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A Critique of Hick's Theodicy
EDWARD H. MADDEN and PETER H. HARE

[1] The intellectual honesty of John Hick is impressive. Unlike the majority of Christian
apologists he does not try to find safety in the number of solutions but instead searchingly
criticizes and disowns many of the favorite solutions. He concludes, nevertheless, the
apologetics reduced to fighting trim is all the more effective. He believes that a
sophisticated combination of the character-building and free-will solutions will serve. They
show evil to serve God's purpose of "soul-making."

[2] According to Hick,

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.

[3] The basic trouble, he says, with antitheistic writers is that "they assume that the
purpose of a loving God must be to create a hedonistic paradise." He concedes that evil is
not serving any, even remote, hedonistic end, but insists that it is serving the end of the
development of moral personalities in loving relation to God. It is logically impossible to do
this either by forcing them to love him or by forcing them always to act rightly. A creature
forced to love would not be genuinely loving and a creature forced to do the right would not
be a moral personality. Only through freedom, suffering, and initial remoteness from God
("epistemic distance") can the sort of person God is looking for come about.

[4] Before we discuss in detail the difficulties involved in Hick's position we will briefly
describe three informal fallacies Hick adroitly uses in his solution. They are all fallacies
which have been used in one form or another throughout the history of Christian
apologetics. However, it will be convenient in discussing Hick's skillful and elaborate use of
them to describe and label clearly these arguments: "All or nothing," "It could be worse,"
and "slippery slope."

[5] All or nothing. This is the claim that something is desirable because its complete loss
would be far worse than the evil its presence now causes. The erroneous assumption is that
we must have this thing either in its present form and amount or not at all. But it is often
the case that only some amount of the thing in some form is necessary to the achievement
of a desirable end.

[6] It could be worse. This is the claim that something is not really bad because it will be
followed by all manner of desirable things. The erroneous assumption here is that showing
that having these later desirable things is a great boon also shows that the original evil is a
necessary and not gratuitous one. Actually it only shows that the situation would be still
worse if the desirable things did not follow. To show that it could be worse does not show
that it could not be better.

[7] Slippery slope. This is the claim that if God once started eliminating evils of this world
he would have no place to stop short of a "perfect" world in which only robots and not men
were possible. The erroneous assumption is that God would have no criterion to indicate
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where on the slippery slope to stop and no ability to implement it effectively. The same
argument is used in human affairs and the answer is equally clear. "Once we venture, as we
sometimes must, on a dangerous course which may lead to our salvation in a particular
situation but which may also be the beginning of our path to perdition, the only answer we
can give to the question 'Where will you stop?' is '"Wherever our intelligence tells us to
stop!™

[8] Hick's use of the free-will solution is an example of the "all or nothing" fallacy. He
concedes that there is an appalling amount of moral evil in the world but insists that it
would be logically impossible for God to achieve his purpose of soul-making by creating
puppets who always acted rightly.

[9] Hick says that the difficulty with criticisms of the free-will solution has been that they
suppose God would have done better to create man as a "pet animal" in a cage, "as
pleasant and healthful" as possible. Undeniably critics of the free-will solution have often
made this mistake, but it is a mistake easily avoided. We are prepared to grant that a better
world would not have been created by making men as pet animals. However, the damaging
question is whether God had only two alternatives: to create men with the unfortunate
moral inclinations they have at present or to create men as pet animals. There are clearly
other alternatives. There are, after all, many different ways for a parent to guide his child's
moral growth while respecting his freedom.

[10] Perhaps an analogy will be helpful. God, as Hick views him, might be described as
headmaster to a vast progressive school where the absolute freedom of the students is
sacred. He does not want to force any children to read textbooks because, he feels, that will
only produce students who are more motivated by fear of punishment than by love of
knowledge for its own sake. Every student must be left to educate himself as much as
possible. However, it is quite unconvincing to argue that because rigid regulation has
horrible consequences, almost no regulation is ideal -- there are dangers in either extreme.
And it is just as much of a mistake to argue that because the possibility of God's creation of
men as pet animals is ghastly to contemplate, God's creation of men with the sort of
freedom they have now is the best possible choice.

[11] Sometimes Hick feels the weakness of the "all or nothing" argument and accordingly
shifts to the "it could be worse" strategy. "Christian theodicy must point forward to that final
blessedness, and claim that this infinite future good will render worthwhile all the pain and
travail and wickedness that has occurred on the way to it." To be sure, we should be
grateful to God for not tormenting us for an eternity, but the question remains of why he is
torturing us at all. However, this strategy is beside the point. Hick must still show us how all
the suffering in this world is the most efficient way of achieving God's goal. Merely to assure
the student who is threatening riot that in his old age he will somehow come to regard the
indignities of his student days as rather unimportant is not to explain why those indignities
must be visited upon him at all.

[12] Hick, however, candidly admits to a feeling that neither of the two strategies discussed
above is completely effective in the last analysis and realizes that he must face "excessive
or dysteleologcal suffering." Consequently he moves on to the "slippery slope" argument.
Unless God eliminated all evils whatsoever there would always be relatively outstanding
ones of which it would be said that He should have secretly prevented them. If, for
example, divine providence had eliminated Hitler in his infancy, we might now point instead
to Mussolini. . . . There would be nowhere to stop, short of divinely arranged paradise in
which human freedom would be narrowly circumscribed. He claims, in other words, that
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there would be no way of eliminating some evils without removing all of them with the
effect of returning us to the "all or nothing" situation.

[13] This argument fails because the erroneous assumption is made that in the process of
removing evils God would not be able precisely to calculate the effect of each removal and
stop at exactly the point at which soul making was most efficiently achieved. Presumably at
that point men would still suffer and complain about their suffering, but it would be possible
to offer them an explanation of the necessity of this amount of suffering as a means to the
end of soul making.



