidently meeting the threshold of value that would make the world so understood a worthy object of divine creative choice, in which case it would seem to have just as much a claim as those other sketches to be the actual world.

So, on this reading of the exchange, what matters is that a given sketch of God’s providential and redeeming activity, with respect to suffering and struggle in the non-human world, should be persuasive enough to show that a world conforming to that sketch has some prospect of meeting the relevant threshold of value. This reading gives us a further reason for thinking of our symposiasts’ contributions non-competitively, since it suggests that, taken together, each of their accounts could be persuasive enough to establish that the world so understood is a worthy object of divine creative choice. The first of our reasons for thinking of these sketches non-competitively was epistemic: on that view, each sketch is advanced with a significant measure of epistemic caution, which suggests that Christian theologians have some reason to consider the viability of a disjunctive account of the nature of God’s creative and providential activity, one that incorporates several and perhaps all of these sketches. The second reason for taking a non-competitive view is more metaphysical in nature: even supposing that we could produce a reliable ranking of the symposiasts’ accounts, in axiological terms, confidently ranking some above others, provided that each account has a similarly weighty claim to meet the relevant threshold of value, then each will have a similarly weighty claim to be true. Here, the claim to truth of one account does not directly have any tendency to undercut the claim to truth of another, because multiple accounts could satisfy the relevant threshold of value.

I would like to close with one further potential framing consideration, which I shall introduce gesturally, rather than as a worked-out proposal. Even considered as a gesture, this account will make some highly contestable assumptions, but I offer it as one further perspective on how various metaphysical facts relevant to this debate may fall out. Let’s suppose, for the sake of discussion, that God has made not only our cosmos but another just like it, and let’s suppose that creaturely freedom turns out to have been exercised in that cosmos in just the same way, so that the two cosmoses share the same history: they are, then, qualitatively indistinguishable. The other day, I saw a seal pup on the Pembrokeshire coast. In the scenario we are envisaging, there is a qualitatively indistinguishable counterpart for that pup in this further cosmos, one that is also actual, but not our cosmos. We might ask: what is it that makes the seal pup that I saw that pup, and not another pup? On our scenario, we can’t very well say: its properties (considered abstractly, so that each property, say the property of having a blotch on its nose, is multiply instantiable) make that seal pup the pup that it is. Why not? Because evidently there is another pup, different from the pup I saw, that shares exactly those properties. There is one clarification we should note: by ‘properties’ here is meant intrinsic properties, that is, the properties the seal has not on account of its relation to anything else, but simply considered in itself, such as the property of having so many whiskers, or a blotchy nose, and so on.

Here again, we are approaching some difficult-to-understand modal questions, and I have no developed theory of these matters to offer, but this apparently simple thought experiment gives us some reason to say that a seal is the particular individual it is, not on account of conforming to a certain general type – not even a fully described type, where we pick out all of the seal’s intrinsic features, its blotchy nose and so on, in exhaustive detail – but on account of standing concretely in certain causal relations, say, by being the seal that I saw, rather than the seal seen by another person. (Of course, this pushes our question about identity a step further back, since it presupposes the distinction between me and my counterpart in that second cosmos: the implication of this account is that to identify me as the very individual that I am, it will, in turn, be necessary to locate me in some further concrete causal context. Perhaps it is the divine mind that provides the terminus for this chain of contexts.) It’s perhaps worth adding that this result does not seem to depend on there actually being a second cosmos that is qualitatively indistinguishable from our own. It is enough that it is possible that there be such a cosmos: in that case, what makes our pup the pup it is cannot be simply its general, intrinsic properties, because it is possible for several individuals to exemplify those properties, and in that case, having those properties cannot, after all, be what makes this pup, uniquely, the pup it is.

This brief train of reflection invites us to suppose that what might initially seem to be a straightforward solution to the problem of animal suffering may not, after all, be available. The solution would run: to ensure that this seal pup, the very one that I saw, does not suffer, it would be enough for God to create an individual with those properties within a suffering-free world. But on the view we have been considering, it would not follow that this individual was that very pup, simply by virtue of sharing all of its general properties. And if we suppose that, in fact, what makes a given creature the very individual that it is tied in some way to its being located within a given causal context – indeed, not just a causal context of a given type, but one that consists of certain concrete individuals, standing in certain causal relations to that individual – then we might conclude that we can’t straightforwardly envisage this very pup existing in a radically different kind of causal context, as proposed in this thought experiment.7

To develop this proposal a little, we might try to trace back the existence of the pup that I saw to the point of its origination. We can then ask: what makes it the case that this pup, and not some other, came into being at that point? Reasoning similarly, we might say: it’s not enough to suppose that this pup will have come into existence provided that an egg and sperm satisfying the relevant general description were united. What matters, rather, is that the very egg and sperm that gave rise to this pup were united. Without spelling out the case further, it seems that in this way we can begin to track the very causal conditions that need to obtain for this very pup to exist back to a time before it existed; and having identified those conditions, we can then reason similarly with respect to them, since for those very conditions to obtain, it is not enough that there should be some prior state of affairs that is picked out simply with respect to the general properties that it exemplifies. If this line of reflection, or something like it, should hold – and certainly it makes a number of controversial assumptions, and it is not obvious that it does hold – then we have some reason to say that the existence of this pup as the very pup that it is is indexed to a wider causal context, one that extends backwards in time to periods before the pup’s existence – and once it is widely enough drawn, this wider causal context will have to include, we might suppose, the suffering and struggle of many non-human creatures.8

Here is a further, very tentative but not entirely unmotivated framing assumption that we can bring to our review of our symposiasts’ debate, namely the idea that the causal context of an individual, that is, its standing concretely in certain causal relations, where those relations extend backwards in time before the origination of the thing, enters into its identity. This third framing assumption points in the direction of the thought that, as well as the many other values that are realized in our universe, of the kinds carefully recorded and affirmed in the essays of our symposiasts, there is also a further value that consists in the fact that hereby certain individuals have come to be, individuals whose existence is in various ways indexed to the very causal history that has unfolded in this world.

This suggests a further reading of the exchange between our symposiasts. Each is sketching a rather different causal story, reading ‘cause’ very broadly in the ways discussed in their exchange, by reference to which the world as we observe it today came to be. And those stories can be assessed in qualitative terms: perhaps this story is to be preferred to that, considered as an account of suffering and struggle that can be shown to cohere in some way with what we know of the divine goodness. (Here we return to the issues we discussed in relation to our second framing assumption.) But on this further framing assumption, the stories offered by our symposiasts, considered as stories about our universe, also set out the concrete causal context with respect to which it is possible for this seal pup, and other non-human creatures, to exist as the very individuals that they are. On this view, then, when we consider the connection between values and disvalues in our world, we should take into account not only how across universes of a certain type, values of a given type will be connected to disvalues of a particular type, including episodes of non-human suffering, in this or that manner, but also how the disvalues that have arisen in the history of our universe may be connected, in some metaphysically deep way, to the existence of the very non-human creatures that populate our world.

These reflections invite us to think that from the vantage point of Christian theology, the history of our universe, with its struggle and suffering, is perhaps a story of how the particular targets of the divine love have come to be: that is, the very individuals who are the objects of that love. On this view, the divine love is active not simply to bring good out of suffering and struggle for the various subjects that undergo suffering and struggle, but also by way of suffering and struggle to constitute those subjects as the individuals that they are – that is, to call them into being, as a condition of calling them into a share of the divine life.9
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2 For further discussion, see Peter van Inwagen, ‘The Problem of Evil, the Problem of Air, and the Problem of Silence’, in his God, Knowledge, and Mystery: Essays in Philosophical Theology (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2010), Ch. 3.
3 To explain the terminology here, suppose we take the letter P to stand for the view of one of our contributors, the letter Q to stand for the view of another contributor and so on. I take it that these views cannot all be true, as they are in some respects mutually inconsistent. But the disjunction P or Q or etc. could be true, and will be true providing that one of these views (one of the ‘disjuncts’ in this statement) is true.
4 Here and elsewhere, I am taking ‘providence’ broadly to mean divine oversight of creation, extending to, for instance, eschatology.
5 I say ‘perhaps’ here, since it is not at all clear that from a Christian perspective, it is to be expected that God would actualize the best possible world, supposing there to be one. For a classic discussion of these issues, see Robert Adams, ‘Must God Create the Best?’, Philosophical Review, 81, no. 3 (1972): 317–32.
6 It is clear that some of our symposiasts allow that some disvalues in our world are ‘gratuitous’ in the sense that they need not have arisen had the freedom of creatures been differently exercised, but these token disvalues, arising from particular episodes of creaturely choice, will remain value-serving in a larger sense, in so far as it is good that creatures should have the freedom so to choose.
7 Mats Wahlberg offers the following thought experiment: ‘Suppose that God would create – directly – an exact molecular duplicate of a certain, individual pelican. If the original pelican – which is a product of evolution – is a “creaturely self”, then so is the molecular copy of that pelican. But the latter is not a product of evolution, so a process of evolution cannot be the only possible way for God to create creaturely selves’: ‘Was Evolution the Only Possible Way for God to Make Autonomous Creatures? Examination of an Argument in Evolutionary Theodicy’, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 77, no. 1 (2015): 37–51: 46. Suppose we allow this point; it may even so be true that the only possible way for God to create a given pelican as the very pelican it is is by way of an evolutionary process. The ‘only way’ to this very pelican may then be via this process. My thanks to Christopher Southgate for this reference.
8 For further development of a ‘non-identity theodicy’ of broadly this kind, see Vince Vitale, Non-identity Theodicy: A Grace-Based Response to the Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), Ch. 6.
9 In the course of this discussion, I have tried to preserve a position of neutrality with respect to the positions sketched by our symposiasts, given the role I have assigned myself of examining the significance of the earlier essays as a set. And it may be wondered whether I have departed from that stance in these closing lines, by writing that God constitutes creatures as the individuals they are ‘by way of’ suffering and struggle – which could be taken to mean that God intends that suffering and struggle as a means to the creation of those very individuals. My thanks to Paul Fiddes and Michael Lloyd for raising this insightful question. The text could be read that way, but might also be read differently. For instance, if we take creatures to be free in the libertarian sense, and suppose that God is in time and lacks foreknowledge of creaturely free choices, and if we adopt the view on identity outlined here, then we might say that God does not intend that precisely these creatures should exist (those that result from the track that the creation has in fact followed), but foresees that there may be a process of suffering and struggle that will result in these very creatures, and resolves, of course, to love those creatures if they should come to be. Here the divine love is active in sustaining a process that in fact involves suffering and struggle and that in fact constitutes these individuals as the very individuals they are, but without intending suffering and struggle. I am grateful to all the symposiasts for their very instructive comments on an earlier draft of this reflection.
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Conclusion

Christopher Southgate

A complex discussion, such as this book chronicles, does not admit of any easy or trite conclusion. The exchanges between the five partners in the main conversation have not led to ‘the answer’ to how it can be that the Christian God, confessed as creator of all creaturely existents, a God of love, the God of Jesus and of resurrection hope, has given rise to a creation full of competition and struggle, and containing significant amounts of suffering in the non-human world.

The discussion has, however, led to the identification of a notable convergence and some closer approximations between positions, as well as some ongoing fault-lines. It is the task of this brief section to explore these, ponder the reasons that might lie behind them, and also reflect on Mark Wynn’s ‘eagle’s eye view’ of the debate in his response in Chapter 4.

First, a notable convergence. All five symposiasts1 agree that the eschatological state to which God is drawing creation will be one in which all struggle and suffering have ended. Our five authors all embrace a belief that at the eschaton, hard though this is to picture, God will be ‘all in all’, in Paul’s phrase at 1 Cor. 15.28, in ways that permit creatures to be fully themselves without struggle. The reasons for this convergence I see as twofold. First, it reflects the hopeful faith of the five authors, a trust that the God of creation, and of Jesus, will not abandon God’s creatures, and that God’s loving initiative will transcend both creaturely resistance and creaturely death. As Fiddes puts it, ‘[A]ll reality is held in the interweaving currents of the love of God, and love will only be satisfied by the fulfilment and transformation of all created things’ (2.5.4). This faith, I suggest, is deeply rooted in the five authors and in their appropriation of Scripture.

The second reason I take to be that the natural sciences exert minimal influence on this eschatological vision. What will ultimately be, in the condition in which God will be all in all, is not susceptible of scientific description or prediction.2

The sciences influence all our five authors, but in differing ways. Unquestionably, different evaluations of the application of the scientific witness are crucial to the fault-lines between Messer and Southgate,3 and also, I sense, contribute to the differing treatments of the goodness of the natural world in Lloyd and Sollereder. But in projecting our imaginations into the eschaton, we concur in a trust that goes beyond the influence of any scientific projection.

I want to note also important ways in which different authors have sought to draw near to others’ positions. It was striking to see Messer find a place for an only-way type position within an overall stance that rejects that as God’s will for creation (see 3.2.1). Fiddes, arguably, makes more space for ‘proportionate’ suffering within his scheme (such as is implicit in only-way reasoning) than had appeared in previous writing (see 2.5.3; 3.5.2). Southgate recognizes the difficulties posed by his inclusion of an element of a Lloyd-type position (2.3.1). While retaining an element of this in respect of viruses, cancers and creaturely viciousness, he moves some way in the direction of Sollereder’s affirmation of the unfallenness of the whole configuration of the non-human world (3.3.2).

But notably, also, the debate as this volume has configured it still has ‘poles’, represented by Lloyd on the one hand, with his affirmation of an all-pervasive angelic fall that engenders all disease, suffering and death, and Sollereder on the other, rejecting all fallenness within the non-human creation.

So much still turns, for me, on that phrase of Schneider’s, ‘theistic sight’, to which I referred in the Introduction. Behind the respective authors’ efforts to speak Christianly about struggle and suffering in the non-human creation, as it bears on the theology of creation, providence, atonement, and eschatology, lies Schneider’s challenge that theological work in this area ‘must also somehow help people to “see” divinity in the Darwinian world in a non-wishful, affectively authentic intuitive fashion’.4 That seems to me to mean that God must be seen as benevolent and loving, that God’s creation be accounted good, that God’s action in Christ be seen to express God’s compassionate, redemptive identification with creaturely lives, and that in the power of God’s Spirit, resurrection is a promise for creation broadly. All five authors attempt this project of theistic seeing.

But the starting points of the five authors differ subtly in ways that are of the first importance. We have been like cave explorers who descend into the same dark cavern (that of the challenge of creaturely struggle and suffering), each with their own head-torch, and each anchored to a subtly different belay-point. The belay-points are all on the same hill – we are all doing Christian theology – but they are not quite in the same places. So, at the risk of oversimplifying colleagues’ starting points, I offer the following quotations as typical:

Lloyd: For the Christian theologian, the events of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus constitute a control on all that we may say about God. All theological speculation is accountable to what God did and said in the incarnate person of Jesus of Nazareth (2.1.1) [and]

The atonement reveals that all things are intended to be in harmony with their maker and with all other beings. The atonement restores all things to that harmony that was always God’s intention. The atonement, in being the agent of universal restoration, thereby reveals the divine purpose to be universal harmony, and to have been so all along. This constitutes a significant challenge to any theodicy that has an intendedly constructive, fertile, or necessary role for conflict within the plan and purpose of God. (2.1.3)

Messer: it is helpful – following Karl Barth’s example – to begin with the second question: what God has done, is doing, and will do to overcome evil. Aspects of the answer will be spelled out slightly more fully below, but Christian faith confesses that what God has done is centred in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, in which evil has been decisively vanquished.

In the theological perspective I am articulating, speculative theology will be regarded with suspicion to the extent that it is not firmly rooted in a response to the biblical witness to Jesus Christ. (2.2.1)

Southgate: I do not adhere to an approach that suspects all theology that is ‘not firmly grounded in a response to the biblical witness to Jesus Christ’. Indeed, I suggest that Christian theology has been impoverished by not exploring questions of creation except as viewed through the lens of redemption (2.3.1) [and].

What the not-yet-completely-redeemed world discloses of its creator must be appropriated and understood in the context of the gift – made possible by the character of the creation5– of the incarnate Christ and his self-surrender on the cross. These two views in counterpoint are combined in a triptych with an eschatological perspective, the creation as it will be in its transformed state (2.3.5).

Sollereder: apart from human sinfulness and its ongoing effects in environmental degradation and animal abuse, the natural world is unfallen. If we went to a time before human beings had evolved, we would find a world full of death, extinction, disease, (some) suffering and goodness. I do not consider any of the former realities to be signs of fallenness or to be contrary to God’s will – the problem only comes when they are combined with human sinfulness (2.4).

Fiddes: creation at every level has the capacity for both response and resistance to the influence of the triune God, which is moving created beings towards flourishing and fulfilment. Like Barth’s das Nichtige, this resistance stands in the tradition of evil as privatio boni, but the evil which emerges from a turning from the good is not a grand metaphysical power, but is located in every resistant entity (2.5.3).

What our conversation has done, it seems to me, is that it has shown us the problem by the light of the different head-torches. We have looked intensively at each other’s efforts at theistic seeing. Themes of resistance, and creaturely freedom, have been at the focus of the light beams. And from time to time, one of us may have held on to someone else’s anchoring rope and followed it for a way. But none of us has felt able to drop our own rope and follow another’s path back out to its anchor.

That brings me to Mark Wynn’s reflection. In an ingeniously eirenic fashion Wynn points out to us that ‘multiple accounts could satisfy the relevant threshold of value’. Indeed, the energy and goodwill of the conversation seem to me an implicit acknowledgement by each of the five of us that the others’ accounts are stories of the world that meet such a threshold. Also that the reasons why we each prefer our own account are much connected to our starting-points and our unconcedable theological anchors. But Wynn reminds us that it is indeed the same hill to which we are anchored, that all the anchor points are valuable and secure in themselves, and that truth may lie between them.

There is not, in our accounts, a ‘solution’ to struggle and suffering in the evolution of life as a problem, a demonstration to others that it is all ‘worth it’ (Fiddes, 3.5.1). However, each of the authors (including Mark Wynn) seeks to find ways to encourage Christians to look at the non-human world in ways that are compatible both with that author’s deeply-held starting points, and with the challenges we have each experienced through undergoing this process of conversation.

What further work does that conversation suggest? Clearly, it would be of value to broaden the dialogue to include others who have contributed to this literature.6 It would be good to see how process theodicists, and those working from an explicitly Thomist framework, would position themselves in relation to the spectrum of approaches represented here. As ever, it would be good to hear from voices outside the UK and North American scene, perhaps especially from places from which the natural world looks very different from how it might appear from, for example, Oxford. In this connection, it is interesting that the most uniformly positive verdict on the non-human creation among us comes from the scholar whose origins lie in a climate and landscape far grander, harsher and less pastoral than any in the UK – Sollereder’s in the province of Alberta, Canada.

Another direction in which the work could be taken is that of ethics. I have always considered that one defence of the activity of evolutionary theodicy lies in our inability to redress the struggles of wild nature. The prehistoric antelope remains gored by the sabre-toothed tiger; in the present, the insurance pelican chick’s efforts to gain the sustenance to survive usually fail, and it starves.7 But there are ethical implications of Christian theistic seeing into the non-human world. Southgate and Messer have gestured at these8 and more significant work has been done, for instance, by David Clough.9 In a world being rapidly altered by anthropogenic climate change, where the extent of truly wild nature is shrinking very rapidly, and human use of animals for food is coming under increasing scrutiny, this is an important dimension of the subject.

We hope that publishing this book open-access will give it the maximum chance to catalyse these further aspects of the debate. In addition, a website, evolutionarytheodicy.org, provides, at least until 2030, a forum for further discussion.

I simply end this conclusion with a word of thanks to my fellow contributors for their passionate shared searching, their gracious exchange of views, and especially for the spirit in which that exchange has occurred, for which I give thanks to God with my whole heart.

 



1 I particularly savoured Mark Wynn’s use of this seventeenth-century word for members of a drinking party.
2 Extrapolations to the universe’s end in contemporary astrophysics are irrelevant to this vision, though see e.g. John Polkinghorne, The God of Hope and the End of the World (London: SPCK, 2002) and Robert J. Russell, Cosmology: From Alpha to Omega (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2008) for the relation between the two.
3 See in particular Neil Messer, Science in Theology: Encounters between Science and the Christian Tradition (London: T&T Clark, 2020), 93–5.
4 John R. Schneider, Animal Suffering and the Darwinian Problem of Evil (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 45.
5 Crucially, Southgate regards the natural sciences as offering fundamental data on the character of the creation, in a way Messer rejects.
6 For instance Celia Deane-Drummond, who was an initial invitee but was not at the time in a position to join. See her ‘Perceiving Natural Evil through the Lens of Divine Glory? A Conversation with Christopher Southgate’, Zygon, 53, no. 3 (2018): 792–807 as an example of her thinking in this area, which has intriguing resonances with that of Neil Messer, despite deriving from very different theological inspirations.
7 See Introduction.
8 Christopher Southgate, The Groaning of Creation: God, Evolution and the Problem of Evil (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), Chs 6–7; Neil Messer, ‘Evolution, Animal Suffering, and Ethics: A Response to Christopher Southgate’, in The Routledge Handbook of Religion and Animal Ethics, ed. Andrew Linzey and Clair Linzey (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 337–46.
9 David Clough, On Animals, Vol. 1: Systematic Theology (London: T&T Clark, 2012); Vol. 2: Theological Ethics (London: T&T Clark, 2018).
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