
QUERIF.S AND COMMENTS

IS THE FREE WILL DEFENSE
AVAILABLE FOR MORMONS?

B,v Mark S. Gustavson

WHEN MORAL EVIL is discussed in

Mormon circles, .God’s role inevitably occupies
the conw:rsation. Mormons commonly point to
the metaphysical finitism of their religion as
providing a sufficient answer to the "structural"
origin of evil on the grounds that the universe
and all events in it were not created ex nihilo, by
any sentient entity. Concurrently, this finitist
view of the divine power extends to regarding
God as metaphysically disabled from acting in
certain ways. The moral component of Mormon
finitism is used to justify God’s apparent inac-
tivity in preventing specific instances o!! evil on
the grounds that, while God could act (notice
the apparent conflict), any preventive actions
by God could occur only at the expense of
"destroying that very freedom which makes the
soul-making game possible." God canr~ot (that
is, does not have the power to) interfere in
human affairs, even in cases of egregious evil,
because the self-existent, autonomous freedom
of each individual would therefore be compr-
omised, and that freedom ought not to be
tampered[ with.

Advocates of the Free Will Defense point out
that God has turned over to humanity the
principal responsibility for earthly justice. In
the elegant phrasing of Carlisle Hunsaker, God
has decided that humanity has the "exclusive
real-time responsibility for the world;" he
weeps with us and is our companion in our
times of misery and joy. The apologists postu-
late that God could prevent evil only by infrin-
ging on human responsibility for the: world.
That is, if God acted with us in the world to
prevent evil, the responsibility to act would be
jointly shared, and perhaps even shifted from
humanity to God when instances of unspeak-
able evil or suffering arose on earth. The more
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God acts in the world, the argument goes, the
more he is responsible for the state of things,
thus accomplishing sequentially what Mormon
metaphysics explicitly denies-that God, a
priori, is responsible for the very nature of the
universe and events on earth.

On first examination, the Free will Defense
seems to have a good deal of strength on both
moral and metaphysical grounds. God’s respect
for the moral autonomy of human beings is
employed to excuse God from directly inter-
fering in an evil world. The apparent strength
of the Free Will Defense also stems from the
context in which it is used: since God fought
to preserve human freedom in tire War in
Heaven, how could he now compromise it by
his omnipresent behavior?

Unfortunately, on closer examination the
Free Will Defense is weak on both meta-
physical and moral grounds. To understand
why the Defense is particularly out of place in
Mormonism, though perhaps not: in other
Christian traditions, we must first examine the
nature of the Mormon God. Latter-day Saints
will commonly, and accurately, point out that
to Mormons God is an anthropomorphic deity
with human (but exalted) passions and virtues.
He is bound by a priori law and is, thankfully,
unburdened by the responsibility for the ex
nihilo creation of the universe. Moreover, the
Mormon God is a proximate, comprehensible
deity whose ends and means regarding mortal
salvation can be adequately understood by vir-
tuous human beings. This necessarily brief
description, largely derived from the King Fol-
lett Sermon and B. H. Roberts’s Mormon Doc-
trine of Deity, has been discussed at greater
length by Blake Ostler. While Mormon the-
ology relieves God of the burden of ultimate
responsibility for the physical and n’toral nature
of the universe, it does not prevent God from
responding to human actions. On. the other
hand, traditional Christianity postulates that

God is the First Cause of Nature and Humanity.
God, in the forrnulation, is not restrained by
any supposed metaphysical block which
would prevent him from acting in the lives of
his creatures, though Deity’s moral structure
may prevent intrusive actions. Therefore,
whether in Mormonism or traditional Chris-
tianity, God will not, at least on moral grounds,
directly prevent moral evil.

Wth these key elements in mind, then,

let us examine the Mormon claim that God is
morally constrained from acting in human
affairs to relieve evil and suffering, because any
such interference would directly compromise
the autonomy the malefactor, and indirectly,
that of other persons. By intervening to prevent
evil (if not to relieve its consequences) God
would deny to both the criminal and other
mortals the benefits of freedom of choice.

However, this argument is substantively
flawed. Interference with the malefactor’s
action does not entail a restriction of his or her
fi’eedom of will. For example, if someone were
chasing a child down a street with the clear
intent of doing that child harm, it is commonly
argued that bystanders would have a moral
obligation to prevent the criminal from acting
on clear and present intentions. It would be
useful to import legal theory here: the law
punishes the "successful" .criminal act far more
severely than an 6:ttempt to engage in a criminal
act. An action fo[iows an attempt to act which,
in turn, follows an intent to do wrong. Thus,
actions are metaphysically distinct from prec-
edent moral/mental intent. Ordinary moral dis-
course would not defend it bystander’s inaction
on the grounds that any interference with the
assailant’s efforts would unfairly compromise
that person’s freedom. Instead, most people
would argue that even if one considered the
moral freedom of the assailant, this freedom
was fully exercised when the intent was formed
in the heart of the malefactor and pursued to
the level of an au:empt to carry out the action.
Consequently, an evil act: might be prevented
without stripping the actor of his or her right
to choose. We have, therefore, come full circle:
to the degree that the content of the soul, and
the right to choose, is not compromised by
preventing an evil act, then a person’s moral
character is not compromised by preventing
that person from acting out evil desires.

The Free Will Defense is also flawed
because it presumes that any act of deific inter-
ference would, by virtue of God’s Being and
status, affect human affairs so strongly that the
freedom of the wrongdoer in particular and
humanity in general would be compromised.
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However, no such level of interference is logi-
cally necessary, especially in the context of
Morc~on finitism In many cases, the evildoer’s
physical ’.actions can be easily thwarted. For
instance, the assailant’s attempt to harm the
child in cur example could be stopped with a
minimum of involvement in the larger society’5
activity: an artful application of a fist or a
well-placed leg might adequately stop the
malefactor and let the intended victim escape.
An act of intervention need not be comprehen-
sive or dramatic; often a simple act will suffice.

Consequently, the Free Will Defense fails for
at lea:st tw,~ crucial reasons: (1) it presumes that
all preventive acts must affect many more per-
sons and events than just the malefactor; and
(2) it camT~ot demonstrate, as it must, that the
free will of the individual malefactor is fatally
compromised by any deific intervention what-
ever.

If inter~erence with criminal acts does not
deny the actor his or her moral freedom, then
is the Free Will Defense available in Mormon,
or in any, theology? To the extent that moral
freedom does not depend upon the physical
freedom to carry out an intramenta! intent, it
is not entirely clear that the Mormon God can
escape responsibility for a failure to act. On the
argument that we can praise the rescuer in our
example and hold the inactive bystander mor-
ally blameworthy, it is not out of order to ask
why the Mormon God could not at least act in
some minimum way that would, in ordinary
human moral discourse, permit moral praise to
be heaped upon a hero or heroine. Of course,
this presumes that the Mormon God has suf-
ficient power to act: in the move to relieve God
of the responsibility to act, we may be logically
compelled to deny him any meaningful power
at all. Finitism, then, has been defined as a
species of deism, a conclusion that discomfits
those who praise God’s efficacy as much as his
goodness.

When ~aced with these difficulties, some
Mormons argue that God is sufficiently differ-
ent from mortals that even a subtle act to
eliminate Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, or Mao would
be so intrusive in the mortal sphere that God
is morally barred from acting. However, this
move is made at the expense of the unique
metaphysics of Mormon theology. To the
degree that we argue God is incapable of elimi-
nating suffering on the grounds that his actions,
as di.stinct from ours, would inescapably
chang,_- the world and compromise human free-
dom, then we have moved away from the
traditional, and defensible, Mormon concept of
deity. Since we have seen that in Mormonism,
God (who is not the ultimate cause of the
world) is metaphysically capable of preventing

evil acts, such interference does not necessarily
compromise the metaphysical integrity of the
world, or of free moral agents. That is, because
God did not create the world ex nihilo, God’s
actions do not carry the same metaphysical
impact that would attend similar actions by the
traditional Christian God. If God can act to
prevent suffering or evil in any particular case,
this does not necessarily entail, either, that God
can act in all metaphysically equivalent cases.
The morality of God could be demonstrated by
actually interfering with any specific instance
of the pandemic spread of evil and suffering in
the world. Thus, the Free Will Defense fails
again: Since God need not act in a dramatic,
public way to prevent evik but could act
covertly and unnoticed, no one could notice
God’s actions. Once again, because a person’s
freedom is not compromised when an evil act
is stopped, and because there is no "ripple
effect" from God’s private actions, the moral
underpinnings of the Free Will Defense are
without substance or merit.

Some Mormon scriptures argue that the
withholding of any action to prevent evil serves
a divine purpose. In Alma 14 when Amulek
wants to save the righteous from death by
burning, Alma tells him that it is God’s will that
neither divine nor mortal measures be taken in
order to save them, that their death might
satisfy (perhaps enable?) the eternal con-
demnation of the guilty. It is no surprise, then,
that Mormons cling so tightly to the Free Will
Defense.

We are caught up in a dilemma. Though we
ought to be unwilling to give up our unique
concept of deity, we must, nevertheless, con-
sider why the Mormon God does not oppose
human evil in at least the way that a suitably
)laced human being might. There are many

levels of effort required ~to prevent moral evil
and the consequent suffering, but we see no
deific, and precious little human, efliort to inter-
vene in even relatively simple cases of preven-
table human evil.

Of course, because God apparently does
not act, though we have seen that he could, we
are led to some disturbing considerations. Is
God simply unaware of this problem? In
response, scripture tells us that God has a
comprehensive knowledge of the world, even
down to the fall of a single sparrow. Then is
God sufficiently powerless that his will cannot
prevent the impending death of a single child?
As we have seen, whether we answer this
inquiry in the affirmative or negative, the con-
clusion will be costly. While the move to deny
God the power to act might be morally attractive
(we would not hold a disabled person morally
blameworthy if he could not rise from a wheel-
chair to trip a running .assailant), not man},
would be comfortable with a morally good God
who was only slightly, if at all, mo:ce powerful
than even an ordinary human being

No matter how we resolve this issue, it
requires us to confront our most deeply held
beliefs about the nature o:~ God and humanity,
and our views about suffering, especially point-
less suffering caused by evil persons. If such
modest preventive effort could save so much
suffering, then what does the pervasiveness of
suffering say about God and ourselves? Though
both God and humanity are appalled by the
sight of the Afghanistani infants incinerated at
the hands of the Soviets, or the cries of the
teenage girl recently raped on a daylight down-
town Salt Lake street as people rushed to board
the bus, we are all condemned by our inaction.
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