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The coexistence of an omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and omniscient deity alongside the 
pervasive reality of suffering remains the most formidable challenge to classical theism. Known 
as the Epicurean Paradox, this tension has driven centuries of philosophical inquiry, seeking to 
justify the ways of God to man. While the Free Will Defense serves as the most popular 
contemporary response—positing that the value of human agency outweighs the potential for 
moral transgression—it often falters when confronted with the "gratuitous" suffering of the 
natural world. This paper explores the limitations of a purely volitional explanation for evil, 
arguing that a singular defense is insufficient to address the complexities of a "law-abiding" 
universe. By examining the historical shifts from Augustinian privation to Irenaean "soul-
making," and integrating modern perspectives from skeptical theism and process theology, this 
work constructs a multi-layered framework for understanding theodicy. We will navigate the 
distinction between moral and natural evil, the epistemic gap between the finite and the 
infinite, and the existential necessity of protest. Ultimately, this analysis suggests that while free 
will provides a necessary foundation for theodicy, it must be synthesized with broader 
ontological and teleological arguments to offer a coherent response to the architecture of 
suffering. 
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1. The Epicurean Paradox and the Logical Problem of Evil 

The formal inquiry into theodicy begins with a trilemma famously attributed to Epicurus, a 
Greek philosopher whose formulation remains the foundational "stone in the road" for theistic 
philosophy. The Epicurean Paradox presents a logical contradiction between three specific 
attributes of a traditional deity: omnipotence (all-powerful), omnibenevolence (all-good), and 
omniscience (all-knowing). The argument suggests that if an entity possesses all three of these 
traits, the existence of evil should be a logical impossibility. If God is willing to prevent evil but 
not able, he is not omnipotent. If he is able but not willing, he is malevolent. If he is both able 
and willing, whence then comes evil? This deductive challenge is often referred to as the Logical 
Problem of Evil. It posits that the set of propositions "God exists" and "Evil exists" are mutually 
exclusive in a way that creates a formal contradiction. 

In modern analytic philosophy, J.L. Mackie refined this challenge by asserting that the believer is 
caught in a "triangled" trap. To maintain the consistency of theistic belief, one must theoretically 
surrender one of the three points of the triangle. To deny omnipotence results in a weak God 
who lacks the agency to intervene; to deny omnibenevolence results in a capricious or even 
demonic deity; and to deny the existence of evil results in a form of delusional optimism that 
ignores the empirical reality of human suffering. For the theologian, none of these concessions 
are acceptable. Therefore, the task of theodicy is not merely to comfort the grieving, but to 
demonstrate that the coexistence of a perfect Creator and a flawed creation is not a logical 
absurdity. 

The weight of this paradox rests on the definition of "all-powerful." Skeptics argue that a truly 
omnipotent being should be able to create a world where free agents always choose the good. 
If it is logically possible for a person to choose good once, it should be logically possible for 
them to choose good every time. If God cannot create a world where free beings always choose 
correctly, then his power is limited. However, defenders of theistic logic counter that even 
omnipotence does not extend to "logical impossibilities," such as creating a square circle or a 
married bachelor. The initial section of this inquiry establishes that the conflict is not merely 
emotional or existential, but a rigorous structural problem within the grammar of Western 
theology. 

One must also consider the "Evidential" version of this problem, which is often distinguished 
from the strictly "Logical" version. While the logical problem claims that God and evil cannot 
coexist at all, the evidential problem argues that the sheer quantity and quality of "gratuitous" 
suffering—suffering that appears to serve no higher purpose—makes the existence of God 
highly improbable. Even if one can find a logical reason for some pain, the "mountain of misery" 
found in human history suggests a lack of divine oversight. This tension sets the stage for the 
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Free Will Defense, which attempts to bridge the gap between divine perfection and the 
observable chaos of the human condition. 

 

2. The Free Will Defense: Mechanics of Moral Agency and Choice 

The most influential response to the logical problem of evil is the Free Will Defense, a 
philosophical argument that seeks to demonstrate the logical consistency of an omnipotent, 
omnibenevolent God and the existence of moral evil. At its core, this defense shifts the origin of 
suffering from divine decree to human autonomy. The primary proponent of this view in 
modern philosophy, Alvin Plantinga, argues that God, though omnipotent, could not create a 
world in which humans possess true moral freedom yet are somehow guaranteed to always 
choose the good. This is because a "forced" choice is a logical contradiction; for a choice to be 
free, it must be up to the agent, not predetermined by external causes, including a Creator. 

To understand the mechanics of this defense, one must distinguish between "compatibilist" and 
"libertarian" free will. The Free Will Defense generally relies on the libertarian definition, which 
posits that an agent is free only if they could have done otherwise under the exact same 
circumstances. If God were to determine every human action toward the good, humans would 
effectively be sophisticated automatons. While such a world might be free of sin and cruelty, it 
would also be devoid of genuine love, courage, and moral excellence, as these virtues require a 
voluntary turning toward the good in the face of a real alternative. In this framework, a world 
containing free creatures who sometimes go wrong is significantly more valuable than a world 
containing robots who never go wrong. 

The logical structure of this argument can be expressed through the concept of "Transworld 
Depravity." Plantinga suggests that it is possible that every essence—the blueprint of a person—
suffers from a condition where, in any world God could create containing that person, they 
would at some point choose an evil act. If this is the case, then even an omnipotent being is 
limited by the "counterfactuals of creaturely freedom." God chooses which world to actualize, 
but once He chooses to create free beings, He cannot unilaterally control their specific moral 
outputs without destroying the very freedom that gives the world its value. Thus, the existence 
of evil is not a failure of divine power, but a necessary risk of creating a world with the highest 
possible good: significant moral agency. 

Furthermore, the Free Will Defense addresses the "Value Thesis," which claims that the 
existence of free will is a "good" so great that it outweighs the "evil" that results from its 
misuse. From a theological perspective, the ability of a creature to enter into a loving 
relationship with the Creator is only possible if that creature has the power to reject such a 
relationship. Love that is coerced is not love; it is programming. By establishing the "mechanics" 
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of choice as a prerequisite for relational and moral value, the defense attempts to insulate God 
from the charge of being the author of sin. Humans become the secondary causes of evil, 
exercising a delegated power that God sustains but does not dictate. 

 

3. The Boundary of Volition: Distinguishing Moral Evil from Natural Evil 

The Free Will Defense, while logically robust in explaining the origin of human cruelty, 
encounters a significant conceptual boundary when faced with the reality of the natural world. 
To maintain the integrity of the argument, philosophers must categorize suffering into two 
distinct types: moral evil and natural evil. Moral evil encompasses the pain and suffering directly 
resulting from the exercise of human agency—acts such as murder, theft, and systemic 
oppression. Natural evil, by contrast, refers to suffering caused by non-rational, non-human 
forces, such as earthquakes, viral pandemics, genetic mutations, and predatory behavior in the 
animal kingdom. The "Boundary of Volition" marks the point where the appeal to human choice 
fails as a comprehensive explanation for the existence of agony. 

Critics of the Free Will Defense argue that even if one accepts the necessity of human freedom 
to justify a war or a crime, that same freedom does not explain why a child should suffer from 
leukemia or why a tsunami should claimed thousands of lives. These events appear to be baked 
into the very physics and biology of the planet, independent of any human decision. If God is 
the architect of the laws of nature, then God appears to be the direct cause of natural evil. To 
resolve this, some traditionalists have attempted to extend the scope of "volition" by suggesting 
that natural evils are the result of the "Fall"—a primordial choice by humans or angelic beings 
that corrupted the entire physical order. However, in a modern scientific context, this 
explanation faces significant challenges, as the fossil record and geological history show that 
predation and natural disasters predated the appearance of Homo sapiens by hundreds of 
millions of years. 

Consequently, the boundary between these two evils necessitates a shift in theodicy. If natural 
evil cannot be blamed on human free will, then the "simplicity" of the Free Will Defense is 
compromised. One must either argue that natural laws are a package deal—where the same 
plate tectonics that make a planet habitable also cause earthquakes—or that natural evil serves 
a purpose that transcends human understanding. This distinction is crucial because it forces the 
theistic philosopher to move beyond the "Human Agency" model and into the "Systemic" 
model. We must ask whether a world without natural evil is even physically possible, or if such a 
world would lack the regularity and challenge required for the development of any meaningful 
life. 
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Ultimately, the distinction between moral and natural evil serves as a diagnostic tool for the 
limits of any single theodicy. While moral evil focuses on the "Who" of suffering (the 
perpetrator), natural evil focuses on the "How" and "Why" of the environment itself. By 
acknowledging this boundary, we recognize that the Free Will Defense is a partial shield rather 
than a total one. It protects the concept of divine goodness regarding human interaction but 
leaves the "cruelty of nature" as an open wound that requires different, perhaps more complex, 
philosophical treatments involving the very structure of the cosmos. 

 

4. Augustinian Foundations: Evil as the Absence of Good (Privatio Boni) 

One of the most enduring intellectual frameworks for addressing the problem of evil comes 
from St. Augustine of Hippo, who sought to reconcile the perfection of a Creator with the 
undeniable presence of corruption. Augustine’s primary contribution was the ontological 
redefinition of evil itself. Rather than viewing evil as a positive substance or a rival force—a 
concept he rejected after his departure from Manichaeism—he proposed the doctrine of 
privatio boni, or the privation of good. In this view, evil has no independent existence; it is not a 
"thing" that God created. Instead, evil is a lack, a corruption, or a "wound" in a substance that is 
fundamentally good. 

To illustrate this, Augustine used the analogy of blindness or disease. Blindness is not a physical 
entity that occupies space; it is the absence of sight in an organ designed for seeing. Similarly, 
silence is the absence of sound, and darkness is the absence of light. By defining evil as a 
parasitic reality that relies on the existence of the good it corrupts, Augustine provided a logical 
pathway to maintain that God is the creator of all things without being the creator of evil. Since 
God only creates "being" and "substance," and evil is the "diminishment of being," God remains 
untainted by the production of wickedness. Everything that exists, insofar as it exists, is good; 
evil is merely the turning away from a higher good toward a lower one. 

This ontological shift is closely tied to the concept of the Great Chain of Being. Augustine argued 
that the universe is a vast hierarchy of goodness, ranging from the infinite perfection of God 
down to the simplest forms of inanimate matter. In such a diverse system, there must be varying 
degrees of goodness. A stone is "less good" than an angel, but its lack of angelic intelligence is 
not an "evil"—it is simply a limitation inherent to its nature. For Augustine, much of what we 
perceive as evil is actually the necessary result of a world filled with finite, varying creatures. 
The "imperfection" of the parts contributes to the "perfection" of the whole, much like the dark 
shadows in a painting contribute to the overall beauty of the composition. 

However, the privation theory faces significant criticism when applied to the intensity of human 
suffering. Critics argue that calling a localized agony—such as the pain of a burn or the grief of 
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loss—a "privation" feels like a linguistic sleight of hand that diminishes the raw, positive reality 
of suffering. While it may solve a logical problem regarding God’s role as Creator, it arguably fails 
to address the phenomenological weight of evil. Nevertheless, the Augustinian foundation 
remains a cornerstone of Western theodicy, providing the metaphysical justification for the Free 
Will Defense by asserting that moral evil is a "disordered will"—a choice to prefer a lesser good 
over the ultimate good of God. 

 

5. Irenaean Perspectives: The Soul-Making Hypothesis and Developmental Suffering 

While the Augustinian tradition looks backward to a lost perfection and a subsequent "Fall," the 
Irenaean theodicy—named after the second-century church father Irenaeus and popularized in 
the twentieth century by John Hick—looks forward. This perspective suggests that humanity 
was not created in a state of initial perfection, but rather in a state of potential. According to 
this "Soul-Making" hypothesis, the world was specifically designed by God to be an 
environment of "epistemic distance" and significant challenge. In this view, if God’s presence 
were overwhelming and the world were a painless paradise, human beings would have no 
opportunity to develop authentic moral character. Virtue, as Irenaeus argued, is not something 
that can be bestowed upon a creature by divine fiat; it must be earned through struggle. 

The mechanics of soul-making require a world that is not a "hedonic paradise" intended for 
maximum comfort, but rather a "vale of soul-making." For qualities like courage to exist, there 
must be real danger. For compassion to be possible, there must be real suffering. For 
persistence to have meaning, there must be genuine obstacles. In this framework, the "evils" of 
the world are not cosmic accidents or divine punishments, but necessary "scaffolding" for the 
construction of the human spirit. The transition from the "image of God" (the biological capacity 
for intelligence and morality) to the "likeness of God" (the actualized moral perfection of the 
soul) requires a demanding environment where choices have high-stakes consequences. 

Hick argued that a world without "natural law"—one where God constantly intervened to 
prevent every stubbed toe or falling branch—would be a world where science and morality are 
impossible. If a murderer’s bullet turned into a bubble every time it was fired, or if fire only 
provided warmth but never burned, the universe would lack the regularity required for rational 
planning. To be a moral agent, one must be able to predict the outcomes of their actions. Thus, 
the very same physical laws that allow us to build a house (gravity, friction, thermodynamics) 
must also be allowed to cause harm (falling, scraping, burning). The "ruggedness" of the world 
is a pedagogical necessity. 

Critics of the Irenaean view often point to the "excessive" nature of suffering. While some 
struggle might build character, it is difficult to see how the slow death of a child from famine or 
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the horrors of a genocide "builds the soul" of the victim. This leads to the "teleological" 
problem: if the goal of the universe is soul-making, the process seems inefficient and cruelly 
distributed. Proponents respond by suggesting that the soul-making process may continue 
beyond this life, into an afterlife where the traumas of the temporal world are finally resolved 
and integrated into a greater wholeness. Nevertheless, the Irenaean perspective remains a 
powerful alternative to the Free Will Defense, shifting the focus from "Why did this happen?" to 
"What is this for?" 

 

6. Skeptical Theism: The Epistemic Gap Between the Finite and the Infinite 

Skeptical theism offers a different kind of response to the problem of evil, shifting the focus 
from the nature of God to the limitations of human cognition. This position argues that we 
should not be surprised if we cannot see a "greater good" served by certain instances of 
suffering. The core of the argument is an appeal to epistemic humility: because the gap 
between a finite human mind and an infinite divine mind is so vast, our inability to perceive a 
reason for an event does not constitute evidence that no such reason exists. This is often 
framed as a critique of the "noseeum" inference—the assumption that because we cannot see a 
"um" (a reason), there must not be one. 

To illustrate this, proponents like Wykstra use the analogy of a parent and a child. A toddler 
might see a needle-wielding doctor as a source of senseless cruelty, unable to comprehend the 
complex biological necessity of a vaccination. To the child, the pain is gratuitous; to the parent, 
it is a localized evil permitted for a far greater, long-term good. Skeptical theists argue that the 
disparity between human understanding and divine providence is exponentially greater than 
that between a child and an adult. If God exists, His "reasons" would likely involve variables 
across infinite time and space that the human brain is simply not wired to process. 

This defense is particularly effective against the "Evidential Problem of Evil," which claims that 
the sheer volume of "pointless" suffering makes God’s existence improbable. The skeptical 
theist responds by questioning the very definition of "pointless." For an observer to declare an 
event pointless, they would need to have a totalizing view of the cosmic causal chain. Since a 
single event—like a deer dying in a forest fire—could have ripple effects that influence the 
development of ecosystems or the moral choices of future generations in ways we cannot track, 
we are not in a position to make a definitive judgment on the "pointlessness" of any specific 
agony. 

Critics of skeptical theism, however, argue that this move leads to a form of "moral paralysis" or 
"global skepticism." If we cannot trust our moral intuitions regarding what is "good" or "bad" in 
the context of divine action, how can we trust them in everyday life? Furthermore, if God’s 
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reasons are forever beyond our grasp, it becomes impossible to distinguish a benevolent deity 
from a malevolent one, as any act of cruelty could be defended as an "unknowable good." 
Despite these challenges, skeptical theism remains a powerful tool for maintaining faith in the 
face of the inexplicable, asserting that the silence of God is not necessarily the absence of God. 

 

7. Reimagining Power: Process Theology and the Rejection of Traditional Omnipotence 

Process theology, primarily rooted in the philosophical work of Alfred North Whitehead and 
later developed by Charles Hartshorne and David Ray Griffin, offers perhaps the most radical 
departure from classical theodicy. While the Free Will Defense attempts to justify why an all-
powerful God allows evil, process theology argues that the traditional definition of 
"omnipotence" is a metaphysical error. In this view, God is not an external, static monarch who 
imposes His will upon a passive creation from the outside. Instead, God is "the fellow-sufferer 
who understands," an integral part of an ongoing, evolving process. 

The core of this argument is the rejection of "coercive power" in favor of "persuasive power." 
Process theologians posit that every entity in the universe—from subatomic particles to human 
beings—possesses a degree of inherent agency or "self-determination." God does not create 
the world out of nothing (ex nihilo) in a single, finished act; rather, God is constantly "luring" the 
universe toward greater harmony and complexity. Because every part of the cosmos has its own 
power to act, God cannot unilaterally override the choices of creatures or the laws of physics. 
Evil, therefore, is not "permitted" by God; it is the result of the inherent freedom of the world 
resisting the divine lure toward the good. 

This shift fundamentally changes the nature of theodicy. In classical theism, God is often seen as 
a judge or a puppet master who must answer for the tragedies of the world. In process 
theology, God is a participant in the tragedy. When a natural disaster occurs or a moral atrocity 
is committed, it is not because God looked away or had a "hidden reason," but because the 
creative freedom of the universe produced a discordant outcome that God could not prevent by 
force. God’s role is to take the wreckage of these "evils" and provide new possibilities for 
meaning and beauty in their wake. 

Critics of process theology often argue that such a God is "too weak" to be worthy of worship or 
to provide the hope of ultimate salvation. If God lacks the power to stop a genocide or a cancer 
cell, can He truly be called God? Proponents respond that a God who could stop such things but 
chooses not to (for the sake of "soul-making" or "free will") is far more problematic. By 
redefining divine power as the supreme influence of love rather than the supreme exercise of 
control, process theology seeks to provide an emotionally and logically consistent answer to the 
problem of evil that avoids the moral difficulties of divine permission. 
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8. The Law-Abiding Universe: Physical Constants and the Necessity of Natural Laws 

While the Free Will Defense accounts for human-driven suffering, it often leaves the mechanics 
of the physical world unaddressed. A critical extension of modern theodicy involves the "Law-
Abiding Universe" argument, which posits that for any world to support rational agency, it must 
be governed by stable, predictable, and universal physical laws. If the universe were a place of 
constant divine intervention—where gravity ceased to function when a person tripped or where 
fire refused to burn if it might cause harm—the link between intention and result would be 
severed. Without a reliable causal structure, human beings could not learn from their 
environment, develop technology, or make meaningful moral choices, as the consequences of 
any action would be subject to the whim of a supernatural override. 

This argument suggests that the "evils" of the natural world are often the byproduct of the very 
laws that make life possible. For example, the same plate tectonics that allow for the recycling 
of carbon and the regulation of the planetary temperature—essential for the existence of a 
biosphere—are the same mechanics that inevitably produce earthquakes and tsunamis. 
Similarly, the process of genetic mutation, which allows for the evolution of complex life and the 
human brain, also necessitates the possibility of harmful mutations such as cancer. In this light, 
natural evil is not a designed cruelty but a "structural necessity" of a universe that functions 
according to coherent physical constants. 

Philosophers like Richard Swinburne argue that a "loose" or "plastic" universe, where God 
constantly steps in to prevent pain, would result in a world of "moral toddlers." In such a world, 
we would never learn the gravity of our actions or the nature of reality itself. To have a world 
where a person can choose to help or harm another, there must be a medium through which 
that help or harm is transmitted. That medium is the physical world. If a rock became soft every 
time it was thrown with malicious intent, the agent would never truly "choose" to hit someone; 
the physical world would effectively negate the will. 

Furthermore, this perspective addresses the "Fine-Tuning" of the universe. The specific 
constants—such as the strength of gravity or the electromagnetic force—are set in a way that 
allows stars to form and chemistry to happen. Altering these laws to prevent a specific type of 
suffering might render the entire universe uninhabitable. Therefore, the theodicist argues that 
we live in a "package deal" universe. The benefits of a stable, law-governed reality that supports 
life and agency are so great that they outweigh the local, albeit tragic, instances of natural evil 
that arise from those same laws. 
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9. The Problem of Animal Suffering: Theodicy Beyond the Human Experience 

The expansion of theodicy must eventually confront the "Bambi in the woods" problem—the 
reality of sentient creatures suffering for millions of years before humans even arrived on the 
scene. This is often cited as the most difficult challenge for traditional theodicies because the 
"Free Will" and "Soul-Making" defenses are centered entirely on human development. An elk 
dying slowly from a bacterial infection or a fawn being consumed by a predator does not 
obviously contribute to the moral growth of a human soul, nor is it the result of human sin. This 
"non-human suffering" suggests a level of gratuitous pain that seems inconsistent with a 
benevolent designer. 

To address this, some philosophers suggest that we anthropomorphize animal experience too 
much. They argue that while animals feel "pain" (a biological signaling of harm), they may not 
"suffer" in the same way humans do. Suffering, in this view, requires a sense of "self" that 
persists through time—the ability to look back at the past and dread the future. Without this 
higher-order consciousness, an animal’s pain might be a series of disconnected, momentary 
sensations rather than a cohesive "narrative" of misery. However, many ethologists and 
contemporary philosophers find this "Cartesian" view scientifically and morally lacking, given 
the obvious emotional complexity found in mammals and birds. 

Another response involves the "Systemic Good" of the ecosystem. In this framework, predation 
is not an evil but a necessary component of a balanced and creative biological system. Without 
predators, prey populations would undergo boom-and-bust cycles leading to mass starvation 
and ecological collapse. The "violence" of nature is the engine of evolution and biodiversity. If 
God’s goal was to create a world of immense biological variety and complexity, then a world 
with a food web—and the inherent pain of that web—might be the only way to achieve it. This 
suggests that the "value" God sees in the cosmos is not limited to human comfort, but includes 
the beauty of the entire, struggle-filled evolutionary process. 

Finally, some modern theologians have proposed an "Evolutionary Theodicy" that includes 
animals in the promise of redemption. They argue that if God is truly all-loving, then the 
"groaning of creation" must be met with some form of cosmic restoration for all sentient life, 
not just humans. This "Deep Incarnation" suggests that God is present in the suffering of every 
creature, experiencing the pain of the world from within. While this moves into the realm of 
speculative theology, it acknowledges that a "human-only" theodicy is no longer sufficient in an 
age where we understand our deep biological kinship with the rest of the animal kingdom. 
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10. Cross-Cultural Theodicies: Karma, Dualism, and Non-Western Responses 

While Western theodicy is primarily concerned with reconciling a single, perfect Creator with 
the presence of evil, other philosophical and religious traditions offer radically different 
structures for understanding suffering. In the Dharmic traditions of India, the problem of 
theodicy is largely bypassed through the doctrine of Karma. Under this framework, suffering is 
not a mystery of divine permission but a matter of cosmic justice. Every action produces a 
corresponding reaction, and the circumstances of an individual's life are the result of choices 
made in previous incarnations. Here, the "Free Will" explanation is expanded across lifetimes; 
there is no "innocent" suffering because the causal chain of the soul is vast. This places the 
responsibility for evil entirely on the individual, maintaining a sense of moral order without 
requiring a deity to justify the distribution of pain. 

In contrast, Dualistic traditions, most notably Zoroastrianism and certain Manichaean sects, 
propose that the universe is a battlefield between two nearly equal forces: one of light and 
goodness, and one of darkness and chaos. In this view, evil exists because there is a powerful, 
malevolent entity (such as Angra Mainyu) that opposes the good creator. This effectively solves 
the logical problem of evil by denying the "omni-" attributes of the good deity—specifically, that 
God is currently all-powerful in the material realm. The struggle of human life is to align oneself 
with the light to ensure the eventual, but not immediate, victory of goodness. 

Non-theistic traditions, such as classical Buddhism, approach the issue through a 
phenomenological lens rather than a theological one. The "Four Noble Truths" do not seek to 
justify why "Dukkha" (suffering or unsatisfactoriness) exists in a created world, but rather 
diagnose its cause as "Tanha" (craving or attachment). For the Buddhist, asking why a creator 
allowed evil is a distraction from the practical task of extinguishing the fires of greed, hatred, 
and delusion. The focus shifts from a cosmic courtroom where God is on trial to a hospital 
where the patient seeks a cure. 

Indigenous and animistic worldviews often view "evil" as a disruption of harmony or balance 
within the community and the natural world, rather than a moral stain on a perfect universe. In 
these contexts, suffering is often dealt with through ritual and the restoration of relationships 
between the human, ancestral, and spirit realms. By examining these diverse models, it 
becomes clear that the "problem" of evil is not a universal constant, but a specific tension that 
arises when one insists on a deity that is simultaneously all-powerful and all-good. These cross-
cultural perspectives remind us that the Western Free Will Defense is just one of many human 
attempts to map the landscape of sorrow. 
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11. The Existential Dimension: Theodicy as Protest and the Role of Lament 

While much of theodicy focuses on the intellectual reconciliation of God and evil, there exists a 
parallel tradition that views the "problem" as something to be lived rather than solved. This is 
the existential dimension, where the focus shifts from abstract syllogisms to the raw human 
experience of suffering. In this framework, providing a logical defense like the Free Will 
argument can sometimes be seen as a form of "moral tone-deafness" if it is used to silence the 
grieving. This has led to the development of a "theology of protest," which suggests that the 
most authentic response to evil is not a polite explanation, but a vigorous, even angry, challenge 
to the divine. 

The archetype for this approach is the biblical figure of Job. Unlike his friends, who attempt to 
offer various theodicies to explain his suffering—suggesting he must have sinned or that God is 
testing him—Job rejects these "easy answers." He maintains his integrity and demands an 
audience with the Almighty to argue his case. In this light, theodicy is not about justifying God; 
it is about the honesty of the human-divine relationship. To protest against suffering is to take 
the promises of a good God seriously. If one truly believes God is just, then one has a moral 
obligation to cry out when the world appears unjust. This "litigation" with the divine is a 
recurring theme in Jewish thought, particularly in the wake of the Holocaust. 

Thinkers like Elie Wiesel and John Roth have argued that after the systemic horrors of the 20th 
century, traditional theodicies that attempt to find a "higher purpose" in the gas chambers are 
not only philosophically suspect but morally offensive. Instead, they propose a theodicy of "anti-
theodicy," where the silence or perceived absence of God is met with a commitment to human 
solidarity and a refusal to let God "off the hook." In this view, the "problem of evil" is an open 
wound that should not be cauterized by logic. The act of lament—the ritualized expression of 
grief and complaint—becomes a way to navigate the tension between a belief in a good Creator 
and the reality of a broken world without resorting to denial. 

Furthermore, the existential approach emphasizes that theodicy is often a "first-person" vs. 
"third-person" issue. A philosopher in a study might find the Free Will Defense satisfying as a 
general rule, but a victim of trauma finds it irrelevant. Existential theodicy argues that the 
primary role of faith is not to explain the "Why" of the past, but to provide the "How" for the 
future. It transforms the problem of evil from a logical puzzle into a call to action. By moving 
from explanation to lament and protest, the individual maintains their moral agency and their 
relationship with the transcendent, acknowledging that while the intellect may fail to find a 
solution, the heart can still find a way to endure. 
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12. Synthesis and Conclusion: Toward a Hybrid Framework of Meaning 

The journey through the landscape of theodicy reveals that no single explanation is robust 
enough to carry the full weight of human and animal suffering. While the Free Will Defense 
remains the most logically elegant starting point for addressing moral evil, its explanatory power 
dissipates when confronted with the vast, impersonal forces of natural disaster and biological 
decay. The simplest explanation—that God granted man free will—is a necessary foundation for 
a meaningful universe, but it is not a sufficient conclusion. To move toward a coherent 
understanding of the architecture of suffering, one must adopt a hybrid framework that 
synthesizes the insights of multiple traditions. This cumulative case for theodicy acknowledges 
that we live in a world that is simultaneously a theater of moral agency, a vale of soul-making, 
and a law-governed physical system. 

In this synthesized view, moral evil is the inevitable byproduct of significant freedom, while 
natural evil is the structural cost of a stable, predictable environment that allows that freedom 
to be exercised. The Irenaean perspective provides the teleological "why," suggesting that the 
challenges of this environment serve a developmental purpose, while the Augustinian privation 
theory offers a metaphysical safeguard, ensuring that God is not the author of a positive 
"substance" of evil. Skeptical theism adds a necessary layer of humility, reminding the observer 
that their vantage point is finite and their conclusions provisional. When these perspectives are 
combined, the presence of evil no longer appears as a definitive refutation of the divine, but as 
a complex, perhaps unavoidable, feature of a universe designed for the emergence of complex, 
free, and morally developing life. 

Ultimately, the goal of theodicy is not to provide a mathematical proof that silences all doubt, 
but to create a space where belief remains intellectually possible and existentially viable. The 
"simplest" answer is rarely the most truthful when dealing with the depths of the human 
condition. A mature theodicy must be able to hold the logical paradoxes of the philosopher 
alongside the raw protest of the victim. It must recognize that while we can construct models to 
explain the "mechanics" of a falling world, the existential response—the commitment to 
alleviate suffering and the ritual of lament—is what truly defines the human-divine encounter. 
By integrating the volitional, the structural, and the developmental aspects of suffering, we 
move closer to a framework that respects both the majesty of the infinite and the tragedy of 
the finite. 
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