Out of the whirlwind – Is God asleep at the wheel?
Talk 1 – The problem & What has Atheism got to do with it?
Dr. Sharon Dirckx – Lincoln Cathedral – 5th March 2008
On September 11th 2001 4 planes crashed; two into the world trade centre, one into the pentagon, one into the ground. 3000 people died that day. Last April a student walked onto his own college campus in Virginia, USA, and shot dead 32 of his fellow students, wounding many more, before killing himself. A month later a 3 year old toddler, Madeleine McCain, was abducted from her bed in Portugal. On boxing day 2004, 300,000 people were killed in the Asian Tsumani. Last century we had 2 world wars, one involving a holocaust in which 6 million innocent Jews were executed. We have seen apartheid in South Africa, famine in Ethiopia, mass genocide in Rwanda and the beheading of innocent people in Iraq. Today we have wars in Iraq, Sudan & Afghanistan to name only 2; political unrest in Pakistan, Kenya & Zimbabwe; the recent assassination of Benazir Bhutto in Pakistan. Not to mention the London bombings and terrorism that has happened in our own country.
Evil and suffering are all around us. We only have turn on the TV and are bombarded with people’s suffering in all its different forms. Perhaps we cannot be blamed for asking “WHY?!!” If God exists then why would he allow these things to happen? But suffering is not just on the TV. It is not just out there, suffering is in here too. Suffering is personal. 
There is a website www.alpha.org that says, “If God did exist and you could ask one question, what would you ask?” Many of the questions posted are about personal suffering:
Why am I always ill?

Why did you let my parents abuse me?
Why do children die?

My friend is dying of a brain tumour. She's not done any harm to any one. If you’re so bloody wonderful why do you let this happen ?
Why am I so lonely?
Why did my parents have to get divorced?

Why must I be the one to get bullied?

Why am I struggling with my eating?

All of these questions involve asking “WHY?” Asking WHY? Is one of the most intuitive questions for a human being and a very VALID one.  Suffering provokes a variety of responses in people. Perhaps 2 common ones are:

1) God cannot exist. No God would allow me to suffer in this way.

2) If God exists does He CARE about my suffering? 
This is not just a philosophical problem. It is also personal. 

What’s the Problem?
People often refer to evil and suffering as a problem. So what is the problem? Ironically, you could argue that evil is only a problem as such IF God exists. Otherwise to whom are you addressing your question? Many of the questions asked about suffering and tragedy are moral complaints against God, where God’s existence or character is called into question.
C.S Lewis author of the Narnia books also wrote about suffering in his book The Problem of Pain, and describes the logical problem of pain as follows:

1)   God is omnipotent i.e. all powerful

2)   God is benevolent i.e. wholly good

3)   Evil exists

It is assumed by many that it is impossible to hold all 3 premises at the same time. They conclude therefore, given that evil does exist, that either:
1) God doesn’t exist

2) God is not all powerful; He does his best but is not in control of everything

3) God is not all good; There is a malevolent side to his character.

Worldviews
We will look at 3 different perspectives on the problem of evil and suffering; three different worldviews. A worldview is the framework (beliefs and ideas) through which we make sense of life. A lens through which we see the world that helps us make sense of and interpret the things that life throws at us. Everyone has a worldview whether they realize it or not. We don’t always decide on our worldview, we absorb it often from our culture, upbringing and media. Some people have just one and others have a “pick and mix” of several different worldviews all mixed together. Which worldview adequately faces the problem of evil and has the resources to handle it? Which worldview best helps me cope with my own suffering on a day-to-day basis?
1) Atheism 

2) Eastern Religions – Buddhism/Hinduism 

3) Christianity 

Atheism
Atheism that we know today has its roots in ancient Greece. The 5th-century BCE Greek philosopher Diagoras is known as the "first atheist”. The term “atheism” originated in 16th century France but Atheism was first used to describe a self-avowed belief in late 18th-century Europe. The movement began in 1789 with the fall of the Bastille marking the beginning of the French revolution and atheism at that point was driven by a rejection of institutionalized religion in the Catholic Church which had become corrupt and indifferent to the poverty of the masses. Later in the 20th century atheism expanded to mean disbelief in any form of deity not just the God of Judaism and Christianity.
As with any worldview there are many different types of atheism but time prevents us looking at this in detail. Two very broad categories are practical atheism and philosophical atheism. 
1) Practical or pragmatic atheists do not necessarily deny the existence of God or gods but either way they are deemed irrelevant to everyday life, and therefore practical atheists live as if God or gods do not exist. This form of atheism requires no specific argument it is simply lived out practically.
2) Philosophical atheists, in contrast, present arguments against the existence of gods. They believe that there is no God in or beyond the world and give good reasons for why they believe this is so. It is this form of atheism that we will look at for the remainder of the talk.

Some well known atheists in our media are Richard Dawkins, author of The Selfish Gene and more recently, The God Delusion, and Philip Pullman, author of the Dark Materials trilogy (1998-2000) the first of which, The Golden Compass we have seen recently in our cinemas. 
Evil
One of the principle reasons that philosophical atheists hold the view they do is the fact of evil in the world. They are the people who would hold to premise 1) above. Given that evil DOES exist, God DOES NOT exist. They rightly identify that this world is imperfect & that there is a need for justice & relief of suffering. But that an all-loving, all-powerful God would surely do something about the situation. Some of atheistic reasoning can be summarized in 4 areas:
A) The existence of evil
B) The avoidability of evil

C) The purposelessness of evil

D) The persistence of evil

A) The existence of evil
1) If God existed he would be all-good and all-powerful
2) If God was all-good he would not want evil to exist

3) If God was all-powerful he would not allow evil to exist

4) Evil exists

5) Therefore, God cannot exist.

The atheist would say that it doesn’t make any sense for both God and evil to exist at the same time. Therefore given that evil exists, God cannot. We simply cannot hold these 2 things together at the same time. 

Examples:

No God would allow bad things to happen to good people.

No God would have allowed the Rwandan Genocide or Holocaust.

No God would have allowed my sister to be abused in that way.
B) The avoidability of Evil

Evil could surely have been avoided if God were in charge:

1) God could have created a world where people would never do anything wrong.

2) But God did not choose this better alternative

3) Therefore God either does not exist or he has an evil or lazy side to him.

In other words, if God is all powerful he can do whatever he likes and he has had a choice about what sort of world he created. He could have created a world where there was no evil, pain and suffering. Given that this is not the case God either does not exist or does exist but is indifferent to our suffering. Perhaps he has a evil or lazy streak, but either way is not completely good. 

We are getting into slightly different territory here. People’s questioning is not just about God’s existence but about his character. Many of the questions or statements people fire out are complaints about the moral character of God. 
Examples:
This is not the way things are supposed to be.

Why do things have to be this way?

Why doesn’t God stop evil before it happens?

Why doesn’t God just intervene whenever something bad is about to happen?
C) The purposelessness of Evil

Some evil seems so raw there can surely be no purpose to it:
1) An all-good God must have a good purpose for everything

2) There is no purpose for some suffering

3) Therefore there cannot be an all-good God.

Again this line of thought is questioning not so much God’s existence but his character. It is possible to see how certain types of suffering can build our character and strengthen us but then certain types of evil and suffering seem to just destroy people. Crush people so that they never recover. There is some suffering which seems to have no purpose. Therefore the God that allows it must himself have an evil streak and enjoy inflicting meaningless pain on us when he feels like it. 

D) The persistence of evil

The 4th and final critique refers to why evil keeps on happening:
1) An all-good God would destroy evil

2) An all-powerful God could destroy evil

3) But evil is not destroyed, it continues to exist
4) Therefore, God does not exist.
In other words, it is one thing to say that evil exists but if God exists why doesn’t he stop some of the evil before it happens? Why do bad things keep on happening?

Why do earthquakes keep on happening?

Why does my dad’s cancer keep on coming back?

Why does my mum’s boyfriend keep on beating her? 

If God existed he would destroy evil. I can’t believe in a God who keeps on letting these things happen.

Does Evil Exist?
Some more extreme forms of atheism deny that evil exists at all. 
“If the universe were just electrons and selfish genes, meaningless tragedies …. Are exactly what we should expect, along with equally meaningless good fortune. Such a universe would be neither evil nor good in intention….In a universe of blind physical forces and genetic replication, some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, and you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind pitiless indifference.” 

Richard Dawkins, River Out of Eden
In other words, we live in a world of chance in which there are both tragedies and fortunes but there is no reason for any of it. There is no God to address our questions to, only our DNA, but …
“….DNA neither knows nor cares. DNA just is. And we dance to its music.”

Dawkins argues that evil and suffering are not a problem as such. There is no moral quandary that needs sorting out. Good stuff happens randomly, and bad stuff happens randomly. End of story. 
How does Atheism help us cope with suffering?
1) Your suffering is not a lightning bolt from heaven 
When you suffer you are not being punished by some higher Being, since this implies something or someone outside of our “box” or world of matter. Both suffering and happiness are the result of random, undirected events. 
Note the implications of this with respect to moral evil. Not only is the victim not to be blamed but also the attacker is blameless. Both the victim of bullying and the bully are morally neutral. There is no difference.

This principle applies to both moral evil, when humans inflict pain on each other, and natural evil, such as natural disasters and disease. Theists are often tempted to view natural evil in the form of natural disasters and disease as a judgement or punishment from God. The atheist would say that science has shown that these are simply part of the way the world is. 
For example, tectonic plate movement is necessary to recycle nutrients from ocean and river beds back to the land & also allows gases to be released. Likewise DNA isn’t perfect. If you replicate for long enough there are going to be errors every so often, leading to some of the diseases we see.
2) Humanism is the solution
Comfort in our suffering does not come from a higher Being but from each other. There is a reliance on the resilience of human nature to enable us to cope & heal & comfort others. Suffering deepens character & somehow makes life richer.

 “…we never quite get over the sorrow caused by losing those most loved; we only learn to live with it, and to live despite it; which – and there is no paradox here – makes living a richer thing. That is sorrow’s gift, though we never covet it.” 




     A.C. Grayling The Meaning of Things
Humans and their achievements in science, medicine & technology should be used to relieve human suffering. We should not be yearning for some heaven “out there” which doesn’t exist. We ought to be working and striving to make life on this earth the best it possibly can be. For example, building tsunami, early warning systems.
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