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Introduction:

Some “recent” horrific events (cf. Ivan Karamazov in F. Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov):
· April 20, 1999: Klebold and Harris kill 12 students, 1 teacher (and finally, themselves) at Columbine High School, Littleton, CO.
· September 11, 2001: Arab terrorists destroy the twin-towers of the World Trade Center in New York City and severely damage the Pentagon in Washington D.C., killing over 2,900 people.  Four airliners are hijacked and used as the “suicidal” weapons of destruction.

· February 1, 2003: US Space Shuttle Columbia breaks up during re-entry, killing all seven astronauts.

· November 15, 2003: 15 people killed when gangway collapses on Queen Mary 2.

· 2003: It is estimated that one child is orphaned by AIDS every 14 seconds around the globe.

· August, 2005: “Hurricane Katrina” strikes the Gulf Coast region of the US, taking nearly 1900 of lives, displacing thousands of people, and virtually destroying the city of New Orleans (not to mention 82 billion dollars (USD) damage
· September—October, 2006: Several school shootings throughout the US, including the killing of five young girls in an Amish schoolhouse

· April 16, 2007: Seung-Hui Cho kills 33 students and faculty members (including himself) at Virginia Tech University in seemingly- pastoral, Blacksburg, VA

· March, 2008: Deaths of US service people reach 4,000 in Iraq War

Atrocities like these have produced an understandable series of commentaries…
“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 the goodness, or power, or both.”  This is the problem of pain in its simplest form.

-- C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain
Why, but why, should I bless Him?…Because He had thousands of children burned in His pits?  Because He kept six crematories working night and day, on Sundays and feast days?  Because in His great  might He had created Auschwitz, Birkenau, Buna, and so many factories of death?…There was no longer any reason why I should fast.  I no longer accepted God's silence.
-- Elie Wiesel, “The Death of God”

Of faith I have nothing, only of truth: that this one God is a brute and traitor, abandoning us to time, to necessity, and the engines of matter unhinged. 

-- Annie Dillard, Holy the Firm
He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all - how will He not also, along with Him, graciously give us all things?   -- Paul, Romans 8:32

· Three Considerations:

1.
God is omnipotent and omniscient

2.
God is completely good

3.
There is suffering and evil in this world

· Two Perplexing Questions:

1.
If God, then, is all-powerful and all-knowing, He is not all-good; or

2.
If He is all-good, He cannot be all-powerful and all-knowing
· The problem of suffering and evil is only a problem really for Christian theists -- because of our understanding of God!

I.
“Classical” (Inadequate) Responses to the Problem of Evil

A.
Modify concept of “good” (G. Clark)

B.
Dualism

C. Idealism/Pantheism

D. (More recently): Open Theism
II.
Some Suggested Themes for a more Adequate (Biblical) Understanding of Suffering and Evil…as well as Implications for Ministry:

A.
Preliminary Matters:

· Key Texts: John 9:1-3; Job 1:1-12; Romans 8:28-39

· Key Theological conclusions to avoid:

· Exact-reward concept

· All suffering = Judgment of God

· All suffering = Work of Satan

B.
Themes:

· Historical: Origins of suffering and evil; “Fall” - Gen 3:14-19 (Rom 5:12)

· Human Freedom (“Free Will Defense”): If God makes morally free agents (angelic and human) they must be capable of making free choices - including evil

· Freedom without the possibility of evil is logically impossible …even for God

· “Hell is a monument to man's freedom” 

-- G.K. Chesterton

· If God were to eliminate evil - and He eventually will -He would do it completely -- Lam 3:22; I2 Pet 3:8,9

· He “allows” evil in the present to accomplish His salvific will - to bring people to Christ

· When this “period of invitation” is completed, evil and suffering will cease - Rev 21:4

· God has already begun working out His solution to the problem of suffering and evil - the Kingdom, Cross, and Resurrection - Gen 3:15; Rom 8:32f; Heb 2:18, 4:15 ---  -    --“Now/not yet” 

         --Ultimate victory assured! 
· An eschatological perspective: Present, past, and future suffering evil somehow result in the “new creation” (Rev 21, 22). The Triune God knows how all of these “negatives” add up to future perfection; often times, we cannot make sense of these. We must trust in his omniscience.

· Even now the believer is “perfected” (made mature) through suffering - Rom. 5:3,4; 8:28

-    Personally/corporately

            -    In ministry- John 9:1-3
· (A possible alternative to theodicy) “Agapaeic Nature of Creation” (William Desmond)
Conclusion:  “Where is God When It Hurts?” (Phil Yancey)

· Answer:  Here… in the midst of the “plague”, suffering with us but bringing His perfect, redemptive work to full and final completion.

· What then is suffering to the Christian?  It is Christ's invitation to us to follow him.  Christ goes to the cross, and we are invited to follow the same cross.  Not because it is the cross, but because it is his.  Suffering is not the context that explains the cross; the cross is the context that explains suffering; it is now not only between God and me but also between Father and Son.

-- Peter Kreeft, Making Sense Out of Suffering
