
The Problem of Evil

Problem of evil?
Ain't no problem.
It's everywhere you look.
Things as bad as they can get.
Hurts to come into this world

and hurts to leave,
and while we're here
the hurts don't stop.

War in the mornin,
drought in the even in',
inflation eats up
what the tax man leaves,
when you ain't unemployed.

Husband beats 'is wife,
wife beats he' kids,
and kids do dope all day long.

Evil ain't no problem;
it comes easy.

But 'splain where good comes from.
It don't seem natural.

-Harry Lee Poe
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Chapter I

RIDDING THE
WORLD OF EVIL

Ihad planned to fly into Baltimore Airport, leaving from Nashville and
flying on Southwest Airlines. Southwest Airlines had a cheap flight and I

am a cheapskate! It would have been an easy drive to Nashville-well, two
hours and fifteen minutes-and an easy drive from Baltimore down to Wash-
ington-rougWy an hour and a half. But my family became most upset and
alarmed when they learned that I was thinking of flying anywhere, espe-
cially after I found an even better fare that flew straight into Dulles Airport.
My mother, a travel agent of thirty-five years, pulled out all the stops. I
almost wrote "brought out the big guns;' but we do not use that kind of
expression anymore. She pulled out all the stops that only a mother can use
to get a son-who loves his mother-to behave, and all because of a terror-
ist attack.

So I agreed I would not fly to Washington; I would drive. Just before I
left, my mother called to say how much she would miss me. Now under-
stand, she lives in a town nine hours away from where I live. Nonetheless,
she called to tell me good-bye, and that she was alarmed and concerned
that I was going to be driving all that distance. You have to have a sense of
humor in life. Nonetheless, secretly it was my desire all along to drive rather
than fly. The drive, especially from Nashville to Washington, is absolutely
gorgeous. The drive through eastern Tennessee into southwest Virginia and
then up the Shenandoah Valley is one of the most beautiful drives in the
world.
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14 SEE NO EVIL

As I drove through the mountains of southwest Virginia, and then up
the Shenandoah Valley, I was struck again, as I always am when I make that
trip, by the awesome beauty of it all. No matter how much I think I remember
how beautiful it is, the memory does not compare with the real experience
of seeing it again. The mountains are dazzling. When you reach a peak in
the road, you can look out for miles to see range after range of mountains
rising in the distance. Mountain peaks of different shades of blue rise on
either side of the road with dramatic rock outcroppings that seem as though
they were intentionally chiseled by a sculptor. The trees in early fall stand in
the early stages of taking on the colors of the spectrum. All the different
shades were just barely beginning to turn. The green was gone, but the color
was not quite what it would be in another ten days. Overhead, a blue sky-
brilliant blue, overlaid by a lacy coverlet of white clouds-made me more
aware of the extent to which the word awesome has been inappropriately
used, for the beauty of that scene was truly awesome. Maybe not so
breathtaking that I would have to go to the emergency room and get oxygen,
but nonetheless, for hours-five hours, driving from Bristol to
Charlottesville-I continued to marvel at what I saw.

What struck me about the trip, in reflecting on it that night as I sat in my
hotel room, suggested a major philosophical problem that has been de-
scribed numerous times over many centuries. The problem is usually stated
simply as "The Problem of Evil."Now, what does beauty have to do with the
problem of evil? What struck me is that the problem is misstated. It is not
the problem of evil; the real philosophical problem in our day and time is
the problem of beauty. The philosophical problem of evil might be stated,
"How do you explain the presence of evil in the world?" In the world in
which we live, evil is not such a difficult problem to explain. The difficulty
is explaining the presence of beauty and parallel problems-major philo-
sophical problems. How do you explain the presence of heroism? How do
you explain the presence of truth, of love, of goodness? Things of this sort
are extremely difficult to explain. Of what possible use are they?

Why do I call this a philosophical problem? It has to do with the culture
in which we now live, a culture that has been dubbed "postmodern,"
Postmodernity involves the idea that the modern age is over and we are now
going into the age that will come after the modern age. Just as there was a
medieval age before the modern age, and there was a classical age before the
medieval age, the modern age is giving way to something else. A number of
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Ridding the World of Evil 15

people have been saying that we are now entering the postmodern world. In
this shift we are dealing with the collapse of the modern mind-set and the
formation of whatever the outlook will be after the modern mind-set has
faded away.This line of thought is confusing, because normally, if you use the
English language properly, any time you live in is modern. The year 1315
would have been modern compared with what went before. So the term
postmodernity amounts to playing footloose and fancy free with the English
language. Nonetheless, it has become a popular way of describing our age.

Part of the modern age that is collapsing is its view of science and spiri-
tuality. Part of that view of science is that science explains everything. If you
cannot explain something by science, then it does not exist. We may talk
about things that cannot be explained scientifically, but they have no real
existence other than in our minds. The major scientifically unverifiable thing
is God. A modern materialist would argue that God exists only in our minds,
because we cannot demonstrate God scientifically. The modern age pre-
ferred to explain all the things that exist in the world as natural phenom-
ena. So why are heroism, truth, love, beauty, and goodness philosophical
problems? In a purely naturalistic universe that occurred purely by chance,
one in which life exists as an accident and is driven forward all by itself as a
process of natural selection, goodness, truth, and beauty are out of place.
They do not fit, because the only thing present in such a system is some-
thing that gives an organism an advantage in the competition between life-
forms for survival. Heroism does not give a person an advantage-it is a
disadvantage. If a person is heroic, willing to risk her or his life to save some-
one else, such an organism will not survive. According to the principles of
natural selection, heroism would have been weeded out long ago.

Beauty can be distracting. Someone who is distracted by beauty and takes
the time to contemplate the beautiful, is going to be outdistanced by some-
one who ignores the beautiful. So the concept of beauty should have been
weeded out long ago.

Truth is a tremendous disadvantage in survival. Treachery and deceit give
a person a much stronger advantage over the other person. One would have
thought that the concept of truth, the idea of telling the truth, the aspira-
tion of being honest and forthright, should have been weeded out as a li-
ability long, long ago.

So these are problems, philosophically speaking. How do we explain the
problem of beauty, truth, and goodness?
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16 SEE NO EVIL

Relativism, Personal Preference, and Cultural Values

Let us shift from the modern world to the postmodern world. The
postmodern world has an answer. Postmoderns believe that such values-
and we may call them universal qualities or absolutes-do not really exist.
They are merely a construction of the mind. The idea behind this approach
is known as relativism. In the postmodern view, all things are relative. Ac-
cording to relativism, no one on the planet can say that anything is absolute
for anyone else. The driving idea here is pragmatism. It may work for you,
but not for me. It may be true for you, but not for me. It may be good for
you, but not for me. Nothing is absolute. Everything is relative.

During my school days, I studied with a crusty old fire-breathing eth-
ics professor at Southern Seminary named Henlee Barnett who had fought
a battle over values with another ethicist named Joseph Fletcher. Fletcher
popularized the idea of relativism in 1966 with a book called Situation
Ethics: The New Morality. Fletcher argued against the idea of any absolute
right or wrong. To him, everything is relative, and you have to make your
own choices as they come. Nobody can really guide you in what you ought
to do. It really is a matter of what feels most comfortable for you in the
situation. Everything is relative with respect to a single standard, and for
Fletcher the standard was love. He would ask simply, "What is the loving
thing to do?"

But here's the problem. Not even love is an absolute standard. Love was
just Fletcher's standard. Everyone has to come up with a standard of their
own in decision making. For Fletcher it was love, but for Hugh Hefner it
might be hedonism. Fletcher mixed his relativism with pragmatism. Every-
one must make decisions in a way that will work most comfortably for them.
This approach takes the edge off, does it not? It certainly helps to rational-
ize any decision if relativism is the substitute for right and wrong. Basically,
there is no right and wrong. Right and wrong is a matter of what feels most
comfortable. Situation ethics can work with any value system, so you con-
struct whatever value system suits you.

Relativism has become the spirit of the age, the driving force of the last
forty years, and it has been stated in various ways long before it caught on
as the driving ideology of our age. It appears in classical literature as well as
in some of the great books of Western civilization. It may be stated as sim-
ply as "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder." Any philosophical concept that
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can be rendered as a sound bite has a certain appeal and legitimacy! If it can
be stated so simply, relativism must have strong evidence to support it.

After driving up the Shenandoah Valley, I walked across the campus of
the University of Virginia, designed by Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson had an
idea about what the most beautiful architecture should look like. It was
classically proportioned with columns that had a certain mathematical sym-
metry, so that the circumference of the columns had a proportion to the
height of the columns in relation to the width and the height of the build-
ing. According to neoclassical standards, beautiful architecture has a care-
fully measured, geometric formula. This is what beauty in architecture meant
to Thomas Jefferson.

Time passed. Jefferson died, and someone built a science building on the
campus of the University of Virginia. This science building appealed to a
different concept of beauty than Jefferson's because Queen Victoria had
entered her reign, and the new science building had some of the grandest
features of seven or eight different styles of architecture that appealed to
the Victorians. When it was built in the late nineteenth century, the Victo-
rian science building became the most beautiful building. It completely over-
shadowed those shabby old classical buildings of Jefferson's which had fallen
out of fashion. Then they built a chapel on the University of Virginia cam-
pus. It was truly the pinnacle of beauty because it was built in the neo-
Gothic style. And this was beauty-for a while.

As I toured the campus, my friend who is studying architectural history
took me to the new building that houses the architecture department. It lies
carefully hidden behind all the other buildings so that no one will be aware
of the fact that in the 1970s, perhaps the most unfortunate period of archi-
tecture in world history, they built a typically 1970s building. Beauty was
expressed, but it was all relative. What is beauty in a building? Are the
postmodernists right? Is beauty simply a mental construct?

What about beauty in neck ties? When I was a little boy, I recall my grand-
mother keeping my grandfather's ties in a wardrobe in the attic. She had his
ties from the 1920s, and from the 1930s, and from the 1940s. Ties from
those decades were all he would ever need, because what goes around comes
around. Whether they are wide or narrow, paisley or polka-dotted, the styles
all come around again. They are all beautiful in their own time. Yet, we are
so glad when the new ones come along because the new are the really beau-
tiful ties. Then we are so glad we do not wear those narrow ties or those
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18 SEE NO EVIL

wide ties anymore. We can pray that fish ties never come around again.
Someone will one day pay a dreadful price for the ties that were designed in
the 1990s. So what is beauty?

What about glasses? I teach on a college campus, so I always see the latest
glasses. They come in the strangest shapes. But let us not pick on the young
generation. Let us think about a more mature generation and the glasses of
the 1950s and early 1960s. Remember ladies' glasses that came out into little
points on the side? What about all the poor souls who have pictures of them-
selveswearing those kinds of glasses? They were beautiful, were they not?

What about hair? This works for both male and female. Sometimes it is
short. Sometimes it is long. My hair is now shorter than it has been lately.
Back in the late 1960s and early 1970s, boys wore their hair all over the
place. In those days, at one point the girls wanted their hair very long, all
the way down to their knees, and they ironed it to keep it straight. And then,
all of a sudden, there was the shag. Great mops of hair were cut in layers.
Then there was that real short look: Twiggy! We do all sorts of different
things with our hair. Something is beautiful, and then it is not beautiful
anymore. I love it, and then I do not like it anymore. These changing styles
seem to support the postmodern view of relativism. Is there any standard?

What about lips and feet? What is beautiful about lips and feet? I was a
bit agog the day I left Jackson to drive to Washington. I saw a young man on
campus with a chunk of metal sticking out just under his lip. It is a current
style among young people to have all sorts of things pierced on their bod-
ies. It is beautiful. There are traditional peoples in the world for whom beauty
involves the distortion of the body. At an early age, they may begin to put a
plate or disk in the lower lip so that as they reach maturity the lip comes out
to a prominent degree and the disk is worn as an adornment. Is it beautiful?
They believe so. In Chinese culture the feet of young girls were once wrapped
tightly with strips of cloth to prevent the feet from growing as the child
grew, so that when a woman was fully grown, she still had the feet of a little
child. This was considered beautiful because centuries ago the daughter of
an emperor had feet that did not grow. Her feet became the standard for
beauty. Her feet were duplicated and became part of the culture. So is beauty
simply a cultural preference?

What about food? lance asked my students a question about food: Do
you, or have you ever, gone down to the shrimp dock in the summertime
just as the shrimp boats are coming in with a full load of shrimp that are
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still moving; and there in the shrimp shed they are popping the heads off
and putting them on ice; and they scoop up a couple of pounds of shrimp
for you to rush back to the house, where you put a pot of water on to a
rolling boil and dump the shrimp in; and then after letting them boil again
for just one minute, you dump them out and start eating them with melted
butter? Is that good? Some say "Yes."Some are disgusted. We could go down
the list to squid. Some like squid and some do not. I am told that my great-
grandfather adored eel. I have never eaten eel. Where I grew up, people did
not eat eel. So is it all relative? Is it all just a matter of cultural values and
personal preferences?

As I reflected on my philosophical problem, it occurred to me that chil-
dren do not really notice the beauty of the Shenandoah Valley the way
grown ups do. Did you ever have children in the car, driving on a long trip?
You were trying to absorb the beauty, and they were whining and fussing.
You pointed out to them the beauty, and they rolled their eyes and groaned.
Last summer we thought of taking a western trip. We thought we would
take our children across the United States to see the majestic beauty of our
nation. My ten-year-old daughter, Mary Ellen, began to cry. With great sobs
and huge tears she pleaded, "Please, Daddy. I don't want to drive to Califor-
nia." It does not mean the same thing to children, does it? Do we have to
teach children the concept of beauty as just another matter of culture?

Then I thought more about my children, especially as little children,
carrying a little bucket with them to go on nature hikes or to walk along the
seashore and pick up shells. Little children do not look at the hugeness of
the world; they do not have to take a trip to see beauty. That is one of the
tragedies of adulthood; we learn not to notice the beauty up close. Children
immediately are astounded by the wonder of beauty up close-of a blade
of grass, of a rock, of an acorn, of a stick in a funny shape, of a pinecone, of
a sweet gum ball, of a spider web, of a butterfly, of a cloud. They do not have
to take a trip to see the beauty. The wonder is always there, ever present.
Perhaps as we grow older we grow aware of dimensions of beauty that we
could not grasp earlier, but we are also tempted not to notice beauty that we
once saw and no longer see. When was the last time you noticed a lightning
bug? This struck me when I was twenty-five years old. I was in Louisville
visiting with Bud and Minnie Puckett after church. The adults were sitting
on the porch in the early evening and the children were running around in
the yard, squealing with delight. I asked Bud, "What on earth are they doing?"
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He said that they were chasing lightning bugs. I did not see the lightning
bugs until he pointed them out. Then I realized the yard was aglow with
lightning bugs. Over the years I had learned to ignore them and not to see
the wonder.

Until September 11,2001, Americans had fallen under the spell of rela-
tivism. Until then, the idea that everything is pretty much a matter of per-
sonal preference, culturally derived, without any absolute values, was the
prevailing view. On September 11 Americans began talking again about
something that had dropped from the American vocabulary-evil. Until
then, it had virtually disappeared from conversation. As Americans talked
after the terrorist attacks, it seemed that there were some things Americans
agreed on, and it did not seem a matter of preference. Americans agreed
that it is wrong to kill thousands of innocent people. We did not say, "My
preference is that it's wrong." We said emphatically, "It's wrong." We began
making absolute statements again. It is wrong to slam a hijacked plane into
a building. Terrorism is wrong. Here we find in the midst of an overwhelm-
ingly relativistic culture a very strong sentiment about a universal absolute.

Is the concept of evil really a universal absolute? Is it absolutely wrong to
fly a plane into a building and kill thousands of people? Osama bin Laden
and his followers and admirers regarded the deaths of September 11 as a great
good, but our hearts cry out and say, "No." We screamed, "No! No! It is wrong
to bring a building down on people:' I had an annoying student in class who
asked me about Samson pulling the temple down on the Philistines in a sui-
cide mission. It is very annoying to have these insightful students who ask
innocent questions and want to know the difference between Samson and
Osama. If it's wrong for Osama to do it, was it okay for Samson to do it? Is it
all a matter of perspective? Here we go again. Is it a problem of relativism? Is
it all just a matter of a person's point of view? How can the same event be
called bad by one group and good by another group if evil is an absolute?

The Experience of Evil

It took a major disaster, a tremendous crisis, for the American people to
put the question of evil back on the cultural table in a culture that had
chosen to dismiss such absolute ideas as "evil." Only when a crisis comes do
we tend to think about things that we very comfortably have put aside. We
can ignore isolated experiences of absolutes on an individual basis. When
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the experience is collective, when everybody in the country experiences it
together, our preference for absolutes not to exist does not work any longer.
One of the remarkable things about September 11was that the entire coun-
try experienced it together. On September 10 most Americans preferred
not to have absolutes, because absolutes infringe on what you might want
to do. Absolutes get in the way. After September II, however, our collective
experience forced us to consider that some things are wrong regardless of
what someone else might think.

People can ignore the individual, isolated experience. The whole group
can ignore an individual's experiences because they do not affect the group.
The experience is easily dismissed as a personal perspective arising from a
personal crisis. We may say that it may work for you, but it does not work
for me. As we think about all the victims of the World Trade Center, the
Pentagon, and the Pennsylvania countryside, it is difficult to realize that in
the normal course of life they would all have died alone. Everyone dies.
Everyone who has ever lived on earth has died. Part of the definition of life
is death. It is part of the given. Most of America would not have noticed
these individual deaths. Such deaths are very important only for the people
affected by them. Once again, it is easy for us to ignore what happens to
individuals apart from our common experience. The culture normally
marches merrily on its way while individuals collapse in the dust. Instead of
the culture examining the issue as a whole, individuals are left to ponder
the isolated tragedies of life.

When dreadful things happen to a great many people all at the same
time, however, we think of evil. The corporate experience makes evil mani-
fest, because we cannot ignore it. Evil involves something that is not sup-
posed to happen. We leave unstated the reason that something dreadful is
not supposed to happen. The unstated reason is our sense of justice. Even
in the normal everyday experience of pain and suffering, victimization and
abuse, the isolated individual person experiences the outrage over the in-
justice when evil occurs.

The idea of justice also involves the concept of absolutes. The concept of
justice raises the issue, an unspoken assumption, that something is wrong.
The concept of wrong involves another absolute. It suggests that such a
thing as "wrongness" exists. Here we have another major philosophical prob-
lem. In a naturalistic universe, we have no basis for the concept of justice
and wrong. Our culture can believe its own propaganda about how nice we
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all are, but our acts of horror reveal humanity's ugly little secret: man's in-
humanity to man and the judgment that it is wrong. J This raises another
problem with the problem of evil. Why would it bother us for something
bad to happen to someone else? It does not bother everyone, and those it
does bother are not bothered about everyone who experiences something
bad. We are usually quite selective about our concern. The wonder is that
we ever ask the questions at all. Why is the problem of evil a problem at all?

The terrorists of September 11 acted in what they considered a good and
noble cause. Their action reflected a preference, a personal view about what
they perceived as a great evil. They acted to rectify what they regarded as a
great evil. They were not madmen. One of the most dangerous things we do
when someone commits a horrible act like this is to explain it by saying, "They
were crazy; they were insane; they were mad:' In fact, most of the evil perpe-
trated in the world is not done by people who are crazy. Evil is done by people
who reflect, plan out, and operate in a rational way.The terrorists had a firm
grasp on reality, as they constructed their reality, and they considered their
acts heroic deeds of devotion to God, as religiously inspired acts of piety.'

The prevailing view of relativism in America would respond that the views
of the terrorists are just as valid as any other views. Since there are no abso-
lutes, all values are mental constructs that are culturally conditioned. The
prevailing view on September 10would say,''Allviews stand shoulder to shoul-
der, eyeball-to-eyeball, and are equal. There are no views that are superior to
other views."After September 11 this outlook, this relativism, seems shock-
ingly inadequate. As a result, our culture today is frantically rethinking what
matters. We saw it instantaneously on September 11 as people telephoned
people they cared about. We saw a nation shocked into rethinking what mat-
ters. The situation does not mean there is any long-term change. It does mean,
however, that everything is up for grabs at the moment.

Since the freewheeling days of the 1960s, Americans have had a lax view

1. The question of how a sense of right and wrong arises within the human race is one
that has been discussed from the perspective of many disciplines: psychology, sociol-
ogy, philosophy, ethics, anthropology. Jesus indicated that this exercise of value judg-
ment that forms one of many traits that sets humans apart from other animals is a
God-given feature that is enhanced by the ongoing activity of the Holy Spirit (John
16:8-ll).

2. A New York Times article explored the perception of Stalin and Hitler as madmen. See
Erica Goode, "Stalin to Saddam: So Much for the Madman Theory;' The New York
Times, Sunday, 4 May 2003,5.
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of morality and any standard that would inhibit, constrain, or restrict per-
sonal behavior in any way, especially in matters related to sex. Sex was the
driving impulse for relativism. After the counterculture of the 1960s,Arneri-
cans did not want any fences around their sexual activity. To rationalize our
growing hedonism, we relativized all values, not just sexual mores but all
values. In doing so we confused opinion and preference, on one side, with
truth, on the other.

The Relationship of Opinions to Absolutes

Do multiple opinions mean that all the opinions are correct? Do mul-
tiple opinions mean that none of the opinions are wrong? By and large, in a
democracy, in which everybody has the right to vote, we do not want to
deal with anything that would restrict personal activity. We decided that
every opinion is valid and, therefore, there is no truth. Despite all the opin-
ions (i.e., shrimp is good, shrimp is bad; long hair is good, short hair is
bad), people seem to be talking about something more than personal pref-
erence when they talk about goodness, truth, and beauty; when they talk
about ugliness, deceit, and evil. These terms suggest a point of reference.
Whenever we say something is good, we may be expressing a personal pref-
erence, but we use some kind of standard of judgment to name something
as good. If I say something is bad, you may not agree with me, but you
know what I am talking about. Somehow, even though we all have different
opinions about what is good and what is bad, what is beautiful and what is
ugly, what is true and what is false, we understand the conversation about
beauty, truth, and goodness. People have varying senses of what constitutes
good, but they all have some sense of goodness. You may disagree with me
about what is good, but you understand the idea of something being good.
Goodness is a universally understood concept or value. Osama can say,"The
destruction is good," and I can say, "The destruction is bad." We both deal
with the same concepts of good and bad. We disagree about what consti-
tutes goodness, but we both understand the idea of goodness because it is a
universally understood concept.

The problem is really one of judgment: determining what is good, what
is true, what is beautiful. People all over the world use those terms to think
of things, but they disagree about what is good. It really is a matter of judg-
ment. How do we know what is good and what is bad?
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The rabbinic law originated with the Pharisees. Both the rabbinic law
and the English Common Law, by which a judge looks back at past cases to
find some precedent that will apply to a current case, depend upon the
interpretation of a standard. Both situations have a point of reference by
which judgments can be made. The Pharisees went back to the Law of Moses.
The rabbis continued this tradition of seeking some point of reference and
developed the Mishnah and the Talmud as expositions of the Law. The En-
glish Common Law took the same approach of appealing to some standard
from the past. In the American system, the courts appeal ultimately to the
Constitution as the standard of reference.

The courts can do all sorts of things with the interpretation of the Con-
stitution, but they have to keep going back to the point of reference, the
standard. Thus, we have the situation in which one court may rule one way
and another court may rule another way, while both courts refer to the
same standard. It becomes a problem of judgment. In this system the Su-
preme Court may overturn one of its own earlier rulings, as it did in 1954
when it overturned a ruling that had stood for sixty years regarding the
segregation of public schools. In these cases it is not difficult to see the
operation of cultural and philosophical preference, point of view, and opin-
ion, all with respect to a standard. There is a difference between the objec-
tive standard and the subjective opinion that makes judgments based on
the standard. The subjective opinion easily changes with time.

Confusing the opinion with the standard leads to relativism. We believe
that there is no standard because there are so many opinions. We need to
remember that judgment is always relative to a particular standard. The
problem with relativism rests in its failure to recognize that relativity means
that something is relative with respect to a particular standard.

The terminology of relativism was inspired by Albert Einstein, who con-
ceived the theory of relativity. This theory actually deals with an absolute in
the scientific world: the speed oflight. Everything else in the physical world
is relative to the speed of light. So this theory of relativity could also be
called the theory of absolutism because within Einstein's physics the speed
of light is constant.

Does such an absolute exist for value judgments? What is it that every-
one refers to when they talk about something being good or beautiful? It is
possible for us to make judgments because we have values. We use these
values to draw comparisons between different things and circumstances .
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For example, with what would we compare "good"? If something is not
good, what would be something to which we compare it? When we took
English in the eighth grade, we were told that "good" is an adjective, and
adjectives have comparative states-at least some of them do. The com-
parative state for good is better:

good-better

The superlative state of good is best:

good-better-best

We also compare good with its negative state, which we call bad:

bad-good

Bad has its own comparative state that carries it farther away from good:

worse-bad

The superlative state of bad is worst:

worst-worse-bad

Still,we have not completed the state of comparative values between good
and bad. We also speak of a diminished condition of good in the same num-
ber of degrees:

least good-less good-good

We can speak of bad in the same way:

bad-less bad-least bad

We begin to see that people often think of their values in a continuum:

worst-worse-bad-Iess bad-least bad-least good-less good-good-better-best
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People operate with this continuum or gradation of values. The fact of
the variability of values does not diminish the fact of their existence.' People
in the United States have absorbed this subtle confusion of variability and
existence of values without realizing it. They accept the idea that there is no
absolute from which all of these ideas derive. In this regard many Christians
have done a disservice by not admitting the reality of the continuum. The
fact of the continuum does not pose a challenge to the concept of absolute
values. The presence of relative values does not falsify the existence of
absolute values, but only heightens the philosophical problem of goodness,
truth, and beauty.

The fact that I may have some ideas/values in my own mind, that I may
have personal preferences, and that some of my preferences are culturally
derived does not diminish or challenge the reality of absolutes. We recognize
the distinction between a good experience and a bad experience. Otherwise,
we could not say, "If it feels good, do it;' the ultimate situational ethics
situation. There must be a good by which to judge experience in order to
know that the experience feels good. Otherwise, we would not know that
what we feel may be described as good. There is something about "good"
that we understand with respect to ourselves. The presence of this range
and mixture of degree does not negate or deny the possibility of an absolute.

The Philosophical Dimension of Absolutes

When we talk about absolutes and universals, we use the language not of
the Bible but of ancient Greek philosophers. During the Middle Ages a num-
ber of theologians began to mingle philosophy with theology. They brought
into Christian thinking this idea of absolute truth. Contemporary conser-
vative Christian theologians will often rage against postmodern culture for
its rejection of absolute truth and universal values. As we look in the Bible,
however, we do not find the phrase "absolute truth." Likewise, we do not
find the phrase "universal values" or any of the related philosophical terms,
precisely because they are philosophical terms. They did not come from the
Bible. They may be useful in engaging the culture, but when the culture
changes, they may not be as useful anymore.

3. C. S. Lewis discusses this matter of comparative values in Mere Christianity (New York:
HarperSanFrancisco, 2001),9-15.
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This kind of thought goes back to Plato, who had a profound influence
on Western thought. Plato, the most prominent student of Socrates, did
not know the Bible. He did not know the prophets of Israel. He did not
know the Law of Moses." Yet, he believed that the old Greek mythologies
were wrong. He did not believe in many gods. He believed there must be
just one. We find Plato trying desperately to think his way up to God. It is
an intriguing exercise to read. What he came up with was an idea of univer-
sals or absolutes that he called "ideals:' He viewed "the good" as the highest
ideal from which "truth" and "beauty" are derived.' Though other philoso-
phers before and after Plato considered these ideas, it is through Plato that
this kind of discussion and terminology entered Christian and Western
thought. Though this terminology does not come from the Bible, many
Christians have used it through the centuries.

Plato's world of ideals is what Christians might call the spiritual world.
To Plato the world of ideals was the real thing as opposed to where we live
in the physical world. He regarded the physical world as just a vague image
of the spiritual, so it is characterized by imperfection. The physical world is
never quite real. What did he mean by an image? When you get up in the
morning, go in the bathroom, and look yourself in the face, you see an
image of yourself. You can say,"That's me. That really is me." Yet, the image
cannot think, it cannot feel, it cannot go anywhere on its own. It is only a
two-dimensional figure with no life of its own. The more you think about
it, it is hardly at all like you. Something about the image corresponds to
you, but most of it is not like the real you. This is what Plato meant by the
difference between the ideal and its image.

Philosophy professors like to explain Plato's ideals by reference to a chair.
At the present moment I sit in a chair behind my desk. It is a merry-go-
round chair that rocks back and forth with wheels on it for racing across
the floor. It sounds more like a child's toy than a place to sit and work. How
does anyone ever get any work done in a fun chair like this? The lobby
outside my office has several "double-wide" chairs called love seats. My

4. I say Plato did not know Scripture. We do not have any evidence that he did, though I
have speculated that he may have been aware of some of the teaching of these Jews afar
off who had become part of the Babylonian and then the Persian empires. They talked
about one God who made the physical world and who made people in the image of
God. It was a cosmopolitan age, and knowledge of the Jews in the generation before
Alexander's conquest of Persia cannot be ruled out.

5. Plato's discussion may be found in his Timaeus and Republic.
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church has dozens of very long wooden chairs. We call them pews, but they
are chairs. In the garden of the Edgar Allan Poe Museum, several backless
cement chairs, called benches, sit on the lawn. All of these and many more
share the characteristic of being chairs. Plato said that all the variety of
chairs in the world are but faint images of the one ideal chair. All chairs are
just approximations of what the real Chair is like. Plato would say the same
about butterflies, flowers, houses, clouds, rivers, and trees." Everything is
just a shadow of the ideal that proceeds from the Good. This highly specu-
lative approach to absolutes has had a huge influence in Western society.
But it is not the biblical view, though many Christians have held it.

The Personal Dimension of Absolutes

In the Bible, the explanation for the universal understanding of ideas or
the concept of universal values is rooted in God himself. The Bible does not
talk about universal values; it talks about God. It does not talk about
absolutes, it talks about God. In Genesis 1:4 we find the first discussion of
values. God saw that the light was good. The term the lastjudgment refers to
a value judgment at the end. In Genesis we find the first judgment. God
declares the way things are. He not only declares that they exist, he assigns
value to what exists. Goodness is God's opinion about what he has done.
The Bible does not deny the existence of varying opinions, but God's opinion
is the ultimate opinion in the Bible. The biblical understanding of values
might simply be explained as the opinion of God. In Genesis 2:18 we find a
different kind of value: "The LORD God said, 'It is not good for the man to
be alone.''' In addition to "good;' God makes a judgment of what is "not
good." It is interesting to note that the valuation is described as a negative,
or the absence of good. In the Bible, goodness does not exist by itself like a
Platonic ideal that hovers around. Good is an adjective. It is God's evaluation
of a thing or a behavior. Goodness only exists when something happens
and God gives his estimation of it. In the same way, evil does not exist as a
thing or force in and of itself. It is a negative state, like "not good." God does

6. Charles Williams, one of the members with C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien, of the
Inklings literary group, wrote an intriguing novel about what might happen if the
world of ideals began to intrude into the world of experience and sucked all of their
images into themselves. See Charles Williams, The Place of the Lion (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans,1980).
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not have an equal and opposite deity of darkness and evil in eternal balanced
opposition to him. While the Bible speaks with adjectives of God as righteous,
holy, clean, and pure, it speaks of the corruption of the work of God as
unrighteous, unholy, unclean, and impure. The positive absolutes are not
standards for evaluating God. Rather, they are descriptive of God. The
negative absolutes describe the extent to which something does not measure
up to God.

In the Bible, values are the opinions, the judgments, or the evaluations of
God. Because we are made in the image of God, there is something about us
that is like God. As soon as we are told we are made in the image of God, we
know that we are not God. We are not exactly like God, but there is some-
thing, some kind of correlation, between us and God, like the correlation
between us and our image in the mirror. The significant part of the correla-
tion lies in our spiritual being rather than our physical being. Through our
physical being we are able to know things. One aspect of God is that God
has knowledge. The fact that we can have knowledge is an aspect of being in
the image of God. In terms of these values, since we are in the image of
God, we have the capacity for having opinions and making judgments, as
God has. God can say that something is not good, and I can say that it is
good. I can disagree with God's opinion. This is what the theologians refer
to as "free will." God made me in such a way that it is an evil to eat of the
tree of the fruit of knowledge of good and evil, but I can say,"It is good for
me to eat." He made me in such a way that I can have an opinion contrary to
his.

What the philosophers call the universal values are adjectives that relate
either positively or negatively to God. What does this mean? In Luke 18:18-
23, we see a story of a rich young ruler. The young, well-to-do man, prob-
ably a Levite, came to Jesus wanting to justify himself. He addressed Jesus as
"good master" or "good teacher." He then asked, "What must I do to inherit
eternal life?" Note the question. Jesus cuts him off with a second question:
"Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone." In a word,
Jesus discredits the entire continuum of valuation with its relative or com-
parative degrees. Essentially, Jesus argues that nothing and no one is really
good. Only God is good. God is the only good. Anything that is called "good"
is relative to God. The farther you get from God, the farther you get from
goodness. Jesus posed a subtle question when he asked, "Why do you call
me good?" He is asking the young man about his faith. Who does he say
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that Jesus is? Jesus is saying in effect, "Do you believe I am in the Father and
the Father is in me? Then you do well to call me 'good,' because only God is
good. But if you don't believe I am in the Father and the Father is in me,
then it's blasphemy to call me good, because only God is good." This is the
way we teach little children to pray: "God is great, God is good."

Throughout the Bible we find different absolutes identified and defined.
For instance, in Revelation 15:4 we find, "Who will not fear you, 0 Lord,
and bring glory to your name, for you alone are holy." Holiness does not
exist apart from God. The absolute value of holiness exists because it is an
aspect of God. But did God not tell Moses, "Take the shoes off your feet
because you are standing on holy ground?" Have we found a contradiction
in the Bible?At one point it says only God is holy, and at another point God
said that ground was holy. The ground was not holy because the dirt was
holy dirt. The place was holy because God was there. It was the presence of
God that made the spot holy. We find this understanding throughout the
Bible. The tendency of the human race is to gravitate toward superstition
and venerate the object rather than the Lord. During the wilderness wan-
dering of the Israelites before they entered the Promised Land, God pun-
ished the faithlessness of Israel by sending poisonous serpents to afflict the
people. To teach the people to trust him, God then instructed them to make
a brass image of a serpent and place it on a high pole in the center of the
camp. Anyone who had been bitten by a poisonous serpent and then looked
on the brass serpent was healed. Years later, God ordered Israel to destroy
the brass serpent because as time passed the people began to worship the
brass serpent. They misunderstood holiness.

In John 14:6 we find another example of an absolute identified person-
ally with Jesus. At the Last Supper Jesus told his disciples that he was going
to prepare a place for them so that they could be with him. A disciple pro-
tested with this misunderstanding: "We don't know where you're going. We
don't know the way."Jesus replied, "I am the way, the truth, and the life."He
identified himself with three absolutes. What is truth? According to Jesus,
truth is not a concept; truth is a person. Since he identified himself with
God, truth is the Lord God himself. Whatever he does is true, whatever he
says is the truth, however he behaves is the truth. God is the standard.

In 1 John 1:5we find another example. John taught, "This is the message
we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no
darkness at all." God is not the same light that Albert Einstein talked about
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that travels at a fixed rate everywhere in the universe. John goes on to say
that "in Him there is no darkness at all."This statement relates to that same
idea of truth or purity. It is an absolute statement of the standard by which
things in this world are compared, judged, evaluated. Later in 1 John 4:16
John declared, "And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is
love."Absolute love is a person rather than an impersonal ideal or concept.

Conclusion

The personal dimension of values has been taken in recent years as a sign
that absolute values do not exist. People all over the world have had the
experience of the same values, but they assign different relative values to
them. In order to have relative value, however, some point of reference must
exist to give meaning to the concepts of truth, beauty, goodness, evil, and
treachery. While people may disagree about their own preference, they un-
derstand what other persons mean when they speak about these values.
The problem with absolutes has been with the philosophical approach that
conceives of absolutes as self-existent realities rather than as a personal judg-
ment. If we can ask why bad things happen to good people, we must have
accepted some notion about what is bad for people and what constitutes
good people. We must also accept some sense of justice. From our own
experience, we know that these categories exist even if people make differ-
ent judgments about them.

People have experiences of bad things and of beauty. The existence of a
continuum of experiences suggests the relativity of experiences, but the com-
mon experience of values suggests some external point of reference. Be-
cause our experience of these values tends to dominate our perception and
conception of values, values become self-centered. We ask why bad things
happen to good people. It may be more helpful, however, to step outside
ourselves. The deaths of thousands of people on September 11 did not sim-
ply "happen." The victims did not merely experience a bad thing from their
perspective. A few people decided to kill several thousand strangers. The
real problem of evil is why supposedly good people do bad things to other
good people.
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