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Introduction   Christianity holds a unique place among worldviews.  It is a ‘religious theory’ that makes claims that are subject to confirmation and/or disconfirmation.  It is quite different from many religious theories, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, or Secular Humanism, that generally make claims with no documentary evidences to compare and evaluate, or make assertions about the general state of affairs with no philosophical basis or sound logic to rely upon.  These types of religious theory seem to be nothing more than wishful thinking or ‘want projection’.  But Christianity is different.   It is unparalleled in its historical documentation.  It is eminently livable, providing mankind with the most comprehensive and efficient roadmap for life and purpose, including a unique and hopeful reconciliation of the presence of evil and suffering.  Indeed, Christianity provides mankind with the most validated religious worldview, precisely as one would expect from a religion that claims ‘divine inspiration’ as well as being the basis for all ‘Truth.’

Basis Of Validation    The warrants for acceptance of the Christian faith are as overwhelming as they are valid.  They range from the philosophical validity of the existence of God, to the documentary evidences of the Bible.  They include the mystical experiences of the believers (necessary in any complete [body and spirit] worldview), and the inherent livability of its doctrines. 

Christianity is a faith system that has always been subject to verification.  Our God shows us that He knows that we weak humans would need more than the natural revelation to lead us back to Him.  He knows that we would need more than the creation to prove a Creator, more than just our ability to love to prove we need a Lover, and more than our desire for life to drive us to find how to live after death.  Perhaps it is our fallen nature He is accommodating for us; perhaps it was always His plan.  In any event, from the beginning of the faith, indeed from the beginning of the creation, God has provided His people with verifications.

He provided Moses with a rod to show His power to Pharaoh.  He allowed Elijah to show off His power to the prophets of Baal.  Abraham asked for proof of his blessing, and Isaiah was the vessel of God for many prophecies ‘so that men may see and know.’  In the New Testament, the evidences are just as prolific.  Jesus produced many wonders for both His apostles as well as the early followers.  He climaxed His validation as the Christ by His resurrection from the dead – the ultimate price was also the ultimate confirmation.  And the first Church was guided by men like the esteemed Dr. Luke, who documented for his colleagues the words of the eyewitnesses, so that ‘you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught’.  Peter likewise presented the evidences, and all but challenged the listeners to investigate the facts for themselves.  And Paul reminded the Corinthians of the eyewitness testimony available also.

So what evidences can we utilize today?  Can we assume that the God of the Old and New Testaments, who so clearly and often proved Himself and His plans to His Church with various confirmations, would do the same for the modern Church?  Clearly, we do not have availability to the same kinds of validations that the ancients had, but we do have many established means of validating ‘religious’ belief.  These include philosophical proofs (which essentially means that we think things through carefully), historical proofs (utilizing the same proofs for items of a ‘secular’ nature to avoid any appearance of an un-level playing field), and personal validations (perhaps the most useful!).   Indeed, the internal yearnings, the evidences in nature and the considerations of our mind all can be considered Natural Revelation – that which was given by God to cause us to search for Him, and to learn more about Him.  He then gives us a Special Revelation – that which answers the questions generated by the Natural Revelation, which ultimately points us toward Christ.  

Validation By Philosophy   Theistic Philosophy - the consideration of the existence of God - has been pondered by philosophers for about as long as mankind has existed.  Theistic philosophies attempt to prove the existence of God, but they do not necessarily prove the God of Christianity.  However, being one of the Natural Revelations, a good Theistic base is established with philosophy, and Christianity builds upon this base.   

The most common philosophical proofs are also the most obvious.  St. Thomas in his Summa Theologica proposed five proofs of the existence of God, and can be summarized as follows:

Mankind’s experience in the world indicates that all things have a cause.  Consideration of this fact leads us to the conclusion that ‘causes’ must continue in history back into infinity, but this is clearly not possible in practicality, so there must have been an ‘un-caused cause.’  This first cause is known as ‘God.’  And because nothing can be created by itself, there must be that which exists by itself.  That which exists by itself is known as ‘God.’ Among the things that exist there is separation of value, indicating a rule by which to measure this value.  That source of all value is known as ‘God.’   Finally, the reason for anything ‘existing’ instead of ‘not existing’ implies purpose - even things that appear to lack knowledge still have purpose, and act in accordance to a purpose beyond themselves.  That purpose beyond all things is known as ‘God.’   

Indeed, when one considers why anything exists at all instead of nothing, one must consider the possibility of something beyond nature that is the source of all nature.  These proofs are intuitive and obvious.  They succeed because they are clear and universal.  In fact, to claim any other conclusion is tantamount to denying what everyone sees in the world everyday, namely cause and effect, nothing coming from nothing, and purpose and meaning.  

Meaning And Morality  Thomas Aquinas described the condition of mankind when he said “There is within every soul a thirst for happiness and meaning.”   Since the dawn of time, mankind has pursued fulfillment of that thirst with everything imaginable.  The existence of this personality trait in ALL cultures is perhaps the most telling reason for us to believe in God – not only that, but a God of Love.  Without love in our lives, virtually all other successes pale and seem insignificant.  This indicates a common denominator need in all humans, that would clearly be there if the assumption of the Creator of the Universe searching for us were true.  
 
We have what has been called ‘signals of transcendence’ within us, that point toward something beyond what we can see or explain 1   If a Maker has made man in His image, as Christianity proclaims, then it is not surprising that we would attempt to find our Creator.  Examples of those indicators of another reality include our Intuition and Morality.  
       
Intuition – There is something about us, deep inside, that causes us to consider that both we and the universe around us are products of God.   Indeed, if a Creator is drawing us near to Him, it would make sense that He would have placed this awareness within each of us, creating a natural vacuum, or thirst for knowledge, that leads us to consider Him.  
Morality – The basis for morality has been a philosophical conundrum for ages.  Immanuel Kant has summarized the issue:  “Two things fill the mind with admiration and awe, the starry heavens above and the moral law within.”  This is a ‘sense of ought’ that not only exists in all times and cultures, but drives each of us to a standard whose origins  we can only guess.  We have a clear sense of obligation; each person does, whether we live in the United States or the remotest reaches of Africa.  They may not all be the same beliefs and obligations, but their mere existence universally demands an explanation.  There can be no simple scientific answer for a base instinct that is the result of chemical reactions in the brain!  We even try to pass laws to enforce our internal desires for justice and morality. We should not be surprised that our internal moral law reflects that of the law of God.
  
In short, in the most personal ways God has revealed Himself to us is through our very nature (how we live).  When we consider the nature of our beings we cannot trivialize the consideration that the desires we experience were set in motion for us to begin the search for the answer – namely our Creator and His personal nature.
 
Indeed, in virtually every culture there is some sort of deity worship  – once again proving the general desire in man to transcend himself, his surroundings, and long for something much higher than both. 
Validation By Science   The existence and the nature of God is also validated by science.  By science, I mean that branch of study that seeks to hypothesize, analyze, and test in order to confirm or refute the nature of the physical world.  I do not mean to define science as only able to confirm truths that are natural, for this would be an unnecessary and illogical restriction that disallows possible explanations.  This error is common in a ‘sect’ of science referred to as Naturalism; anyone truly seeking the truth will allow for all explanations that are possible.  In light of this definition, we can see that there are many ‘natural’ evidences that have a plausible explanation that rests in the realm of the ‘super-natural’.

For instance, William Lane Craig reminds us that “in recent years the scientific community has been stunned by its discovery of how complex and sensitive a balance of initial conditions must be given in the Big Bang in order for the universe to permit the origin and evolution of intelligent life on Earth.  The universe appears, in fact, to have been incredibly fine tuned from the moment of its inception for the production of intelligent life on Earth.” 2  Even the atheist Fred Hoyle, who coined the phrase ‘Big Bang’, admitted that “a commonsense interpretation of the facts suggests that a super intellect has monkeyed with physics, as well as chemistry and biology, and that there are no blind forces worth speaking about in nature.  The numbers one calculates from the facts seem to me so overwhelming as to put this conclusion beyond question.” 3  Sadly, though, Dr. Hoyle could not come to believe in the concept of a Creator, a First Cause or a Designer for this incredible coincidence (that some calculate to be less than 1 in 10129 a chance in occurring, assuming of course that you can start with something from nothing!)4  Dr. Hoyle instead chose to believe in a ‘steady state’ universe, or one that has always existed.  (A position totally contrary to the cause and effect reality in commonsense and everyday life, and now discredited and replaced by the general Cosmological fraternity by the ‘infinite universes’ theory!)  

So science shows us the evidence of a beginning, and of intricate and delicate design in all of nature.  It also shows us the inference of design and purpose in life itself.  ‘Intelligent Design’ (ID) theory is a relatively recent proposition that declares that the creation exhibits an orderly fashion that was evidently designed with a purpose.  "Scientists have often expatiated upon the majesty of nature and upon the imposing regularity of natural processes.  [This is] precisely what one would expect of processes that God ordained!  Clearly, science relies on an orderly universe, which implies the question: From whence did order come from?  Why do minds perceive order?" 5

Intelligent Design theory bases its assertions on generally accepted criteria for the determination of the presence of intelligence.  What is the first thing that you think of when you see a functioning watch lying on the beach?  You’ll think that someone left it there - not that it got there by its own or by the ‘blind’ forces of nature.  What if that intricately designed and operating watch was the size of the universe?  Now 'scientists' claim it arrived by 'natural, and blind' causes.  

 

How do we know an arrowhead is designed, and not just a rock?  How do we know that the cave dwelling writings are not just drips of dirt from the ceiling of the cave?  What do people look for when they are investigating cryptography, or insurance claims?  What about the scientists at the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI)?  They are all looking for things that were intentionally designed - for messages, for order, and for purpose.  Technically, these items are known as Contingency (something that resulted from something else), Complexity (that which cannot be readily explained by chance - the greater the complexity, the less likely it resulted from chance) and Specification (the reference to something which is independent of the item itself - as in a message.)  In order to qualify as 'Intelligently Designed', something must possess all three qualities.  Clearly, the incredible complexities and intricacies and interdependencies of our bodies exhibit these qualities, and suggest that it is rational to believe that they are the result of a Designer. 6
 
In short, science clarifies what we intuitively believe – that everything has a cause and a purpose, that something always comes from something, and that a design indicates a designer.  In fact, if a person is to ‘interpret’ these facts in any other way as not to postulate a ‘God’, then they must believe that something can come from nothing, that cause and effect only happens sometimes, and that mankind has no purpose and is the result of accidents.  Clearly, these are ‘unscientific’ conclusions.  

So now that we have valid reasons to consider the existence of a Creator, we shall continue with evidences of how this Creator may have communicated with us, and how we can proceed to validate the God of Christianity.

Validation By Manuscript  One of the most fundamental proofs of the existence of God, as well as one of the key validations of Christian Theism, is the documentation of God’s activities throughout human history.  Indeed, one could expect to see this validation from a timeless God operating within a human dimension of time.  Documentation of these activities has been recorded, and carefully preserved throughout the ages.  The revelation that Christian’s claim as divine – the Bible – has been recorded over a span of time unlike any other supposedly ‘divine’ document.  Indeed the Bible cannot truly be considered ‘a document’ – it is instead a collection of documents, written over a huge period of time in many different locations and by dozens of people.  More than any other book, even any other 'religious' book, the Bible is singularly unique.  It is neither a single book, nor was it written by one person as are most 'religious' texts.  It is a collection of 66 books that were written by 40 or more different authors in three different languages, in 3 different continents.  These books were written over a period of about 1600 years.  The authors represent society at large.  They were not just scholars and preachers, but they also ranged from common folk such as shepherds, doctors, government officials, fishermen, and tax collectors, to Kings.  There are many styles of journalistic method involved, including history, poetry, government records, dialogue, parables, sermons, prophecy, letters and religious instruction.  The Bible has been translated into over 1200 different languages or dialects.  Despite this huge diversity of history, there is one central theme of the whole collection of writings:  that God loves us and has a plan for our lives. 
For a moment, consider that it is not a book that claims supernatural authorship, and approach it with an open-minded survey similar to a survey of any object of antiquity.  Since we cannot prove that the Bible is 'inspired' by using Biblical passages (that would be using circular arguments!) we can begin by proving that it is a legitimate and trustworthy manuscript, and then consider what it says.  Once it is proven reliable (in fact it will be proven more reliable than any other ancient manuscript) we can then assume that its subject matter is worthy of serious consideration.  
The best way to consider the acceptance of the documents is to think of them in terms of evidence.  Concerning the Old Testament, recently discovered manuscripts from antiquity are nearly identical to the copies we have today.  Until the 'Dead Sea Scrolls' were discovered in the caves of Qumran in 1946, the oldest known manuscript of the entire Bible was dated about A.D 900 (the Aleppo Codex.)  "The books of the Old Testament found in the Dead Sea Scrolls written approximately one thousand years before the Aleppo Codex were found to be almost identical to those of the Aleppo Codex." 7   Discrepancies of syntax were all that were found (for example - color vs. colour.)  This is breathtaking evidence that the transmission of the Holy Writings have been immaculately preserved over millennia.  
Simon Greenleaf was a professor of Law at Harvard University in the nineteenth century, and established himself as a premier authority on the rules of evidence.  His three-volume work on the rules of evidence is still a standard used by lawyers today.  He wrote a treatise on the admissibility of the four Gospels, and concluded that the "competence of the New Testament documents would be established in any court of law."  In short, according to one of the most prestigious experts on the admissibility of documents in a court of law, the Bible is able to withstand the scrutiny and be accepted as reliable evidence. 

Utilizing these rules of evidence, Lawyer Pamela Ewen makes the case that the New Testament documents pass the following tests:  Admissibility and Authenticity of the Evidence (the manuscripts) as determined by their age, quality and quantity, care in their preservation, and location, timing and motive of their writers.  Corroborating evidence is then analyzed, including archaeological evidences, results of scientific papyrology studies, and comparison of other similarly dated historical documents.  Finally, upon passing these tests, the documents are then subjected to 'Cross Examination', assuring that the documents are not internally or externally contradictory, that the writers have established credibility (that the message is proven by extra-biblical sources).
In summary, this investigation results in a conclusion beyond a reasonable doubt, that 1) Jesus lived approximately 2000 years ago; 2) Jesus died on the cross; and 3) Jesus rose from the dead. 7 
In addition, many first person accounts, claims of eyewitnesses, combined with the likelihood of the early dating of the Gospels, provide the suggestion that eyewitnesses could have read the Gospels, and therefore been available to dispute them if there were errors.  No record of these disputes exists.  In addition, these people could have brought dishonor and pressure upon the believers, who likely would not have adopted beliefs that they knew were false.  
 

Finally, there is sufficient 'political' reason to trust the transmission of the stories.  Knowing that Caligula became Emperor of Rome in 37 A.D., and that he demanded sole worship of himself, even of the Jews, it would be life-threatening to promote the worship of someone else.  This gives credence to the consideration that the early Church would not have promoted a doctrine that they knew to be wrong (seeing a resurrected body would certainly bolster a person's beliefs!)  Indeed all of the Gospel writers suffered greatly, as did Paul, and most were killed for their beliefs.  Many people over the years have died for their beliefs, but they have not died for a belief that they ‘knew’ to be false.
The Bible is unique in its message, in addition to the content described above.  In no means does the Bible’s message benefit any man or institution, as one might expect from a man-made document.  (Indeed, this is one acid test for the other so-called 'sacred texts'.  With a universal 'religious' nature evident in all mankind, a natural means of manipulation would be to tap into this nature, and purport to have an answer for the masses, especially one that the particular 'human' writer can fulfill, for a 'price'!)  The Bible is different.  It does not describe how mankind can redeem itself, as does Buddhism or Naturalism, or many other 'religions'.  The Bible is unique in the message that God is indeed looking for us - and has provided a means to reach him that we cannot achieve ourselves.  There is nothing to be paid, or practiced, only a trust in Him and His grace is required.  Again, this message is unique among all the other 'religions' that promise a 'peace' that can be earned upon this earth by human means.  

The only other 'competing' scripture (in the sense that it claims to be an ancient 'word of God'), the Koran, was written by only one man, and has exponentially less evidence in antiquity, and many other problematic aspects that raise eyebrows for a book that claims 'divine inspiration.'   Many others have recently proclaimed that they have received independent ‘revelation’ from God, but they clearly do not have the evidential support of the Bible.

Validation By Livability (Evil and Suffering)    While we have strong warrant for the belief in Christianity as a valid conclusion given the evidence, potential problems do exist.  Considered by some to be the most important problem against Christianity is the ‘Problem of Evil’.  It may be considered this because it presents (initially) a logical contradiction due to the deeply personal nature of suffering we humans experience personally, or that we witness in our world.  It is a logical problem, and a practical problem.  Both problems need a proper validation in order for Christianity to be confirmed.  Indeed, Christian theorists for many years have considered a multitude of Theodicy’s that accomplish this very requirement.  The problem is perhaps most succinctly summarized by David Hume (over 200 years ago) in the following question: “Is [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able?  Then he is impotent.  Is he able, but not willing?  Then he is malevolent.  Is he both willing and able?  Whence then is evil?”  C. S. Lewis, in his classic defense of God, explains the logical problem succinctly, focusing on evil manifested in suffering: “If God were good, He would wish to make His creatures perfectly happy, and if God were almighty, He would be able to do what He wished.  But the creatures are not happy.  Therefore God lacks either goodness, or power, or both.” 8 Many personalize the problem, with a reluctance to place trust in a God who would allow evil.  Of course, this is typically an emotional response, with the alternatives to the existence of God usually not carefully thought out.  So, the Christian Theodicy's have been pondered for ages, designed to ‘figure out’ this perplexing problem.

It is appropriate at this time to clarify the term ‘evil’.  Evil can best be understood as a ‘lacking of a certain thing…or as the absence of something good.’   For example, “If I am missing a wart on my nose, that is not evil because the wart should not have been there in the first place.  However, if a man lacks the ability to see, that is evil.  Likewise, if a person lacks the kindness in his heart and respect for human life that should be there, then he may commit murder.  Evil is, in reality, a parasite that cannot exist except as a hole in something that should be solid.” 9   In addition, a Christian realizes that the reason for our existence is not necessarily for our pleasure and comfort – our purpose is for the glory of God (Ecclesiastes 12:13).  When one accepts this presupposition, it brings about a different interpretation of the philosophical dilemma: no longer is the issue a question of ‘why is God making me suffer?’  It becomes a question of ‘what is the purpose for this suffering, and how shall I respond?’  

Many times non-believers may use the occasion of suffering to curse God, but it usually a mischaracterization of the true God that they are cursing.  They generally curse a God that they expect is there for them, and not the other way around.  This error causes them to think that God is holding the puppet strings and causing the pain.  They think that He should make them comfortable at all times, and that He Himself may be evil for allowing this suffering.  But this cursing of God is clearly beating the air, as we have seen above.  It is an accusation that is in error, thrown against the very Being who suffers with them and for them, and wants to redeem them from their suffering. 

Theodicy Issues   Some of the theodicy’s attempt to re-interpret Christian Orthodoxy, by speculating about a different meaning for traditional theological terms.  For instance, some may attempt to clarify the apparent contradiction by explaining that God is in fact NOT omniscient, or omnipotent, or omnibenevolent.  But these defenses are unacceptable, and indeed unnecessary.  They are unacceptable because they violate clearly defined Biblical and traditional descriptions of God, and a trusting Christian would never violate the inspired Word of God for apparent (and unnecessary) cognitive relief.  This quick relief is the problem with this type of defense – it is simply too easy.  Fortunately, the philosophical theodicies do not need this type of theological shortcut because of the many valid arguments that do resolve the apparent problem.

Free Will Theodicy   The most well known and resolving explanation for suffering and evil within Christian Theism is known as the ‘Free Will Defense’.  In short, the Free Will Defense states “that God allows evil because He wants to allow free human worship of Him, and He cannot allow humans this freedom unless He allows them the choice to do evil.” 10   It was the will of God to create a universe in which rational beings could freely decide to love and obey Him.  He did this, because love not freely given is, by definition, not love!  We are not interested in a ‘forced love’, and neither is God!  So in order to create a universe in which mankind could choose to love God, he had to allow us the option of not loving God (the ultimate ‘freedom of choice!’)  So in this universe, the inevitable companion of freely doing good is freely doing evil.  Therefore, God is not responsible for evil – we are!  God did not create evil – we did!  God only allowed the potential for evil to be created by man – we actualized it!  This is most clearly evident when we realize that the vast majority of the evil that occurs in this world occurs at the hand of man, not of God.   This defense also answers another nagging question: “Why doesn’t God just eliminate evil in the world?”  Clearly, if God were to destroy evil, He would destroy our freedom as well.  So for God to destroy evil would, in fact, be an evil act – it would deprive free creatures of their ability to accomplish their ultimate good (the choice to love God)!

All that the Free Will Defense (or any other Theodicy for that matter) must accomplish in order to succeed in defeating the philosophical conundrum is allow for the possibility of God having a reason for evil to exist.  The Free Will Defense places the blame for evil and suffering square on the shoulders of fallen mankind.  Indeed, with an understanding of this particular Theodicy, it can be seen that God created the ‘only possible world’ in which man could freely choose love by allowing the potential for evil.  In other words, the ‘perfect’ world (one that allows for freedom) by definition enables evil!

The common disputes presented against the Free Will Defense generally have to do with the apparently unnecessary amounts of evil that are ‘allowed’ in the world, and with the existence of natural evil.  But these problems are defeated quite easily by Christian theory, when one realizes that all the theodicy’s have to do is provide plausibility for the existence of evil.  The natural evils – those seemingly not occurring at the hand of man, for instance the death of a fawn in a naturally occurring forest fire, or the death and destruction caused as the result of volcanoes, tornados, etc, - can be explained by the fall of man and the uniform laws of nature that God has instituted for us.  God tells us that when we ‘fell’, the earth suffered the consequences as well (Romans 8:19-22).  We can understand this clearly in light of the above description of the nature of the world that allows for free choice.  If God created a world in which there were no consequences, then we would in reality not have a ‘true’ choice.  For instance, if the laws of physics changed the camp or stove fire from controllable, heating properties to, say, a gentle breeze just before it leaps out of the campfire to consume a house, then the laws of physics would not be constant.  And if I know that the laws of physics were going to change whenever ‘evil’ was about to happen, then I might understand that this discontinuity was a result of a good agent, which would, either directly or indirectly, coerce my decisions toward good.  In effect, I would not be free to choose God if I KNOW that He is there, evident from the changing effects of nature whenever something is about to go bad.

A more personalized example of this can be described with the physical structure of a piece of lumber.  I need the lumber to be solid and dense when I am building my house, but if I choose to smack my neighbor over the head with it, those same physical qualities that can be used for good are now used for evil.  If the lumber turned to a feather just before I hit him, then these changing laws of nature are subject to my will to do good, in effect not allowing me to do evil!  So again, I would be coerced into doing good, which is not consistent with freedom.  I would not be able to suffer the consequences of my choices, which in effect nullifies the choice.

As for the apparently excessive amounts of evil in the world, all one has to consider is the standard.  With the parameters of freedom set as they are described above, and with the consideration of the unfathomable gap between a perfect and holy God and the imperfect, one could argue that there should be no good at all in the world!  God, when considering that the nature of the choice against Him is tantamount to mutiny, would have the right to extinguish all influence for good everywhere.  It is by His grace that He allows us to continue, and we only presume to expect to be treated well by an entity that is perfect and Holy.  The Holiness that we have corrupted in the creation is our fault, and we solely bear the responsibility for the amounts of it.

Soul Building Theodicy  Another tradition within Christian theory that proposes a reason for the existence of evil within the world is known as the ‘soul building theodicy’.  This theory proposes that mankind would not be fully actualized if there were not the potential for suffering.  In other words, the existence of suffering allows us to reach our fullest potential – that is it points us toward God.  C.S. Lewis’ famous line “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks to us in our conscious, but shouts in our pains; it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world” 11 most succinctly describes the fact that God is always looking for us, but we may not see Him unless something leads us there.  When we are content, we tend to be content within ourselves; when we are in pain, we realize that we are not in control.  Suffering can push us to hope, and it can push us to look beyond our current experiences.  It can cause us to question purpose and meaning, which can lead us to a serious investigation of the workings of God.  When we see the evil and suffering, and the hopelessness of personally solving it in this world, we become dis-satisfied with this world, and only then can we ‘turn our affections toward other-worldly things’. 

Christians accept that this world and its pleasures and suffering are not the end, but the means to an end.  In that end, God will restore all people with fellowship to Himself.  Paul reminds us of this fact when he assures us that “our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.” 12 Related to this Theodicy is the next – the Vicarious Suffering Theodicy.

Vicarious Suffering Theodicy  Vicarious suffering is that which is not intended to strengthen the sufferer, but someone else.  Paul explained this concept succinctly to the Corinthians:  

“If one part [of the body of Christ] suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.”  1 Corinthians 12:26.  

“…the God of all comfort…comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God…if we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer.”  2 Corinthians 1:3b,4,6

In this particular Theodicy, our best human features become evident when we display our love and caring for others as they suffer.  Christ instructed us to love others as He loved us; indeed He suffered and died for us.  But during His life, His care for others was tantamount.  He nurtured not only their spiritual suffering, but their physical suffering as well.  Indeed, He has taught us that caring for others, to the point of laying down our lives for them, is the greatest example of love.  When we care for others we refine ourselves in addition to providing the desperately needed comfort to the sufferer.  If there were no suffering, this most refining and sacrificial discipline would be impossible.

In the end, like Job, we are confronted with a problem that God may not answer.  Like He did with Job, God reminds us of who He is through the exponential evidences in creation, etc., and then He shares with us in our pain (e.g. the suffering of Christ.)  Indeed, perhaps the best and most livable answer for the person who is suffering is this understanding of love and concern from our Creator, and finally the hope of not suffering.  Christianity is unique in this answer.  

Christianity Unique  There is a common theme behind the Christian Theodicy’s that is unique from the others.  It is essentially seen in the book of Job, in which Job suffers tremendously and wonders why, but is not given a direct answer from God.  God reminds him of his place before God, and Job gets the message and assumes the appropriate prostate condition before God.  The message is clear in Christianity:  Evil and suffering exist in this world, and it is our lot in life to bear it.  We may bear it for the many reasons described above, but we know that we will be rewarded in the end.  

The difference from the other ‘religious’ validations is that suffering is real and serious.  The other ‘religions’ will tell us that evil and suffering are just illusions, or are the result of our personal shortcomings and that we are suffering the wrath of a vengeful God.  These are insufficient answers.  When a person’s child is suffering, there is, really, no logical (read impersonal) answer that will suffice.  There is no relief in the Buddhist or Hindu positions that her suffering is not ‘real’.  At the other extreme, there can be no comfort for the non-Muslim, who is told (Koran 9:52,55) that his suffering is at the hands of the ‘Allah’ whom he does not worship (who would want to worship a ‘god’ with this character?)   

Finally, in Christianity we have a Creator and Lover of our souls who understands and suffers with us.  Jesus’ experience on earth culminated in tremendous suffering for our sake!  He understands what we must go through and has compassion on us.  Truly a condition that is desirable to anyone suffering, especially when compared to the ‘religious’ alternatives.    The hope of mankind therefore is that in the next world, our sufferings will be extinguished and considered worth the price (if they are remembered at all) because of our union with the Creator of the Universe.  

To summarize, “The best answers Christians can ultimately give to the problem of evil are two.  First, they can point to Jesus, who reveals God’s goodness and love and suffers with us.  Second, they can follow Jesus’ example by working against suffering, and suffering with those who suffer.” 13
When one considers the incredible evidences that validate Christianity (in addition to its conformity with the realities of life) we have serious points to ponder.  We must consider what constitutes proof, and more importantly, what it is that will convince us.  Some may choose not to believe despite a preponderance of evidence.  Therefore, in a personal examination of the various theories of ‘religion’, an honest personal assessment of this requirement must be made up front.  In the final measure, we understand that the question cannot be avoided because our answer determines what type of universe (lifestyle) we live.  We answer the question by default, if we do not answer it actively.  

For “If Christian beliefs are true, we have to come to terms with our Creator, and this will have a profound effect on the way we think and feel and behave.” 14  
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