
Theodicy  - The Strengths and Weaknesses Of The Answers Provided By Existentialism, Secular Humanism, and Hinduism
Introduction

Why is there evil in the world?  How could an omnipotent, loving God allow evil to exist?  What purpose could suffering possibly provide?  What is the worth of a reality in which evil exists, and what if anything can we do about this problem?  How does the reality of evil influence our consideration of what we would categorize as ‘God?’

The “Problem of Evil” has plagued mankind for ages.  Indeed, the Problem of Evil could be argued to be the catalyst for many of the world’s great religions – by providing seed for thought in the minds of men who cannot tolerate unrealized desires, or have experienced catastrophic lifestyle challenges.  The search for reconciliation between inequity and desire, blessing and wanton disregard makes philosophers out of many people, and can start the search for answers that are beyond ourselves.  Every worldview therefore must address this problem.  In fact, every worldview must center its major tenets on this most challenging of conundrums in an effort to provide adherents samplings of relief, hope, or the elimination of guilt.   Because, “the problem for human beings is that they do not want to accept the conditions of their existence and are hostile to the meanings to be gained from the finite world.”1
Known as the ‘Achilles heel’ of Christianity, it is the cause of many refusing the Christian faith as inconsistent.  But in fact Christianity provides the only realistic answer.  Christianity alone establishes a reason behind, a basis of, and hope for the elimination of evil in a most clear and capable manner.  Some worldviews surrender the issue and declare evil inevitable – fatalistically providing no refuge.  Some incorporate evil into a type of necessary process – providing a catalyst for change – by creating ‘hope’ for a future with no evil remaining.  But all address it, each in different manners, which allows for analysis and comparison in the search for Truth.  

Existentialism

Existentialism is a surreal worldview.  A definition that is both clear and concise is not possible.  In fact some in the Existentialist camp consider themselves Theists, with a belief in the Christian God, while others are Atheists.  The tenet upon which all Existentialists agree is that “the individual defines everything.  Existentialism attempts to describe our desire to make rational decisions despite existing in an irrational universe.”2  The focus, for an Existentialist, is on my existence.  So, an Existentialist considering the problem of evil will consider “How does the occurrence of evil shape my predispositions, my pre-understanding, and, ultimately, the direction of my intentions, actions, and thoughts?”3
Sartre describes the conclusion of the philosophy of Atheistic Existentialism: “Man is personally responsible for what he is and what he does; there are no values external to man and no given human nature which he is obliged to fulfill; man chooses his values and makes himself, and may therefore choose to be a different person.”4  With these conclusions it is easy to see how a person could be an Atheistic Existentialist.  It is harder to see how a person could embrace the concepts of the Christian God AND the philosophies of Existentialism.  But Theistic Existentialism, contrasted to Biblical Christianity, does not start with God – it starts with the realization that ‘I’ exist, and ‘I’ must figure out how things work for ‘myself.’  This is the most important variation from Christianity.5   Proof is required for an Existentialist, and anything that cannot be proven or logically understood (the Trinity, miracles, or even God Himself) can only be accepted with blind faith.  A living faith (relationship with Christ) is foreign to a person with this worldview.  “So long as those who would be believers in God yearn for a faith that does not demand too much belief in the supernatural or the accuracy of the Bible, theistic existentialism will be a live option.”6  

Thus, the Problem of Evil within an Existential Worldview is internally disparate.  However, one does suspect a common particularity between the two, which may help us grab a foothold in our pursuit of the treatment of The Problem Of Evil within Existentialism.  This common particularity seems to be the pre-existence of ‘bad things,’ and the individual’s responsibility to either accept or eliminate them.  ‘Evil,’ in the traditional sense of the word, is not really considered, per se.  From the Atheistic point of view, there would be no God from which to derive values.  Therefore relativity reigns.  Sartre sums up the fatalistic reason that an Atheistic Existentialist cannot worry about what is ‘evil’: “It is therefore senseless to think of complaining since nothing foreign has decided what we feel, what we live, or what we are.7”  

Evil becomes subjective.  “The only ‘Evil’ is to limit another’s free will.”8   Ethics systems emerge and evolve, constructed upon self-interest and the exaltation of free will.  What could possibly be ‘Evil’ when what is currently moral changes with the eroding tides of relativism?  It follows that from a baseless values system free will would therefore be meaningless, which is cause for anxiety for the Atheistic Existentialist.    

Sartre discusses the feeling of doom can come about upon an Atheistic Existentialist: “The essential consequence of [Existentialism] is that man being condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world upon his shoulders; he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being.”9   Although Sartre would dispute that this enormous responsibility should result in gloom or depression; to the contrary he would see it as a positive event; a means in which to remain in control and have reason to pursue pleasure, or whatever is important to him.  

Nietzsche, of course, proposes a more radical genesis for evil.  As a Nihilist, Nietzsche believed that all values should be replaced, in order to prepare for individual rule of life (making him a consummate Existentialist.)  Hence, Nietzsche did not believe that meaningless led to the root of evil.  “Evil in Nietzsche’s estimation was rooted in ressentiment, which is the perversion of that basic instinct which Nietzsche defined life, the will to power.”10
And to push away the control of the status quo further, Nietzsche was “of the opinion that harshness, violence, enslavement, danger on the street and in the heart, seclusion, stoicism, the art of the temper and every kind of devilry, that everything evil, frightful, tyrannical, predatory, and snake-like about humans serves to heighten the species ‘human being’ as much as does its opposite.”11   Further, any of the values that the status quo regard, are simply there because those in charge (of us) want and need them to be there – developed in order to maintain the status quo.  And what better way to maintain these values, than to convince the under trodden that they are the appropriate values!  In this exploitation is Nietzsche’s reason for revolution.  

However Nietzsche had a method in which to transcend ‘evil.’  After the fruits on nihilism are experienced to the full – the absolution of all values, the elimination of good and evil – then the Ubermensch will arrive.  He will arrive as the affirmer of this world, creating and projecting the ‘new’ values.  But these values are still to be based upon meaninglessness.  Nietzsche actually proposes the existence of meaningless to provide meaning.  Something had to replace meaning after he declared “the death of God.”  But there is no overcoming the problem of meaning when there is nothing which is ultimately beyond the human sphere – joyous affirmation, tragedy, or absurdity are equal options in the ephemerality of one’s own evaluation of one’s own values.12  

It is evident that the Existentialist believes that whatever happens to him is inevitable – there are no accidents.  While I suspect that the Existential purists might believe that this worldview would lead to independence and proactive positive actions on the part of the adherents, in practice it appears to have led to the opposite.  As ‘evil’ is clearly rampant all about us, the Existentialist would be chasing the perpetrator of the incursion to his freedom (or of the freedom of others, if he cares.)   Therefore practically, this is a failed worldview.

The Theistic Existentialist may afford a better outlook upon life (although it seems to me that ‘Theistic Existentialism’ cannot really be called “Christian Existentialism”, since that would be an oxymoron – but that is a debate for a different day.)  While the Theistic Existentialist believes in a God, this belief is one of a blind leap of faith.  He can only know for sure that he himself exists, he cannot know with the same ‘certainty’ that God exists (hence the inability for the ‘relationship’ as is experienced with genuine Christianity.)  

But nevertheless, he has made the leap of faith.  And the “Christian understanding of man is just as desperate and radical as Sartre’s.  But of course, Christian theology does not remain at the point of despair.  It must bring us to this point, to make clear its conviction that there is no human solution to the human problem.  (The) possibility of grace seems to be the only alternative to despair if we are to take as honest a view of the human condition as Sartre does, and not conceal from ourselves how insoluble is the enigma of man in human terms.”13   Clearly the Existentialist becomes ‘Christian’ only for practical reasons.  He has chosen to believe the Christian tenets because it provides pragmatic (but illogical) hope for the eventual elimination of these problems.  Ultimately, with his faith the ‘Christian Existentialist’ looks to the grave as the final hope of the elimination of evil.  St. Ignatius, bishop of Antioch on his way to Rome for his martyrdom is quoted to have said that “There is true life in death”.14   This Existentialist is Christian because it is convenient.  He is betting with Pascal.  It is not true, living Christianity.

St. Paul speaks of a seemingly existential view of the relationship of sin and death (sinful passions which bear fruit for death; or a sowing to the flesh which will reap corruption - Rom 7:5, Gal 6:8) in a means to explain our personal responsibilities and consequences, but also of a shadow of the meaning of a living Christianity.  These sort of texts are not intended to authenticate “Christian Existentialism’s” philosophies of blind faith and our responsibility to eliminate evil, but instead they are intended to declare that man has understanding of his being, and his need for a current external means of appropriating the eradication of evil.   We make decisions and choices.  The knowledge of this is a gift from God.  We have potentiality, and it is up to us to fulfill it.  We cannot do it by ourselves however; we are driving to pursue a means outside of ourselves that can provide comfort and reason, as well as guide us in our pursuit.  When we have this relationship, we, like Paul can “learn the secret of being content in any and every situation” (Philippians 4:12b).  This reliance upon Christ in our current existence is diametrically opposed to the ‘rugged individualism’ philosophies of ‘Christian Existentialism.’

In summary, Existentialism in either flavor is not up to the task in dealing with the Problem of Evil.  Despite any attribution of the problem of evil, the ‘evilness’ of evil will always remain in the sense of wrongness.  A better condition is implied to exist by this very feeling.  What is this better condition?  Atheistic Existentialists have no choice but to accept evil as inevitable and then pursue an avenue of despair, or of heroic, futile attempts to eradicate evil.  The Christian Existentialist simply places hope in something that might provide an answer some day.  He will ‘have (blind) faith’ that the best answers come from the Christian condition, and cross his fingers while trying to make life more livable on his own.  He is effectively joining the Atheist on the road of personal responsibility for helping out in this world.  It clearly is not the joyful, living Christianity as Christ intended (1 Peter 1:8).  Neither provides a comforting reason behind, a basis of, and hope for the elimination of evil as does a proper relationship with Christ – a living Christianity.  

Secular Humanism

Humanism “is the overall attitude that human beings are of special value…are significant…there is an emphasis on the value of the individual person.  Secular Humanism is a form of Humanism, one completely framed within a naturalistic worldview.”15   Secular Humanism is “A conviction that dogmas, ideologies and traditions, whether religious, political or social, must be weighed and tested by each individual and not simply accepted by faith.  [It is a] commitment to the use of critical reason, factual evidence, and scientific methods of inquiry, rather than faith and mysticism, in seeking solutions to human problems and answers to important human questions.”16
A glimpse into the Problem of Evil issue as addressed by Secular Humanism is seen in the above statement ‘seeking solutions to human problems and answers to important human questions.’  A Secular Humanist is by definition an Atheist (or at least Agnostic), and a Naturalist.17   Incidentally, when one peruses the bulk of Secular Humanist literature, one sees not necessarily an apologetic or dogma for Secular Humanism, neither guidelines for living nor educating nor refining this worldview; one sees arguments that are essentially anti-Theistic.  In fact, it is this anti-Theistic position that leads many toward this worldview, because of the perceived problems associated with the coexistence of evil and a deity.  Peter Atkins sums up this position well: “I consider that the nonexistence of God is a simple and compelling explanation of suffering in the world.  Indeed, it seems to me that it is incumbent on those who believe in God to come forward with some cogent evidence for its existence rather than the sentimental wishful thinking that inspires most religious activity.”18
Typical for Atheists, they attempt to put the burden of proof on the Theist, while sitting out the ergo hoc investigation of the legitimacy of a belief against God.  Clarifying this point, consider the following:  “In our minds, only humans can perpetrate evil.  I conclude, therefore, that evil does not exist except insofar as we define it.  It needs little or no explaining unless we hypothesize a benevolent god.  Indeed, the God hypothesis hinders our understanding of evil rather than helping it.”19   Evil needs no explaining?  Secular Humanism produces relativism at its worst.

Living a worldview that denies God, or at least limits the knowledge of God, places the Secular Humanist at the same starting point as the Atheistic Existentialist.  The difference is where he goes from there.  While the Existentialist worldview tends to result in darkness and nihilism, the Secular Humanist has more hope (faith?) in humanity and its potential.  

Despite the fact that an Atheist must by definition accept that morality is baseless, meaning is meaningless, and free will must be replaced by determinism, he must still deal with the pesky needs for morality and meaning.  In what then will he place his trust?  For the Secular Humanist, that trust is placed in the potentiality of mankind.  This leads to a variety of ‘things to believe in.’  In a recent, very popular edition of the Skeptical Inquirer, Matt Young describes “what Einstein called a cosmic religious feeling, an “unbounded admiration for the structure of the world so far as our science can reveal it.”’20    With this basis for a worldview, he proposes that we are ‘all grownups, on our own and responsible for ourselves.’  The meaning that he derives comes from the meaning that we and our communities develop, not a meaning derived from some supernatural force.  Bringing himself away from the despair that shifting morality inevitably brings, he places hope in the ‘facts that medicine and sanitation have improved our health and longevity; science and technology have given us shorter working weeks, more abundant food and resources, and more leisure; and our political systems have given us more freedom and dignity.  To put it in theological terms, we must seek our salvation in this world because there is no other.” 21  Salvation from what?  Clearly from the ‘needless evil’ that we all experience.

The pride and hope displayed in the advances of mankind toward Young’s perception of the uses of resources, leisure, and political systems are positive and deserving, but they are no basis of morality.  Indeed, if one is to rely upon man for the basis of morality, one must ask “which man?”  Was the morality of Hitler on par, or just as ‘moral’ as the morality of Mother Teresa?  Many men have decided that they held the key to this ‘salvation’ that Young yearns for, and this has resulted in many more evils in the form of despotism (which could be described as the attempt to attain this ‘salvation’ at any means – socialism, for example.) 

Accordingly, the Secular Humanist’s ‘cause’ of evil defines his means of achieving his ‘salvation’:  “Perhaps more important than the nature we are born with, are the effects on us of education and other experiences…We are like chunks of fantastic clay which can become extraordinary creatures.  Hatred, envy, greed, and gullibility, for example, are consequences of a faulty education.  To believe in the human being includes the full appreciation of both the value of each individual and of his or her enormous potential to be developed.” 22   Hence, a culture war is born, which struggles for influence over popular worldview.   Who should control education, etc., and of what should the education consist?

What about the personal impact to evil?  Philosophically, a Secular Humanist can pine for the good old days, or maybe even the utopia to come, but how does he manage through life’s crises?  The staunch, committed Secular Humanist considers that his worldview provides a ‘tough it out because that’s the way it is’ mentality.  Consider the words of Tom Flynn in dealing with his mother’s untimely death:  “Because I don’t believe in God, I didn’t need to wring my hands and wonder why my mother had more than her share of suffering in life…Unencumbered by theological expectations that life will be fair, I am able to confront life’s unfairnesses on their own terms, without experiencing them as assaults on my metaphysics.”23   Clearly, this Secular Humanist not only has a bad grasp of the realities of Christian Theism, but his faith has provided him with a very fatalistic outlook upon life.  Taken to its logical conclusion, this belief would drive a person either to active pursuit of the improvement of life’s condition by honest work (which will prove frustrating and impossible to eliminate evil,) or the active pursuit of life’s conditions by despotism (ala Stalin), or to a very dark existence of futility and meaningless.  

Now the Secular Humanist is correct in placing some blame for evil in mankind.  He is also correct for placing some degree of faith in the potential of mankind to eliminate evil.  Surely man is responsible for many bad decisions (resulting from our free will) that inflict much pain.  And surely we also bear responsibility for exercising this free will to effect positive change.  But millennia of history has proven one thing:  mankind will never eliminate evil by himself…no matter how hard one may wish or try.

Ultimately, the Secular Humanist vainly pursues his pleasures, believing and perhaps acting upon the notion that the world would be a better place if everyone would just believe the same way he does, while philosophically addressing the evils in the world with a bumper sticker on his car that says (paraphrased) “Evil Happens.”  In the end, all options afforded the Secular Humanist worldview fail in a workable (true) resolution of the Problem of Evil.

Hinduism

Hinduism represents a unique contrast to the discussions of Theodicy when compared to Christianity, Atheism, and Secular Humanism.  In essence, since Hinduism is a pantheistic worldview, one could consider that the traditional conundrum does not apply.   In fact, some Hindu scholars have proclaimed, “For Hindu thought there is no problem of evil.” 24    Because, if there is more than one God, it is conceivable that there may be a ‘good’ god(s): the source of things ‘good’; and an ‘evil’ god(s): the source of things ‘evil.’  Max Weber, however, does not let the Hindu off the hook: “All Hindu religion was influenced by [the problem of evil]…; even a meaningful world order that is impersonal and supertheistic must face the problem of the world’s imperfections.” 25
Differing more significantly from Christianity than does Existentialism or Secular Humanism, Hinduism provides ‘fresh’ insights into mankind’s attempts to address the Problem of Evil.  To begin with, man’s relationship to ‘God’ is completely different.  “It is interesting to note here that there seems to be an obvious contrast between Christianity and Hinduism in this respect.  We have noted that Adam’s fall lies in his eating of ‘the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’, whereas in Hinduism the soul’s bondage comes about by its association with ignorance.  Whereas Christianity considers man’s attempt to be God as the main cause of his fall, in Hinduism it is man’s forgetfulness of his divinity that is regarded as bondage.”26   

Samsara – the world of life and of becoming - is confused by ignorance (Avidya) as the purpose of life, hence the lack of focus of man’s real purpose (achieving divinity – Atman.)  Man’s real nature, his divinity, is shed in the struggle for life and becoming, causing bondage, death, decay and disease.  Beyond this, Hinduism is content with assigning the purposes of God’s plan to a realm beyond the understanding of finite man.  

Now we can see where this is leading.  If man’s divine nature is forgotten, it must go through a cycle of births and deaths until it reaches the divine level, where he has surpassed the level of Karma by significant moral and spiritual effort.  What stands in man’s way?  Nothing but his selfish nature, as Niebuhr describes as his ‘unlimited devotion to limited values’.  Once this nature is controlled and defeated, man’s divinity is restored.  Once he finally can see Purusottama - the Supreme Person, the Almighty - in ‘the taste of the waters’ or the ‘light in the moon and the sun’ he will cease to be selfish.

Of course the history of mankind (Christian, Atheist, or Hindu) is the history of moral struggle.  It seems that man cannot contain his moral inadequacy, despite an apparently sincere desire to do so.  And as in many religions that turn the responsibility of high moral achievement as the requirement of man alone, Hinduism directs its proponents toward guidance and advice to attempt to achieve this higher level of morality.  Unfortunately, it is difficult.  (Christianity claims it is impossible for man to achieve this moral perfection on his own!)  This difficulty is evident in the many flavors of advice given by the Hindu ‘holy men.’  There is the two headed duty of man as described by Manu as 1) Duties related to one’s station in life, and 2) general or common duties which men should carry out despite their station in life.  What are these?  Again, the recommendations are numerous:  “Security, self-control, austerity, purity, forbearance, and uprightness, wisdom, knowledge and faith in religion…Heroism, vigour, steadfastness, resourcefulness, not fleeing even in battle, generosity and leadership…Agriculture, tending cattle and trade.”27
Not being enough apparently, Manu adds the following common duties: 1) Patience, 2) forgiveness, 3) Application, 4) Non-stealing, 5) Purity, 6) Restraint, 7) Wisdom, 8) Learning, 9) Veracity, 10) Freedom from anger.  Prashastapada felt the need to add more to the list: 1) Moral earnestness, 2) Non-Injury, 3) Seeking the good of creatures, 4) Veracity, 5) Honesty, 6) Celibacy, 7) Sincerity, 8) Restraint from Anger, 9) Cleanliness, 10) Non-eating of impure food, 11) Devotion to Deity, 12) Fasting, 13) Moral watchfulness.  To clarify things, apparently in order to aid in the accomplishment of them, a corresponding list of vices are also detailed. 28  But can man achieve ‘salvation’ by these works?  Again, the Hindu must feel as helpless as the Existentialist or the Secular Humanist in personally ridding the world of evil.

But Hinduism does not stop there.  Weber notes, “The most complete formal solution of the problem of theodicy is the special achievement of the Indian doctrine of Karma, the so-called belief in the transmigration of souls.”  Essentially, the ‘law’ of karma blames evil upon itself.  It posits that our present experiences are the result of actions accumulated in past lives and that accompany our souls that ‘transmigrate’ with us into the next life.  The evil that we experience is hence caused by evil in the past, and it will be balanced (eliminated) by rewards and good deeds in future lives.  With this idea, evil is not God’s fault, man’s fault, nor a devil’s fault.  It is an eternal cycle, and ultimately all will be justified and balanced. 29  

Now despite the opinion of some that this resolution is the most complete and justified, flaws are clearly evident.  The law of Karma ignores the baseline of omnipotence, bypassing the problem.  The Hindu believes in a God, but is God subject to Karma?  Then He is not omnipotent.  Is He in control of Karma?  Then He is once again responsible for the evils at issue.  There was no beginning of the cycle, since the Hindu claims that there was no origin of time.  We are simply in an eternal cycle in which history and the future meld into one.  Some Hindu’s will accept the theory of a Fall, aka the loss of the ‘Golden Age’, but then the system falls down again under scrutiny concerning first cause and a prior period of perfection.  

Practically, what good does it do for the person suffering the effects of evil to know that she is ‘paying for previously committed evil’?  Indeed, she is paying for an evil that she cannot remember!  Even if the laws of Karma address the philosophical issues of evil, it clearly cannot satisfy the emotional issues.  At worst, this is a manipulative assertion coercing people to do good deeds today, in order to balance the supposed bad deed carried out previously.  Another debate could now emerge discussing the value of coerced good deeds.  

But does Hinduism agree with Christianity that man is responsible for moral failure - ergo evil in the current realm?  No - Hinduism being of course a multi-faceted worldview, encompassing many beliefs, while sometimes contradictory, each are considered a ‘view’ of truth.  So, the Hindu can also see suffering and evil as a natural aspect of creation.  S. Radhakrishnan describes this issue in this manner: “[The] Cosmic process is one of universal and unceasing change as is patterned on a duality which is perpetually in conflict, the perfect order of heaven and the chaos of the dark waters.  Life creates opposites, as it creates sexes, in order to reconcile them.” 30  These evil ‘dualities’ are personified in the form of anti-gods.  Yama is the name given to the god of death.  Nirriti is the goddess of misery and suffering and is the embodiment of all sins.  But the most destructive gods representing evil and degeneration are Siva (the lord of sleep), Rudra (the destroyer), and Kali (the lord over time).  Within these various Hindu cults, the adherents rationalize that death and suffering are the results of personal activity on the part of these various gods, and that they can be regulated by the means that a person relates to (placates) these gods. 

The personified gods of ‘evil’ may actually purport to have a ‘pleasant’ view to them, depending upon the views (needs) taken by the adherents (for instance Yama may appear beautiful to someone desiring death, or an end to suffering.)  This simplistically renders the idea of suffering as relative, and subject to a disturbance of the ‘natural’ design of duality.  Thus, if a Hindu adherent pursues Brahman in the right way, he comes to realize that he IS Brahman, an aspect of all being itself.  Senses (indicators of evil) become meaningless, so once again the entire concept of resolving polytheistic evil is wholly impractical when applied to real life and it’s issues.  It may satisfy for a time to be able to place the blame upon a personal being, it may give hope if there is a formula to attempt to follow in order to placate the ‘evil’ god, it may be brave to try to ‘view’ evil in a different light or to fatalistically accept that I am suffering for past evil deeds I’ve committed, but in day to day life, these are impractical and unsatisfying.  

Summary

These three distinct worldviews each have distinct theodicy’s.  It seems that they have made heroic attempts to explain evil.  But “explaining evil is not the same as understanding it.”31  There is a common thread to them all:  they all either result in futility or practical meaninglessness to answering the questions of evil, and they all place a clearly impossible faith in mankind to achieve salvation from evil.  They clearly confirm the dichotomy of life and the yearning for restitution, answerable it seems only by a worldview that may bring purpose for suffering and evil, as well as provide a ‘savior’ to provide the salvation from evil.  Theodicy opens a great door for Christian evangelism to the adherents of Existentialism, Secular Humanism, and Hinduism.
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