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Evil and Soul-Making

JOHN HICK

[1] As well as the "majority report" of the Augustinian tradition, which has dominated
Western Christendom, both Catholic and Protestant, since the time of Augustine himself,
there is the "minority report" of the Irenaean tradition. This latter is both older and newer
than the other, for it goes back to St. Irenaeus and others of the early Hellenistic Fathers of
the Church in the two centuries prior to St. Augustine, and it has flourished again in more
developed forms during the last hundred years.

[2] Instead of regarding man as having been created by God in a finished state, as a finitely
perfect being fulfilling the divine intention for our human level of existence, and then falling
disastrously away from this, the minority report sees man as still in process of creation.
Irenaeus himself expressed the point in terms of the (exegetically dubious) distinction
between the "image" and the "likeness" of God referred to in Genesis 26: "Then God said,
Let us make man in our image, after our likeness." His view was that man as a personal and
moral being already exists in the image, but has not yet been formed into the finite likeness
of God. By this "likeness" Irenaeus means something more than personal existence as such;
he means a certain valuable quality of personal life which reflects finitely the divine life. This
represents the perfecting of man, the fulfilment of God's purpose for humanity, the
"bringing of many sons to glory," the creating of "children of God" who are "fellow heirs with
Christ" of his glory.

[3] And so man, created as a personal being in the image of God, is only the raw material
for a further and more difficult stage of God's creative work. This is the leading of men as
relatively free and autonomous persons, through their own dealings with life in the world in
which He has placed them, towards that quality of personal existence that is the finite
likeness of God. The features of this likeness are revealed in the person of Christ, and the
process of man's creation into it is the work of the Holy Spirit. In St. Paul's words, "And we
all, with unveiled faces, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness
from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit"; [Note
1] or again, "For God knew his own before ever they were, and also ordained that they
should be shaped to the likeness of his Son." [Note 2] In Johannine terms, the movement
from the image to the likeness is a transition from one level of existence, that of animal life
(Bios), to another and higher level, that of eternal life (Zoe), which includes but transcends
the first. And the fall of man was seen by Irenaeus as a failure within the second phase of
this creative process, a failure that has multiplied the perils and complicated the route of
the journey in which God is seeking to lead mankind.

[4] In the light of modern anthropological knowledge some form of two-stage conception of
the creation of man has become an almost unavoidable Christian tenet. At the very least we
must acknowledge as two distinguishable stages the fashioning of homo sapiens as a
product of the long evolutionary process, and his sudden or gradual spiritualization as a
child of God. But we may well extend the first stage to include the development of man as a
rational and responsible person capable of personal relationship with the personal Infinite
God who has created him. This first stage of the creative process was, to our
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anthropomorphic imaginations, easy for divine omnipotence. By an exercise of creative
power God caused the physical universe to exist, and in the course of countless ages to
bring forth within it organic life, and finally to produce out of organic life personal life; and
when man had thus emerged out of the evolution of the forms of organic life, a creature had
been made who has the possibility of existing in conscious fellowship with God. But the
second stage of the creative process is of a different kind altogether. It cannot be performed
by omnipotent power as such. For personal life is essentially free and self-directing. It
cannot be perfected by divine fiat, but only through the uncompelled responses and willing
co-operation of human individuals in their actions and reactions in the world in which God
has placed them. Men may eventually become the perfected persons whom the New
Testament calls "children of God," but they cannot be created ready-made as this.

[5] The value-judgement that is implicitly being invoked here is that one who has attained
to goodness by meeting and eventually mastering temptations, and thus by rightly making
responsible choices in concrete situations, is good in a richer and more valuable sense than
would be one created ab initio in a state either of innocence or of virtue. In the former case,
which is that of the actual moral achievements of mankind, the individual's goodness has
within it the strength of temptations overcome, a stability based upon an accumulation of
right choices, and a positive and responsible character that comes from the investment of
costly personal effort. I suggest, then, that it is an ethically reasonable judgement, even
though in the nature of the case not one that is capable of demonstrative proof, that human
goodness slowly built up through personal histories of moral effort has a value in the eyes of
the Creator which justifies even the long travail of the soul-making process.

[6] The picture with which we are working is thus developmental and teleological. Man is in
process of becoming the perfected being whom God is seeking to create. However, this is
not taking place -- it is important to add -- by a natural and inevitable evolution, but
through a hazardous adventure in individual freedom. Because this is a pilgrimage within
the life of each individual, rather than a racial evolution, the progressive fulfilment of God's
purpose does not entail any corresponding progressive improvement in the moral state of
the world. There is no doubt a development in man's ethical situation from generation to
generation through the building of individual choices into public institutions, but this
involves an accumulation of evil as well as of good. It is thus probable that human life was
lived on much the same moral plane two thousand years ago or four thousand years ago as
it is today. But nevertheless during this period uncounted millions of souls have been
through the experience of earthly life, and God's purpose has gradually moved towards its
fulfillment within each one of them, rather than within a human aggregate composed of
different units in different generations.

[7] If, then, God's aim in making the world is "the bringing of many sons to glory," that aim
will naturally determine the kind of world that He has created. Antitheistic writers almost
invariably assume a conception of the divine purpose which is contrary to the Christian
conception. They assume that the purpose of a loving God must be to create a hedonistic
paradise; and therefore to the extent that the world is other than this, it proves to them
that God is either not loving enough or not powerful enough to create such a world. They
think of God's relation to the earth on the model of a human being building a cage for a pet
animal to dwell in. If he is humane he will naturally make his pet's quarters as pleasant and
healthful as he can. Any respect in which the cage falls short of the veterinarian's ideal, and
contains possibilities of accident or disease, is evidence of either limited benevolence or
limited means, or both. Those who use the problem of evil as an argument against belief in
God almost invariably think of the world in this kind of way. David Hume, for example,
speaks of an architect who is trying to plan a house that is to be as comfortable and
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convenient as possible. If we find that "the windows, doors, fires, passages, stairs, and the
whole economy of the building were the source of noise, confusion, fatigue, darkness, and
the extremes of heat and cold" we should have no hesitation in blaming the architect. It
would be in vain for him to prove that if this or that defect were corrected greater ills would
result: "still you would assert in general, that, if the architect had had skill and good
intentions, he might have formed such a plan of the whole, and might have adjusted the
parts in such a manner, as would have remedied all or most of these inconveniences." [Note
3]

[8] But if we are right in supposing that God's purpose for man is to lead him from human
Bios, or the biological life of man, to that quality of Zoe, or the personal life of eternal
worth, which we see in Christ, then the question that we have to ask is not, Is this the kind
of world that an all-powerful and infinitely loving being would create as an environment for
his human pets? or, Is the architecture of the world the most pleasant and convenient
possible? The question that we have to ask is rather, Is this the kind of world that God
might make as an environment in which moral beings may be fashioned, through their own
free insights and responses, into "children of God"?

[9] Such critics as Hume are confusing what heaven ought to be, as an environment for
perfected finite beings, with what this world ought to be, as an environment for beings who
are in process of becoming perfected. For if our general conception of God's purpose is
correct the world is not intended to be a paradise, but rather the scene of a history in which
human personality may be formed towards the pattern of Christ. Men are not to be thought
of on the analogy of animal pets, whose life is to be made as agreeable as possible, but
rather on the analogy of human children, who are to grow to adulthood in an environment
whose primary and overriding purpose is not immediate pleasure but the realizing of the
most valuable potentialities of human personality.

[10] I think it is clear that a parent who loves his children, and wants them to become the
best human beings that they are capable of becoming, does not treat pleasure as the sole
and supreme value. Certainly we seek pleasure for our children, and take great delight in
obtaining it for them; but we do not desire for them unalloyed pleasure at the expense of
their growth in such even greater values as moral integrity, unselfishness, compassion,
courage, humour, reverence for the truth, and perhaps above all the capacity for love. We
do not act on the premise that pleasure is the supreme end of life; and if the development
of these other values sometimes clashes with the provision of pleasure, then we are willing
to have our children miss a certain amount of this, rather than fail to come to possess and
to be possessed by the finer and more precious qualities that are possible to the human
personality. A child brought up on the principle that the only or the supreme value is
pleasure would not be likely to become an ethically mature adult or an attractive or happy
personality. And to most parents it seems more important to try to foster quality and
strength of character in their children than to fill their lives at all times with the utmost
possible degree of pleasure. If, then, there is any true analogy between God's purpose for
his human creatures, and the purpose of loving and wise parents for their children, we have
to recognize that the presence of pleasure and the absence of pain cannot be the supreme
and overriding end for which the world exists. Rather, this world must be a place of soul-
making. And its value is to be judged, not primarily by the quantity of pleasure and pain
occurring in it at any particular moment, but by its fitness for its primary purpose, the
purpose of soul-making.
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[11] This, then, is the starting-point from which we propose to try to relate the realities of
sin and suffering to the perfect love of an omnipotent Creator. And as will become
increasingly apparent, a theodicy that starts in this way must be eschatologcal in its
ultimate bearings. That is to say, instead of looking to the past for its clue to the mystery of
evil, it looks to the future, and indeed to that ultimate future to which only faith can look.
Given the conception of a divine intention working in and through human time towards a
fulfillment that lies in its completeness beyond human time, our theodicy must find the
meaning of evil in the part that it is made to play in the eventual outworking of that
purpose; and must find the justification of the whole process in the magnitude of the good
to which it leads. The good that outshines all ill is not a paradise long since lost but a
kingdom which is yet to come in its full glory and permanence.
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