
PART I–THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

T HE PROBLEM OF EVIL IS ALMOST ALWAYS
presented as a challenge to God’s existence. The
question posed is simple: “In light of all the evil and

suffering we witness in the world, how can an all-powerful,
all-knowing, and all-loving God exist?” If God is all-pow-
erful, then he would be able to prevent evil; if all-knowing,
then he would know the evil to prevent, and if all-loving, he
would lovingly prevent evil. Given the presence of evil in the
suffering we witness around us, some conclude that God
does not exist. While in the context of these debates, evil is
usually broken down into moral evils (suffering resulting
from the actions of human beings) and natural evil (suffering
resulting from natural forces such as earthquakes), for the
purpose of this paper, I broadly define evil as the physical,
emotional, and psychological suffering of human beings.1

Traditionally, responses to the problem of evil come in
two forms: the free-will defense and the soul-making
theodicy. The free-will defense argues that free will is so high
a good that God restrains himself from interceding to allow
his creatures to be free. Human suffering is an unfortunate
consequence of that free will. Thus God permits evils, even
as horrendous as the Holocaust, to maintain free will for his

creatures. The soul-making theodicy argues that God allows
suffering and evil in order to teach us something important,
to give us the opportunity to be or learn to be moral, to bring
us closer to God, or to otherwise improve the moral and
spiritual quality of our souls. Such a theodicy is perhaps ex-
pressed in Doctrine and Covenants 122 when Jesus tells
Joseph Smith, who was unjustly suffering in Liberty Jail:

And if thou shouldst be cast into the pit, or into the
hands of murderers, and the sentence of death
passed upon thee; if thou be cast into the deep; if the
billowing surge conspire against thee; if fierce winds
become thine enemy; if the heavens gather black-
ness, and all the elements combine to hedge up the
way; and above all, if the very jaws of hell shall gape
open the mouth wide after thee, know thou, my
son, that all these things shall give thee experience,
and shall be for thy good. (D&C 122:7)

Thus, whether we recognize it or not, God allows evil and
suffering for the good of our souls.

Before moving forward, let’s consider an example to act as
crucible for the theories we’re discussing: Recently, a 13-
year-old girl—we’ll name her Jane—was kidnapped while
walking home from school. Her kidnapper brutally raped,
tortured, and murdered her, leaving her body in a shallow
mountainside grave.2 If we try to make sense of this atrocity
in light of the problem of evil, one might conclude that God
was unable to prevent it from happening, did not know it
was happening, or did not care enough about the young girl
to prevent it. The fact that this evil occurred could be held up
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as evidence that God does not exist.
Those upholding the free-will defense might argue that

God was able, knowing, and desirous to stop Jane’s rape and
murder. However, he willed not to do so in order to maintain
the greater good of the killer’s free will (and that of all hu-
manity). Those opting for the soul-making theodicy might
argue that God allowed this horrendous evil in order to pro-
vide Jane, the killer, and/or others an opportunity to improve
their souls—perhaps by providing opportunities for em-
pathy, guilt, and moral learning. 

There are serious challenges facing Latter-day Saints who
wish to support the free-will defense. First a God who re-
fuses to intervene to prevent suffering is hardly the God of
Mormonism. The God of LDS scripture is described as
miraculously preventing evil, alleviating suffering, and trans-
forming the hearts of his creations. The God who worked
miracles to free the Israelites from Egyptian oppression,
raised the dead, healed the sick, reformed Alma the Younger,
protected the pioneers, and miraculously saved Zion’s Camp
seems entirely different from a God who stays his hand in
order not to interfere with human beings’ free will.
Furthermore, the prayers of Latter-day Saints and other the-
ists throughout the world often include petitions for healing,
food, liberation, peace, and reforming the hearts of prodigal
children and friends. These prayers are made in the belief

that God does in fact intercede to improve the world and pre-
vent suffering.

Not only does the free-will defense seem incompatible
with the God of Mormon scripture and history, it goes
against a common-sense understanding of the relation be-
tween free will and our responses to the suffering of others.
When my four-year-old nephew crashes on his bicycle and
scuffs up his elbow, it would seem callous to argue that I was
infringing on his free will by responding to his cries, picking
him up, and helping him recover from his pain. When
someone gives a warm bowl of soup to a homeless and
hungry child, when a philanthropist engineers sustainable
crops for a drought-ridden Third-World country, or when a
medic injects pain-relieving narcotics into a dying soldier, it
would again seem unfeeling for someone to argue that the
freedom to starve, die, or suffer was being denied these per-
sons. If out of deference to the kidnapper’s free-will, I wit-
nessed Jane’s kidnapping but refused to intervene, an ob-
server would likely regard me with horror. Yet those
asserting a free-will defense postulate that God behaves like-
wise.

Similar challenges arise from the perspective of a soul-
making theodicy. If God allows Jane’s rape, torture, and
murder for the greater good of some soul-making objective,
who am I to thwart God’s will? If such suffering leads, in fact,

to a greater good, then by intervening, I would be
precluding that greater good. Taking this argument
to its logical extreme, we would conclude that each
and every instance of suffering that God permits
creates a greater good, and therefore no purposeless
suffering exists. Thus, if I permit suffering to
occur—or if I even cause suffering myself—I actu-
ally contribute to the world’s greater good and assist
God with his soul-making process.

Philosophers and theodicists can and do make
important responses to these challenges. Those ap-
pealing to the free-will defense could argue that
there is a key difference between God’s intervening
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to stop the kidnapping and my intervening to stop it. My in-
tervening is an expression of human free will—my own.
Thus, even though my action counteracts the kidnapper’s
free will, the world of free creatures created by God remains
intact, without outside intervention. But if God were to in-
tervene, then one person’s free will would be negated
without any other person’s free will being affirmed—and this
would violate the world of free creatures.

Those arguing for a soul-making theodicy may point out
another important difference between God’s intervention
and my own. What if Jane’s kidnapping was allowed for my
own soul-building process—that is, to provide me the op-
portunity to intervene? Because my intervention (or non-in-
tervention) when witnessing the kidnapping would act as
part of a soul-making process for me, my intervention is en-
tirely different in nature from God’s as he is already perfected
and therefore stands outside the soul-making process. God’s
intervention would interrupt the soul-making process; my
intervention is part of that process.

Some may argue that unbeknown to us, God does inter-
cede, occasionally or often.. In this view, God prevents all
suffering which he knows will not lead to a greater good.
Thus, each instance of suffering that does occur is allowed
because God knows that it will lead to some greater good—
or at least that the probability or quality of the resulting good

is worth the risk of allowing it. According to this theodicy,
because God leaves no trace of the potential suffering he pre-
vented, we have no knowledge of God’s intervention.
(Countless children may safely return home each day, all un-
aware that God miraculously prevented their kidnapping,)
In order to provide a sufficient logical response to the
problem of evil, this theodicy must postulate that God allows
all actual suffering in order to promote the greater good ei-
ther by maintaining free will or by supporting a soul-
building process. Any suffering not meeting these criteria
would still serve as evidence against God’s existence.

All the theodicies I’ve discussed so far clearly approach
the problem of evil from a believer’s perspective, where God’s
existence is assumed a priori and left unquestioned. Because
the theodicies leave God’s existence unquestioned (since
God’s existence is the proposition they are defending), their
attempt to explain how both God and evil can coexist ulti-
mately focuses on explaining the existence not of God but of
suffering. That is, suffering exists only because it serves
God’s plan for humanity by providing benefits of some kind.
However, because much of this suffering happens to people
who die and thus do not directly benefit, these responses
also imply that God allows unwilling victims to suffer purely
for the benefit of others.

With this in mind, let us return to the example of Jane.
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Imagine that in the midst of her suffering, she prays to God
and asks: “Why is this happening to me?” In answer to this
prayer, a philosopher of religion comes and says: “Jane,
God is allowing your suffering because he doesn’t want to
interfere with this man’s free will. Your freedom from suf-
fering is less important to God than this man’s being able to
do as he chooses.” Or perhaps the philosopher of religion
tells her: “Jane, God certainly has the power to help you,
but your unbearable suffering creates a soul-making oppor-
tunity for someone else which is more valuable than your
freedom or even your life.” Or perhaps the philosopher
says: “Jane, if you saw the big picture—God’s eternal
plan—you would realize that you are merely one of mil-
lions whom God has allowed to suffer for his ultimate goal.
It is all for the good.”

As the theodicists attempt to defend God from the
problem of evil, they portray him as both allowing and sup-
porting evil. This portrayal can lead to a mindset that de-
fends suffering instead of confronting it.

PART II–THE PROBLEM OF MAN

WHILE SUFFERING IS often defended and justi-
fied as being necessary for God’s plan, it is un-
clear whether each of us individually shares the

burden of that necessity. As D.Z. Phillips points out,

When a sense of the limits of human existence has
led to bewilderment and to the natural cry, “Why is
this happening to me?”, “Why are things like this?”,
it is essential to note that these questions are asked,
not for want of explanations, but after explanations
have provided all they can offer. The questions seem
to seek for something that explanations cannot give.
This is what theodicies . . . fail to realize.3

For the believer, the problem of evil is not about the exis-
tence of God. No, the problem of evil brings forth the
“problem of man.” The “problem of man” asks: “While God
may have a plan for humanity, does he have a plan for each
individual? Or is the individual like the ant whose individual
existence is negligible in comparison to that of the colony?” 

Perhaps this is what Moses experienced following his rev-
elation recorded in the first chapter of the Book of Moses.
After being shown “the world and the ends thereof, and all
the children of men which are, and which were created,”
Moses wakes up and says to himself: “Now, for this cause I
know that man is nothing, which thing I never had sup-
posed” (Moses 1:8, 10). After witnessing the seemingly end-
less numbers of people whom God has placed on the earth,
Moses logically announces that his own life seemed like
nothing in comparison. As in the Monty Python sketch,
“Live Organ Transplants,” where a woman is told in song
about the almost unimaginable size of the universe, how can
we not respond with her and Moses and say, “Makes you feel
so, sort of, insignificant, doesn’t it?”

God tells Moses that his creations are endless and that he
is going to show Moses just one part of them. Moses then
sees the world and every person on it. Like the woman, he
suddenly feels insignificant, as if he is nothing. He is merely
a single grain on an eternal beach of sand. To make things
even worse, after the vision, “the presence of God withdrew
from Moses, that his glory was not upon Moses; and Moses
was left unto himself.” Moses is suddenly small, insignifi-
cant, and alone. Like Tyler Durden in the movie Fight Club,
this realization tells him and us: “Listen up, maggots. You are
not special. You are not a beautiful or unique snowflake. You
are the same decaying organic matter as everything else.”

The believer might quickly respond that God knows each
of us individually. After all, Jesus once said, “Consider the
lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do
they spin. . . . [I]f God so clothe the grass of the field, which
to day is, and to morrow is cast into the oven, shall he not
much more clothe you, O ye of little faith?” (Matt. 6:28, 30).
But what does this say about the Cambodian sex slave, the
child suffering from bone cancer, or the lonely and forgotten
widow?—those who, unlike the adorned lilies, feel like
trampled weeds unrecognizable in an open field. If God’s
love for the lilies is expressed by their adornment, what does
the allowed—or even promoted—rape and torture of Jane
say of God’s love for her?

In an effort to defend God’s existence against evil, have
the theodicists and those who accept their responses denied
the individual’s identity and value? Does insisting on the ab-
solute value of free will or the soul-making virtues of suf-
fering render our individual existence meaningless and irrel-
evant?

If as William James, Peter Geach, and many others have
suggested, God is “like some grand master of chess” who
maneuvers through free-will and suffering to achieve his
win,4 then are some of us his sacrificial pawns, written off
and thrown to the rook?

If we believe that God is all-powerful and all-loving, does
an individual’s intense and, to all appearances, meaningless
suffering indicate that individual’s insignificance to God—
especially in a tradition where the miraculous interventions
of God are affirmed? While God may love his children as a
whole, is not the sufferer justified in asking, “But does God
love me?”

To emphasize this sense of loss and insignificance that
Moses felt, suddenly, at the very moment God recedes, Satan
comes to attack Moses at his weakest. “And it came to pass
that when Moses had said these words, behold, Satan came
tempting him, saying: Moses, son of man, worship me.”

In response, Moses scoffs at Satan saying, “Who art thou?
For behold, I am a son of God, in the similitude of his Only
Begotten; and where is thy glory, that I should worship
thee?” (Moses 1:13). Moses’ statement that he is a son of
God may seem at first to be declaring that he is a spiritual
child of God—as Latter-day Saints usually understand that
phrase today. However, within the context of the Book of
Moses, one can argue that a “son of God” is not something
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that one is by virtue of being human, but rather is what one
becomes through conversion to Christ.5 As Enoch says a few
chapters later: “Behold, our father Adam taught these things
[of Christ], and many have believed and become the sons of
God” (Moses 7:1, emphasis mine). 

PART III–THE ATONEMENT AS LIBERATION

T HE PROBLEM OF MAN brought on by the problem
of evil presents us with two related challenges. First,
a vast amount of suffering exists in the world—suf-

fering that not only hurts the individuals directly affected
but also all those who are touched by its evil. The theodicists’
attempts to account
for this suffering can
leave sufferers ques-
tioning the value of
their own existence.
Second, there is truth
in affirming that as in-
dividuals, we are
nothing in the eternal
scheme of things. The
world was not con-
structed around us. At
any moment, I could
become the victim of
pain, suffering, or
death. Nobody is free
from this. And in the history books that future generations
read, I will most likely not even appear as a footnote.

What, then, is the appropriate response? A step toward
understanding God’s own response to the problem of evil
may lie in the writings of liberation theologians, particu-
larly those from Latin America. Far from philosophers of
religion who argue that the correct response to the
problem of evil is to defend God by justifying evil, these
theologians argue that God’s response to evil is to defend
individuals by confronting suffering as Christ did during
the Atonement.

One key to understanding a liberation theologian’s con-
cept of the Atonement is Ignacio Ellacuria’s argument that
the question “‘why did Jesus die[?]’ is inseparable from the
[question] ‘why did they kill him[?]’”6 Ellacuria’s friend,
fellow liberation theologian Jon Sobrino, adds:

Persons who preach an exclusively transcendent
Reign of God do not get themselves murdered.
People who preach a Reign that is only a new re-
lationship with God, or only “love,” or only “rec-
onciliation,” or only “trust in God,” are not mur-
dered. All these things may be legitimately
regarded as elements accompanying the message
of the Reign of God, but they alone do not ex-
plain Jesus’ death, and therefore they alone
cannot be the central element of the Reign. The

Reign of God must have had some bearing on the
historico-social, not only the transcendent.7

According to Ellacuria and Sobrino, God as Jesus did not
come to earth to be hung on the cross as a means of pro-
viding transcendent or metaphysical grace to absolve per-
sons of transcendent or metaphysical sin. Instead of coming
to earth to die, God came to earth to live a life that con-
fronted sin and to teach his followers to do the same. So the
cross is not a symbol of violent sacrificial death for the sake
of sacrifice. Instead, the cross signifies the question, “Why
did they kill him?” When we ask this question, we come to
realize that Jesus was not executed for teaching love and

transcendence. He was murdered for con-
fronting oppressive systems and trying to
liberate the oppressed from their suffering.
The value of the cross is that it symbolizes,
points to, and embodies the life that Jesus of
Nazareth lived. 

JUNE 2010 PAGE 55

While God may have a plan
for humanity, does he have a
plan for each individual? Or
is the individual like the ant
whose individual existence
is negligible in comparison
to that of the colony?

51-56_ericson_theodicy:a_chandler_kafka  4/28/2011  11:51 Am  page 55



S U N S T O N E

For an analogy, compare Mel Gibson’s Braveheart with
The Passion of the Christ. In Braveheart, the torture and exe-
cution of William Wallace at the end of the film acquires
meaning and value in the context of Wallace’s lifelong efforts
to free the Scots from British rule. The scene is powerful and
meaningful because it emphasizes that life. In The Passion,
the torture and execution of Jesus occupies the whole film
and is stripped of the context of Jesus’ life. The Passionmakes
Jesus’ death the only purpose of his incarnation. Liberation
theologians, such as Ellacuria and Sobrino, reject this under-
standing of Jesus’ death. As with Wallace’s death, the
meaning of Jesus’ death is found in the life that inevitably led
to his murder.

But, many argue, the scriptures are clear: Jesus died for
the sins of the world. To this, those who argue for a libera-
tion theology would answer: Yes, Jesus did die for the sins of
the world. But, Ellacuria adds,

We must ask in all seriousness what the sin of
the world is today, or in what forms the sin of the
world appears today. . . . If we look at the reality
of the world as a whole from the perspective of
faith, we see that the sin of the world is sharply
expressed today in what must be called unjust
poverty. Poverty and injustice appear today as
the great negation of God’s will and as the anni-
hilation of the desired presence of God among
human beings.8

God’s response to the problem of evil is the Atonement.
Not an abstract or soteriological atonement, but an atone-
ment that confronts the historical and material sins of the
world: poverty and suffering. God shows that his response to
suffering is not to justify or understand it, but to confront
and end suffering at its roots. When we understand this goal,
we also understand our own identity and purpose as
Christians. According to Sobrino:

Christian spirituality is no more and no less than a
living of the fundamental spirituality that we have
described, precisely in the concrete manner of Jesus
. . . [T]o be truly a human being is to be what Jesus
is. To live with the spirit, to react correctly to con-
crete reality, is to re-create, throughout history, the
fundamental structure of the life of Jesus.9

Through this process, we encounter God. Sobrino con-
tinues: “The believer who follows Jesus, who lives in history,
who makes history and suffers it, finds himself or herself
confronted with truth, life, cross, and hope. All of this is
placed by the individual in reference to the mystery of God.”
Crossing out the believer’s nothingness, “this mystery comes
forth to meet the individual, as well, giving him or her a con-
crete, nontransferable name. . . . In giving us names, God en-
ters into a personal relationship with us.”10

Just as Moses found value and pride in his existence

through his conversion to Christ that allowed him to con-
front Satan with the claim, “I am a son of God, in the simili-
tude of his Only Begotten,” liberation theologians assert that
by living the life of Christ by confronting evil, we come to re-
alize our own value in the world. To intervene and prevent
Jane from being abducted by her kidnapper is to be a fol-
lower of Christ. To confront oppressive systems is to be a fol-
lower of Christ. To push for social and economic justice in a
world that seems to teach that suffering from poverty is a
good is to be a follower of Christ. 

CONCLUSION

T HE PROBLEM OF EVIL, as framed by theodicists, is
not a problem for God but a problem for the value of
human existence. Attempts to defend God from the

problem of evil that fail to recognize the problem of man ul-
timately justify suffering and thereby amplify the real
problem. According to a theology of liberation, God’s re-
sponse is not to defend suffering but to defend the individual
through confronting evil. As Jesus, God came to earth to set
the example of how each of us must become like him: by
confronting the suffering we witness in the world. Liberation
theology addresses the problem of man both by confronting
suffering and by giving the individual a valuable purpose in a
world that might otherwise leave her or him feeling insignif-
icant. Because of our own long tradition of describing the
gospel primarily in terms of a transcendent atonement, many
Mormon theologians may be uncomfortable with liberation
theology’s approach to the problem of man. But I believe that
a gospel of liberating atonement is a perspective that has
been ignored for too long and deserves further discussion by
Latter-day Saints.

NOTES

1. This paper was originally presented at the annual conference for the
Society for Mormon Philosophy and Theology on 25 March 2010 at Utah Valley
University in Orem, Utah.

2. Though my example is fictional, the reality of seemingly all-too-frequent
and similar accounts in the news would act as strong evidence against the exis-
tence of God by those appealing to the problem of evil.

3. D.Z. Phillip, The Problem of Evil and the Problem of God (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2005), 134.

4. Peter Geach, Providence and Evil (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1977), 58. See also William James, “The Dilemma of
Determinism,” in Writings 1878–1899 (New York: The Library of America,
1992), 592–93.

5. Thanks to Charles Harrell for pointing this out to me.
6. Ignacio Ellacuria, “The Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament of

Liberation,” trans. Margaret D. Wilde, in Mysterium Liberationis: Fundamental
Concepts of Liberation Theology, ed. Ignacio Ellacuria and Jon Sobrino
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1993), 547.

7. Jon Sobrino, “Central Position of the Reign of God in Liberation
Theology,” trans. Robert R. Barr, in Ellacuria and Sobrino, Mysterium
Liberationis, 366.

8. Ignacio Ellacuria, “The Historicity of Christian Salvation,” trans.
Margaret D. Wilde, in Ellacuria and Sobrino, Mysterium Liberationis, 278.

9. Jon Sobrino, “Spirituality and the Following of Jesus,” trans. Robert R.
Barr, in Ellacuria and Sobrino, Mysterium Liberationis, 694.

10. Ibid., 699.

PAGE 56 JUNE 2010

51-56_ericson_theodicy:a_chandler_kafka  4/28/2011  11:51 Am  page 56


