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Meticulous Providence and Gratuitous Evil

I. Introduction

The argument from gratuitous evil is plausibly the most significant challenge to theism.  This argument says that some evils are simply pointless or purposeless, in the sense that they are neither needed for nor productive of any “greater goods,” and that, if there were a morally upright deity with the wherewithal to prevent them, such evils would not be permitted to occur.  Because many apparently gratuitous evils seem preventable enough, this argument provides powerful evidence against the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good God.

Just how difficult a problem this is for theism, and what kinds of resource are available for theodicy, is arguably a function of the capacities and powers attributed to God.  Specifically, the severity of the problem and the tools available for reply looks to vary in accordance with the theory of divine providence the theodicist accepts: the greater God’s providential control over creation, the greater our expectation that the world should reflect His wisdom, goodness and power; whereas the less providential control He has, the less reasonable it is to insist that every event should serve a specific divine purpose.[footnoteRef:1] Supposing the advantages it brings in the realm of theodicy are on balance greater than the costs incurred elsewhere, this supplies respectable incentive to adopt a comparatively modest conception of divine providence. [1:  On this way of framing the issue see David Hunt (2001).] 


In recent literature, this intuitive idea has been formalized in the following way: Theories of General Providence make it easier for the theist to rebut the argument from gratuitous evil than do theories of Meticulous Providence; other things equal, therefore, theories of General Providence are preferable to theories of Meticulous Providence.  Call this the General Thesis.

In this essay I want to discuss a specific instance of this thesis, which invokes a particular theory of general providence and a particular theory of meticulous providence, namely, Open Theism and Molinism.  The claim I will consider is that Open Theism makes it easier to rebut the argument from gratuitous evil than does Molinism, and that (other things equal) Open Theism is therefore to be preferred over Molinism.  Call this the Specific Thesis.

I shall be arguing against the Specific Thesis, but I should like to register two caveats at the outset.  First, to the extent my criticisms of this thesis hold, the General Thesis is (just because of its generality) undermined.  It goes without saying, however, that some theories of meticulous providence may indeed impose additional burdens on the theodicist.  So my aim is not to vitiate the General Thesis “as such,” or every possible application of it.  Indeed, I agree with Open Theists that theological determinism (one theory of meticulous providence) does make the task of theodicy harder, and it will be clear that my defense of Molinism cannot transfer mutatis mutandis to the problems besetting it.  

Second, I shall not be “defending” Molinism in the sense of arguing for its truth.  I wish rather to argue that, given the coherence of Molinism, and granting its compatibility with (libertarian) free will – that is to say, taking Molinism on its own terms – it isn’t true that Molinists are worse off than Open Theists with respect to the problem of gratuitous evil.  Since it has been conceded by some Molinists,[footnoteRef:2] and argued by a number of prominent Open Theists,[footnoteRef:3] that Molinism makes theodicy more onerous than it is under Open Theistic assumptions, I will be satisfied if my limited defense of Molinism shows why this is not the case.  Whether Open Theism is “all things considered” more viable than Molinism, or vice versa, is a question I’ll not address; my aim is to explain why the relative ease with which the problem of gratuitous evil may be countered does not constitute a selling point in either theory’s favor, and why evaluation of their respective merits must therefore proceed along independent lines. [2:  Famously, Alvin Plantinga (1985: 379).]  [3:  Among them, William Hasker, John Sanders, and Alan Rhoda; these are the Open Theists whose work I will principally engage.] 


In the next section I explain how ‘gratuitous evil’, ‘general providence’ and ‘meticulous providence’ are to be understood for purposes of present discussion.  After describing briefly Molinism and Open Theism, I present the arguments given to show that the resources for theodicy are richer, or more expansive, on Open Theism than they are on Molinism.  I then argue to the contrary that parity obtains between the two theories in this respect: Open Theism does not appreciably expand the prospects for theodicy, and Molinism makes matters no worse.  In the final section, I analyze the relations between risk, luck, and control, as they have arisen within the contest between Open Theists and Molinists.  This analysis makes way for a diagnosis of why the Specific Thesis fails, and also why some of the more enthusiastic Molinist expressions of divine providential control are overdrawn.

II. Gratuitous Evil and Divine Providence

The argument from gratuitous evil contains two premises.  They are the

Evidential Premise: Gratuitous evils occur.

and the

Theological Premise: If God exists, there is no gratuitous evil.

Taken together these premises entail that there is no God, understood as a personal creator exemplifying a maximal set of compossible great-making attributes (omnipotence, omniscience, omnibenevolence and so on).  Those wishing to defend God’s existence must therefore deny at least one of them.  But which of them theists should deny, and how Open Theism allows denial of this premise with a comparatively greater show of plausibility, depends largely on the way ‘gratuitous evil’ is defined.

The class of evils that are potentially gratuitous is quite broad.  It is by no means exhausted by those ‘horrors’[footnoteRef:4] which loom large in current discussions, but encompasses all instances of moral and natural evil, all cases of human and animal suffering (physical and psychic), and, according to Alan Rhoda, it includes what Marilyn Adams has called “all the minuses of life” – among which are such mundane ‘evils’ as dull aches and pains, physical unattractiveness and the like.[footnoteRef:5] What makes any potentially gratuitous evil actually gratuitous is, intuitively, that the world would be better if it were simply left out.  It is unnecessary, pointless, not tending toward any greater good.  It only makes things worse than they would otherwise have been.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Examples of evil the depth and depravity of which are viscerally disturbing.  See Marilyn McCord Adams (2000).]  [5:  Rhoda (2010: 287).  It is difficult to imagine any atheist arguing that hangnails and homely children make for compelling evidence against theism.  Why some theists believe God may be held to account for such things is a question worth considering.]  [6:  We will need to return to this loose characterization, in order to distinguish what I’ll call ‘general-outweighing’ and ‘specific-resulting’ goods.  This description will however suffice for now.] 


Open Theists agree that there is gratuitous evil in this sense.  But they deny that gratuitous evil is incompatible with God’s existence.[footnoteRef:7] According to William Hasker, for instance, the Open Theist may “admit the presence in God’s world of particular evils God’s permission of which is not the means of bringing about any greater good, or of preventing any equal or greater evil.”[footnoteRef:8] The reason is that, for any such evil, God could not know it would occur in advance of His decision to create, nor what would result if it did.[footnoteRef:9] So there is no good sense in which He could have incorporated it into His creational plan, or specifically arranged it to take place “for the sake of” something else.  Because these evils are not part of God’s plan, they do not have a point in any sense useful to the theodicist.  But because non-culpable ignorance typically exculpates, and since He does not conspire to ensure they occur, responsibility for them cannot with justice be laid at God’s feet – so long as it was worth the risk to create a world in which pointless evils might happen.   [7:  Rhoda (2010) appears to be an exception, for he argues that Open Theism allows a more plausible way of denying the existence of gratuitous evil while upholding its incompatibility with God.  But this divergence of opinion among Open Theists is only apparent.  Rhoda’s definition of ‘gratuitous evil’ contains an epistemic clause, specifying that an evil is gratuitous only if God “antecedently knew” it would not lead to greater goods.  But this doesn’t entail that all evils lead to greater goods.  For, given the limitations placed on divine foreknowledge by Open Theism, an evil can clearly be actually gratuitous without God’s antecedently knowing it would be, and it is central to Rhoda’s case that evils like this abound.  For the sake of uniformity, and since his arguments don’t require it, I will not adopt Rhoda’s nonstandard definition of gratuitous evil.  (See Hasker [2010] for independent criticisms of his proposal.)]  [8:  Hasker (1992: 102).  ]  [9:  Neither middle knowledge nor infallible foreknowledge of future contingents is possible according to Open Theism.] 


The idea, then, is that Open Theism makes it possible to affirm the Evidential Premise and to deny the Theological Premise, which relieves theists of the obligation to identify specific goods attaching to every bad thing God permits.

I shall have more to say about Open Theism momentarily.  For now, the important thing to recognize is that if Open Theism ameliorates the theodicist’s plight, it must be because stronger views of divine providence cannot affirm the existence of gratuitous evil, or cannot deny its incompatibility with the existence of God, in as plausible a way as Open Theism allows.  In order to evaluate this claim, however, we first need some characterization of the stronger kind of providence (meticulous providence), and a more specific description of general providence (the comparatively modest view taken by Open Theists).

There are two theories of meticulous providence: theological determinism (which for our purposes subsumes Augustinianism, Thomism and Calvinism), and Molinism.  What justifies placing these within the same category?  It is not just that, according to both theories, God enjoys comprehensive knowledge of the actual future.  Rather, according to Hasker, what binds them together is they both entail that (i) God’s decision to confront some agent with a choice is not “based on” God’s experiences with that person leading up to the choice, but is rather “based on” God’s foreknowledge of what choice the agent afterward will make, and (ii) every instance of evil is intentionally orchestrated by God with the goal of deriving some specific, preordained good, such that the evil is justified by the good, and the good could not have been acquired without the evil.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Hasker (1992: 99-101).  Sanders’ definition of meticulous providence (or ‘specific sovereignty’ – the terms are for him interchangeable) also includes the second condition.  See Sanders (2007: 224-225).] 


Hasker’s description of meticulous providence is meant to demarcate all theories of general providence from it, by making clear why such views as Open Theism, Process Theism, Simple Foreknowledge and Timeless Knowledge do not count as theories of meticulous providence.  It may be in that respect successful, but I reject it as a characterization of meticulous providence.  My main reason for objecting to this definition, (though I’m dubious enough about condition (i)), arises from the constraints built into condition (ii).  According to this condition, it is not even conceptually possible that gratuitous evil might exist in a world governed by a meticulously providential God, which makes it impossible for proponents of meticulous providence to deny the Theological Premise as a simple matter of definition.  But it is not a matter of definition that meticulous providence is incompatible with gratuitous evil.  At best, the incompatibility of God and gratuitous evil is something some (though not all) believers in meticulous providence hold as part of their “complete theological package,” not something that flows straightforwardly from the assertion that God intentionally created this world, in full knowledge of all that would happen if He did.  

(Compare: one would not define Open Theism as “a theory according to which there is gratuitous evil in the world, which is consistent with the existence of God because God didn’t want it to happen and couldn’t know ….”  For Open Theism is not a theory about evil; it’s a theory of God’s nature and the nature of His relationship to time and the world of His making.  What Open Theists, guided by their Open Theism, wish to say about gratuitous evil is one thing, but the Open Theism that guides them is another.  The same must be said of meticulous providence, and all the more since a plurality of saliently disparate views falls under its heading.)

For this reason, I prefer the definition of meticulous providence given by Alan Rhoda in his recent article on gratuitous evil.  According to this definition, to say that divine providence is meticulous is to say that 

(MP) 	God is either an ultimate sufficient cause of everything that happens, or God (at least) ordains all things that come to pass.  

So as to ‘ordain’ an event, God need not directly cause that event to occur, nor need He initiate a chain of causes that determines or otherwise necessitates it.  It suffices for an event’s being ordained that God ‘weakly actualizes’ it, by causing a set of conditions while “knowing for certain that they will lead to the event” in question.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Rhoda (2010: 283).  “While knowing for certain” must be interpreted so as to disqualify Simple Foreknowledge and Timeless Knowledge as theories of meticulous providence.  ‘Weak actualization’ here carries the same meaning Alvin Plantinga assigned it in his (1974).  To avoid ghastly sentences I’ll ignore the distinction between actualizing maximal sets of compossibile states of affairs and creating concrete worlds.  Nothing in my arguments turns on this distinction.] 


(MP) has the virtue of contrasting meticulous providence with each theory of general providence, as did Hasker’s definition, but without prejudice to the question whether meticulous providence is consistent with gratuitous evil.  It also successfully captures both theological determinism and Molinism.  But it is important to note that whereas the former theory of meticulous providence satisfies both disjuncts of (MP), the latter satisfies (MP) via the second disjunct only. 

Here’s why.  According to Molinism, future contingent propositions expressing the actions human beings will freely perform have truth values, and are known to be true by God prior to the occurrence of the actions they report.  Divine foreknowledge concerning the free actions of human creatures does not entail that God sufficiently causes those acts, however.  Rather, it is a function of God’s prevolitional (or ‘middle’) knowledge of a range of subjunctive conditionals of the form, “If S were in circumstances C, S would freely perform action A.”  Such conditionals, or ‘counterfactuals of creaturely freedom’, are not “made true” by God, nor are they true because the circumstances depicted in C (in conjunction with natural laws) entail that S will A in them.  Consistently with the truth of any counterfactual of freedom, it is possible for the agent to do otherwise in the circumstances described.[footnoteRef:12] Thus the truth of these counterfactuals (according to Molinists) does not conflict with the supposition that human agents possess libertarian free will.[footnoteRef:13] Nevertheless, some of these counterfactuals are true, while the rest are false, and the range of possible worlds God can actualize is constrained by which are true and which are not.  Thanks to His middle knowledge, however, God knows in detail everything that would occur in any actualizable world He might elect to create, including the one He did in fact create.  From this it follows that God ‘ordains’ all things, per the second disjunct in (MP).   [12:  I ignore Frankfurt-style complications, and I invite you to ignore them too.]  [13:  This means (MP) is designed to accommodate the compossibility of infallible foreknowledge and a causally ‘open’, or non-determined, future.  Whether these things are in fact compatible is of course an item of dispute.  But the aim of this discussion is to evaluate Molinism and Open Theism as they stand, so as to assess their respective abilities to cope with the argument from gratuitous evil.  As applied to Molinism, this involves granting arguendo that comprehensive foreknowledge does not preclude the openness of the future in the way required for free will, even if other versions of meticulous providence do.] 


A number of criticisms has been lodged against Molinism, not all of which flow from perceived implications of the fact that providence is according to it meticulous.  In what follows, however, we will consider Molinism simply qua theory of meticulous providence in which creaturely (libertarian) freedom is affirmed.  This enables us to direct attention upon Molinism’s hypotheses about the scope of divine knowledge and (consequently) the extent of God’s providential control, with a view toward assessing the obligations and expectations to which they give rise.  But in order meaningfully to compare Molinist meticulous providence with Open Theism, we shall need a more specific description of general providence as Open Theists understand it. 

Unfortunately, general providence has not (so far as I’ve seen) been defined with anywhere near the degree of precision as meticulous providence.  Rhoda, for example, suggests God’s providence is general “just in case it is not meticulous.”[footnoteRef:14] But this surely will not do.  Merely to deny meticulous providence is not to affirm any divine involvement within history at all; it is consistent with the view that God creates the world, perhaps behind a veil of ignorance about its future, and remains thereafter deistically aloof.  Closer to home, a via negativa characterization of general providence makes it impossible to distinguish mainstream Open Theism from deviant versions of it, such as the one developed by James Rissler.[footnoteRef:15] His theory – which I hereby dub Hopin’ Theism – has it that God “hopes” things will turn out approximately as He wishes, but makes it a policy (almost) never to intervene, because He simply cannot know whether His activity will have unanticipated, deleterious consequences.  But whatever its theodical benefits, Hopin’ Theism departs significantly from Open Theism, which insists on God’s regular and active involvement in worldly affairs – sometimes by sufficiently causing historical events, and frequently by ‘persuasively’ working to raise the probability of desired outcomes – and which eschews any suggestion that God’s qualified ignorance leaves Him frozen in providential immobility.   [14:  Rhoda (2010: 283).]  [15:  James Rissler (2006).] 


Differences like those between Hopin’ and Open Theism are of obvious relevance to the question of what a generally providential God can or should be expected to “do about” evil.  It is therefore crucially important, for purposes of comparative analysis, that meticulous and general providence both be given some comparable degree of positive specification, otherwise we confront the fruitless task of evaluating one well-defined theory against a target that won’t (so to speak) sit still.  

Fortunately, although I see no way of eliminating entirely this asymmetry between Molinism and Open Theism, I think it can be mitigated enough to make a good faith attempt at comparison possible.  What must be done, in the absence of a principled account of how much providential control God possesses, the conditions that are necessary and sufficient for its exercise, and so forth, is to attend to what Open Theists affirm about providence while promoting and defending their view, and to ensure that these affirmations are consonant with their arguments against rival theories.  That’s of course just common sense, but it is particularly important to remember as we evaluate the Specific Thesis.  For whereas it is natural to focus on the limitations Open Theism attributes to God when assessing its benefits to theodicy, a balanced appraisal of its advantages over Molinism requires that the affirmations it makes about divine knowledge and power be given equal due.

Here’s what I have in mind.  According to Open Theism, while it is true that God’s knowledge and control are constrained by the kind of world He made, it is also the case that these self-imposed restrictions are more than outmatched by His unfathomable wisdom, endless resourcefulness and unwavering love.  Thus although God has taken some risk in structuring the world like this, the risk He took does not imply that everything may (for all we know) end in unmitigated disaster.  Indeed, God’s resourcefulness is such that He needs no detailed blueprint for the world in order to ensure the success of His overall aims: He is omnicompetent, “constantly at work” within creation, “doing all He can” to bring about the loving, interpersonal relations He wishes to establish, and to redeem to the fullest a world gone awry.  Moreover, God’s “track record” within history – from His mighty acts of redemption to His quotidian care – itself evinces the effectiveness of divine providence with clarity sufficient to underwrite full confidence in His ultimate triumph over evil, the future consummation of the kingdom of God.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  See Sanders (2007, chas 6.4 and 7.8) and (forthcoming: 11-12); Hasker (1989: 191-193) and (1992: 103-104).] 


These and like affirmations are usually voiced when Open Theism is “on the defensive” – for making God appear irresponsibly reckless, or for undermining trust in His power to set things right.  But they are also relevant to Open Theism’s “offense” and to the Specific Thesis particularly.  For although the denials characteristic of Open Theism (that God lacks “epistemic certainty” about future contingents, that He refrains from “tightly controlling” everything) may qualify what can be expected from God in regard to evil, its affirmations function as checks on how far expectations may legitimately be diminished.  They also impose standards on the criticisms against rivals Open Theists can consistently deploy.  (For example, suppose one says we’d expect a “much better” world from a God with middle knowledge – or at least a “pretty darn good” one, in which “the balance of good over evil tilts heavily in the favor of the former” – whereas in fact, “given the prevalence of serious moral and natural evils,” a good Molinist God would not have made a world like this.[footnoteRef:17] Then it cannot reasonably be maintained, when on the defensive, that God’s record of providential governance through history is such as to inspire confidence in the inevitability of His future success.[footnoteRef:18] For this defense of Open Theism has merit only if the world-to-date isn’t quite so horrid as the attack on Molinism makes it out to be.)  The residual underspecification of general providence relative to meticulous providence is I think manageable, as long as these basic guidelines are held in view.   [17:  Rhoda (2010: 295-296).]  [18:  Sanders (2007: 247).] 


With these parameters in place, we are now in position to consider the case for the Specific Thesis.

III. Arguments (from Evil) against Molinism and for Open Theism

Here I present the arguments that Open Theism makes the problem of gratuitous evil easier to answer than it is for Molinists.  The arguments may be divided into three kinds, corresponding to the kinds of approach to the problem of evil a theodicist might take.  I list these approaches just below, in order of increasing generality.

(SR)	Evils are ‘defeated’ by specific-resulting goods, which would not have occurred in the absence of these particular evils, and which confer meaning or utility on them for the individual sufferer.

(GO)	Evils are ‘outbalanced’ by general-outweighing goods, which explain how they’re made possible and why they are permitted.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  The distinction between ‘outbalancing’ and ‘defeating’ evils is borrowed from Marilyn Adams (1989).  My ‘general-outweighing’ goods correspond to her ‘global values/generic goods’, whereas ‘specific-resulting‘ goods correspond roughly to the agent-centered goods she believes are required for a satisfactory theodicy.] 


(GG)	God ordains or permits evils for the sake of greater goods, but He neither ordains nor permits them for their own sake.

The arguments to be considered target each of these approaches, explaining in every case why Molinism makes it comparatively difficult to justify evils.  It is noteworthy, however, that none of them save (SR) directly addresses the gratuitousness of evil in the sense Open Theists intend.  For example, a (GO)-style theodicy cannot guarantee that each evil is teleologically ordered toward a specific-resulting good for the sake of which it’s allowed, even if it shows how the value of certain general goods (in some sense) “outweighs” the collective disvalue of the evils they’ve made possible.  And the anti-Molinist argument targeting (GG), if successful, strikes at the heart of Molinism’s ability to give any sort of theodicy whatever, and not just at its resources for coping with the argument from gratuitous evil.  I shall return to these points later in this section, but the first thing is to present the panoply of Open Theistic arguments against Molinism and to specify how they map onto these approaches to theodicy.

Initially, it seems the Molinist may avail herself of any theodicy currently on the books to explain the “prevalence of moral and natural evils.”  She may for example point to the value of human freedom and every good stemming from it, so as to counterbalance the evils deriving from its misuse.  She may adopt a soul-making theodicy to explain why some natural evils are allowed to occur, and a natural law theodicy to justify others.  And for whatever evils remain once she has exhausted her explanatory resources, she may invoke the sceptical theist’s plea for epistemic humility.[footnoteRef:20] But the claim is that Molinists cannot deploy these theodicies in as convincing or wide-ranging a way as Open Theists, and cannot in general dislodge the impression that God is culpable for at least many bad things He antecedently knows will take place. [20:  For a defense of sceptical theism and a range of theodicies from which Molinists may draw see William Alston (1991).] 


Here’s the idea.  Suppose Molinists rely on the soul-making theodicy to justify natural evils, arguing that the suffering undergone as a result of disease or disaster often leads to valuable forms of moral and spiritual growth that would not have occurred in suffering’s absence.  So far so good.  But it is a familiar point that not everyone who experiences trials of this sort emerges from them any better off than they were.  Some become embittered, exhausted, empty as a result of their pains instead.  Yet given His middle knowledge, God knows in each case how the subjects of suffering would respond to whatever hardships they might endure, which means “God frequently allows people to suffer trials knowing they won’t respond in ways conducive to soul-making.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Rhoda (2010: 296); cf. Hasker (1992: 100).] 


Molinists can of course resort to alternative theodicies to explain why God has permitted suffering in such cases.  But the point is that Open Theists needn’t retreat to alternative explanatory paradigms so quickly, since they can maintain God permitted these persons to suffer because He thought it likely, or more probable than not, that they’d respond in salutary ways.  Because there is no antecedently knowable fact about how they will respond, however, the soul-making theodicy can extend even to cases in which suffering does not advance anyone’s welfare.  Thus whereas Molinists can use the soul-making theodicy only for “evils that actually have positive soul-making results, open theists can use it whenever the expected value of soul-making results are positive, even if the actual results aren’t.”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Rhoda (2010: 297).] 


Similar remarks apply to the viability of a Molinist free will theodicy.  The claim is not that Molinists cannot appeal to the value of significant freedom and all it makes possible.  Rather, the idea is that this theodicy’s range of application (like the last) is greater on Open Theism than on Molinism: proponents of the former theory can say that some moral evils are not outweighed by the value of free will, but that God could not antecedently know they would happen.  But to the extent Molinists wish to justify moral evils via the free will theodicy, they must affirm that the value of freedom is enough to outbalance each foreknown, egregious misapplication of it.  And it’s doubtful whether such a stance can be maintained with much plausibility.   

Once more, Molinists can fall back on different explanations for evils seemingly left unjustified by the good of human freedom.  But prescinding from these, Molinism may not be able to squeeze much mileage from the free will theodicy in any event.  For God’s middle knowledge gives Him epistemic access to every “free will world” He can actualize, and it seems there might be many such worlds where the ratio of (moral) good to evil is much greater.  Even granting that counterfactuals of freedom constrain God’s creative options, it “requires a colossal stroke of ‘bad luck’ on God’s part” that they should limit His options to worlds as bad as this.  Rather, the depth and degree of moral evil in evidence suggests that God’s justificatory reason for actualizing this world (whatever it is) can’t have been that He wanted a world of free beings but that, as “the fates” would have it, this was among the best worlds of that sort He could get.[footnoteRef:23] Open Theists, by contrast, can affirm that freedom is of great value and God therefore actualized the conditions necessary for it, but without advance knowledge that we’d cause so much evil as a result.  Consequently, they need not hold that God antecedently assessed the moral evil this world contains and deemed it an acceptable price for freedom, nor are they saddled with the claim that this was one of the best worlds a God with middle knowledge could make. [23:  Rhoda (2010: 296).  “The fates” – Marilyn Adams’ playful term for the counterfactuals of freedom.] 


And there is a final, more damning reason why the free will theodicy can’t be as convincing on Molinism as on Open Theism.  It is that God merely ‘permits’ moral evil according to Open Theists (He just granted people free will), but He did not create the world “while knowing for certain” that any particular moral evil would occur.  Thus He did not ‘ordain’ any moral evils – still less did He ordain all of them, as Molinism entails.  So although Molinists can deny that God “brings about” moral evil, or causally determines any of it, their theory does have

God actualizing creatures knowing they are going to commit heinous sins, and that does raise worries.  Instrumental justifications of moral evil are condemned in Scripture, and while Molinism doesn’t have God doing or causing moral evil for the sake of greater goods that will result, it does have God ordaining moral evil for the sake of greater goods that will result.  This renders God a deliberate accessory to moral evil, and one might think that should fall under similar condemnation.[footnoteRef:24]   [24:  Rhoda (2010: 296).] 


Indeed, Molinists are unable coherently to distinguish between things God permits for greater goods, and things He desires for their own sake.[footnoteRef:25] This is because a Molinist God “micromanages every detail” of creation, “tightly controlling” all things, so that “whatever we do is precisely what God wanted us to do in each and every situation.  There is no respect in which God would desire the world to be different than it is in any given moment.”[footnoteRef:26] What God ordains He intends, and what He intends He wants.  But God’s evident desire for evil, and His complicity with every evil act, effectively renders human free will unavailing for theodical purposes.  For a major goal of theodicy is to absolve God of moral responsibility for evil; and even if creaturely freedom makes humans responsible for some of it, God’s complicity with moral evil only spreads the responsibility to Him.  [25:  Hasker (1992: 99, 102).]  [26:  Sanders (2007: 195, 224).] 


This completes my survey of the extant arguments from evil against Molinism.

It is easy to see how they connect to the theodical approaches previously outlined.  That the soul-making theodicy has a more restricted application for Molinists illustrates how comparatively difficult it is for them to construct (SR)-style theodicies, because the soul-making theodicy is the one best suited to this approach.  The remarks concerning the free will theodicy display its limited effectiveness for handling horrifically evil acts, and at least hint that the disvalue of moral evil is greater overall than the value of human freedom.[footnoteRef:27] This means that a (GO) theodicy identifying free will as the outweighing good will be of comparatively little use for Molinists.  And the last argument, which I’ll call “the argument for divine complicity,” registers the charge that God does not intend the good and merely permit the evil (whether as a means to a resulting good or as an unfortunate, unnecessary byproduct of general goods), but that He intends and wants all evils and goods alike.  This compromises the Molinist’s ability to affirm (GG), the most general of theodical commitments. [27:  There is a distinction between saying some evil action is justified by the good of the perpetrator’s freedom, and saying that the value of free will is greater than the disvalue of all moral evils taken together.  So there are two ways moral evil might be unjustified by free will: a moral evil might be so horrific that some explanation for it beyond the good of free will is required, or the disvalue of moral evils as a class may outweigh the value of free will.  It is not clear whether Open Theists wish to assert the latter claim.  They must take care if they do, since it comes close to affirming that the risk God took in granting free will wasn’t worth it (an affirmation I’ve heard no Open Theist make).  But they clearly believe some moral evils do not generate specific-resulting goods, which is the basis of one central charge against Molinism.] 


A peculiar feature of this set of arguments, which you’ll have noticed, is how little they have to do with gratuitous evil directly.  Of the particular theodicies considered, the soul-making theodicy is the only one that even gestures toward a justification of evils by way of the specific-resulting goods they secure.  But the free will theodicy, on which Molinists typically rely, was of course never meant to justify evils in this way, and none of the anti-Molinist arguments related to this theodicy presupposes it was.

This is puzzling.  Rhoda’s article is self-confessedly about the problem of gratuitous evil.  And according to Hasker, it is “when we turn from the logical argument” and defense “to the evidential problem and theodicy,” that “the extra burden imposed on the theodicist by Molinism becomes evident.”[footnoteRef:28] This is because Molinists are supposedly able to explain in some fashion why some evil is compatible with God.  Yet the anti-Molinist argument on which Open Theists most heavily lean (the argument for divine complicity) has transparently nothing to do with gratuitous evil: even if each bad thing generates a specific-resulting good for the sake of which it’s allowed, God remains a “deliberate accessory to moral evil” and a co-conspirator in every crime.  It follows that God’s existence is logically incompatible with moral evil if He’s got middle knowledge, irrespective of whether any of it is “gratuitous.”[footnoteRef:29]   [28:  Hasker (1992: 98).]  [29:  It isn’t obvious why divine complicity with natural evil should be deemed any less problematic from this argument’s perspective.  But each presentation of the argument I have seen references moral evil specifically, so I won’t pursue the question of its applicability to natural evil.] 


Of course, that the argument for divine complicity has farther reaching consequences than its proponents have explicitly drawn hardly gives license to ignore it.  But because it is the most serious of the arguments I’ll devote the next section to it, and will address the remaining arguments here.

These arguments have little merit.  They do not appropriately engage the argument from gratuitous evil as actually developed by its supporters, nor do they convincingly demonstrate that Open Theism delivers unique resources for combating it.  To see why, it will be useful to have before us two examples of apparently gratuitous evil that have served as instantiations of the Evidential Premise.  One of them (William Rowe’s) is a case of natural evil and animal suffering, the other (Peter van Inwagen’s), a case of moral evil.  

Begin with Rowe’s.  In some distant forest lightening struck, causing a fire, and within this forest a fawn lay trapped and badly burned.  The fawn remained in this condition, suffering intensely, until death relieved its agony some days later.  Rowe remarks that “there does not appear to be any greater good such that the prevention of the fawn’s suffering would require either the loss of that good or the occurrence of an evil equally bad or worse.  Nor does there seem to be any equally bad or worse evil so connected to the fawn’s suffering that it would have had to occur had the fawn’s suffering been prevented.”[footnoteRef:30] But an omnipotent, omniscient being could have prevented it, or at least could have put the fawn out of its misery sooner.  So here is gratuitous evil God should have prevented.  And here’s more: a man overpowered a young woman in a desolate place, chopped off her arms at the elbows with an axe, and then raped her and left her for dead.  The woman survived, but experienced terrible pain; she lived the rest of her life without arms and with the memory of all she endured that day.  “No discernible good came of this,” says van Inwagen, “and it is wholly unreasonable to believe that any good could have come of it that an omnipotent being couldn’t have achieved without employing the raped and mutilated woman’s horrible suffering as a means to it.”[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Willim Rowe (1979: 337).]  [31:  Peter van Inwagen (2006: 97).  He writes this in the voice of an atheist, but agrees with what the atheist says.] 


These examples share two salient features.  First, they make no attempt to provide an exhaustive list of the ultimate consequences or causal results of the evils they recount.  The descriptions of the scenarios as they stand give us all information needed to render plausible judgment that these evils are gratuitous.   Second, the problem for theism these examples expose assumes nothing about God’s precreational epistemic condition.  To clarify what I mean, we can distinguish two kinds of “foreknowledge:” say that God has Before All Worlds Knowledge of an event e just in case either (i) God knows whether e would occur in any possible world He might create, or (ii) God knows whether e will occur after deciding to create the world, but before actually creating it.  And let’s say God has Temporally Antecedent Knowledge of an event e just in case He knows whether e will occur at some time prior to its occurrence.  When I say the argument from gratuitous evil assumes nothing about God’s precreational epistemic state, I mean to say it does not suppose God had Before All Worlds Knowledge of events of the sort Rowe and van Inwagen relate. 

(An analogy.  You’re at the park with your son, and you notice him becoming agitated with a girl who, despite his earnest requests, refuses to dismount from the only swing.  You watch him turn shades of red; you hear his threats, directed toward the girl; you observe as he knocks her from the swing and pummels her, as he’d promised he would.  Her mother wishes to know why you did not stop him, and you reply that you had no idea – indeed, couldn’t have known – before he was born, that he would attack girls on swings in parks.  “A fortiori, I could not have known, prior to his birth, that he would attack this girl on this swing in this park.”  Your reply does not address the question she is asking, because the question she is asking presupposes nothing about your pre-parental epistemic condition.  The argument from gratuitous evil is asking her question.)  

What the argument assumes is that God has Temporally Antecedent Knowledge of at least some events like those depicted above, and that He has power enough to prevent them.  Open Theists do not dispute God’s power in this respect, and they affirm His willingness to intervene when benevolence sees need.  So if Open Theism provides a unique answer to the question why such things are permitted, it must lie in the epistemic limitations this theory attributes to God.

There are two ways this might go.  The direct way is to deny that God has Temporally Antecedent Knowledge of all events of the kind just described.  But no Open Theist limits divine knowledge to this degree.  God can predict where lightening will strike and which animals will be in the vicinity; and He knows the habits, dispositions and aims of human agents well enough to know what they will do in some cases, at times even before they know it themselves.[footnoteRef:32] His ability to foresee and reliably to anticipate these things as they approach is thus not compromised by His inability to foreknow them with “epistemic certainty” in ages long past.  [32:  So Hasker (1989: 192): “God has complete, detailed, and utterly intimate knowledge of the entirety of the past and present.  He also, of course, knows the inward constitution, tendencies, and powers of each entity in the fullest measure.  And, finally, he has full knowledge of his own purposes, and of how they may best be carried out.  Everything God does is informed by the totality of this knowledge …. Knowing what he knows, God may sometimes know also that the uninterrupted course of natural action and human responses will best serve his deep purposes.  He may, on the other hand, know that for his purpose to go forward there is need for his own direct touch and influence, whether recognized or unrecognized, on this or that human personality.  Or finally, he may see that for his purpose best to be fulfilled what is called for is his immediate, purposeful intervention in the processes of nature …. Whatever God needs to do, he has the power to do; whatever he sees is best to do happens forthwith.”  Compare Sanders (2007: 206ff.).] 


A second way is to allow that God has Temporally Antecedent Knowledge of at least some evils that turn out to be gratuitous, but to say that since God lacks middle knowledge, He couldn’t know they would be gratuitous.  This lets us affirm that God’s goodness would have led Him to prevent them, had He known they would promote no greater goods, but that He permitted them because He could not antecedently know they wouldn’t.  But this line cannot apply to Rowe’s or van Inwagen’s examples, or to any examples relevantly similar.  What makes them apt instantiations of the Evidential Premise is that they make it reasonable to judge, on the basis of quite minimal information, that the evils they describe can’t plausibly be justified by greater goods – including future goods to which they might (who knows?) someday lead, and goods of which we all remain unaware.  That is, they make it plausible for us, right now, given what we know about the effects they will have, to make this judgment.  So suppose God’s lack of middle knowledge explains why He fails to stop them: suppose He cannot know whether they would generate goods of such value that He should let them proceed, but if He knew they would not He’d prevent them.  This cannot be because God is ignorant of the facts which ground our judgment that these evils are gratuitous.  God too knows that unless He intervenes the fawn will suffer and die alone; He too knows that unless He stops the rapist the woman will experience severe and life-long torment, and that whatever “expected soul-making” goods might come of it, comparable goods could be achieved through less horrific means.  In other words, He knows every detail that seems pertinent to us.  If God’s inaction is justified, then, it must be because, consistently with all we know, it is reasonable to believe that

(ST)	It is epistemically possible that: (i) Specific-resulting goods emerge from these evils, such that (ii) The goods are of value sufficient to justify permitting them, and (iii) The probability of their occurring is such that an ideally informed and rational agent would decide permitting the evils is worth it, although (iv) We ourselves can’t imagine what these goods could possibly be.

Notice that to affirm (ST) is to affirm the sceptical theist’s claim that, limited epistemically as we are, we cannot reasonably hope to discover the good for which every evil is allowed, and there might for all that be such goods anyway.  But to affirm sceptical theism is not to affirm Open Theism: the former relies on our epistemic limitations to rebut the argument from gratuitous evil, not God’s, and the restrictions on divine knowledge characteristic of Open Theism contribute nothing to this theistic defense.  This is not to say Open Theists can’t assert (ST) whenever necessary.  And it is necessary to affirm (ST) when we say, “God would prevent the woman’s and fawn’s suffering if only He knew no goods worth their permission would result, but He allows them just because He doesn’t know this.” For if it’s not even epistemically possible that some specific-resulting goods could justify allowing these evils (per (i)-(iii)) then God knows it isn’t, and the assumption that He lacks middle knowledge cannot explain why God allowed them or how permitting them is consistent with divine benevolence.  But the point is that once (ST) is affirmed, the denial of middle knowledge becomes idle.  For the thrust of sceptical theism is that evils that “sure seem” gratuitous to us may not (for all we know) really be – it targets, not the Theological Premise, but the Evidential Premise.  Thus even if Molinism did entail that no evil is gratuitous, it is protected against the atheological attack by the same (ST) on which Open Theists must ultimately depend; and Open Theism adds nothing to the plausibility of (ST) one way or the other.  

My conclusion is this: if an example of evil is sufficiently gratuitous-looking to suit as a premise in the argument from gratuitous evil, Open Theism provides no novel resources for explaining why God allows it.  What looks sufficiently gratuitous to us must look that way to God, unless He has access to facts we either cannot imagine or don’t recognize as pertinent.  But if it is reasonable to believe He has access to such facts then it’s reasonable to believe there are such facts, which just means what “sure looks” gratuitous to us might not be gratuitous from God’s perspective.  But this doesn’t imply that divine knowledge is in any respect limited.  So Open Theism adds nothing to theodicy’s repertoire either way. 

It remains possible that God allows evils He knows are gratuitous, but has justifiable reasons for doing it.  This too Open Theists can affirm.  Once more, however, the reasons offered by Open Theists draw not from resources unique to their position, but rather from a mixture of extant (GO) theodicies and sceptical theistic considerations.[footnoteRef:33] For example, to answer why God permits pointless natural evils, Sanders explains that suffering brought on by natural forces is unavoidable in the world as we know it, because we cannot have a determinate, orderly creational structure that nurtures life without the possibility of harm.  But frequent divine intervention within nature would undermine the good of a reliably law-governed world; and the idea that there could be an alternative set of laws as suitable for life, involving less risk to sentient beings, is a hypothesis that can’t be established given our knowledge of the natural order.[footnoteRef:34] Or again, if we wonder why God does not interfere with human freedom when He sees pointless or horrific moral evils are about to occur, we should consider that “God cannot habitually prevent moral evils from occurring without also overturning the very sort of project he initiated.”  Granting humans a good deal of autonomy is a precondition for establishing the relations of reciprocal love for which we were made; thus if God made a habit of selectively undermining autonomy the relationships He seeks would be jeopardized, and the conditions of His project abandoned.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  In what follows I rely on Sanders exclusively.  Hasker (1992: 102, n. 31) comments, in a footnote, that Open Theists can be asked “why God does not prevent certain especially grievous evils,” and says he believes this problem is “much more manageable” for Open Theists than Molinists.  Why he believes this he does not tell.  Rhoda (2010: 297), too, notes that one may question why God doesn’t prevent evils He knows will very likely be gratuitous; he claims it is “uncertain at best” that there are evils of this sort, and remarks, “One wonders how God should balance His chances of making the world better (how much better?) against the risks of inadvertently making it worse (how much worse?).”  Sanders stands alone in confronting this challenge squarely and at length.]  [34:  Sanders (forthcoming: 17-18).]  [35:  Sanders (forthcoming: 7-8).] 


In other words, Open Theists can use natural law and free will theodicies to explain how gratuitous evils are outbalanced by general-outweighing goods.  And to rebut the charge that God should veto evil choices more frequently, so as to keep gratuitous evils to a minimum, they can again point to our epistemic limitations.  Thus according to Sanders, the claim that God should intervene more often can’t easily be established, because (for one thing) we’re not in position to judge whether God has “already maximized the extent to which he may profitably violate human freedom,” and (for another) given the complex web of social relations among humans, we “simply do not know all the variables and how slight changes in them might bring about negative results.”[footnoteRef:36] Nor can we simplistically suppose that great moral evils could be avoided by discrete violations of individual autonomy.  Removing Hitler’s freedom wouldn’t necessarily prevent the Holocaust, because his personal development and choices arose from a complex framework involving many human lives.  To prevent the evil of the Holocaust, God would have to “radically alter the conditions of his project” by violating autonomy on a massive scale, and would perhaps have to abandon His project altogether.[footnoteRef:37] We should not, however, be quick to conclude God’s project is not worth all the moral evil there is.  Instead we should remember that “we do not know all the relevant facts” and can’t justifiably claim God’s project and policies are bad.  “Moreover, since God is striving to achieve his purposes this means that the project is not yet complete – the results are not yet in.  A complete evaluation of the cost-effectiveness of the policy cannot be made until the eschaton,” when the dust finally settles and the chips all land.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Sanders (forthcoming: 10-11).]  [37:  Sanders (forthcoming: 8-9)]  [38:  Sanders (2007: 271).] 


These considerations, like the last, carry no discernible trace of hypotheses specific to Open Theism.  What value they have as responses to the problem of evil is not noticeably lessened if we add, “God has ‘epistemic certainty’ of future contingents,” or “God has middle knowledge.”[footnoteRef:39] So far forth, then, Molinism and Open Theism are on all fours.  If there is a reason stemming from the problem of evil that shows why Open Theism is preferable, it must come from the argument for divine complicity.  I consider this argument next. [39:  The references to middle knowledge sprinkled through the passages from which I’ve drawn are few.  Where they occur, the purpose is to note that God can’t have “certainty” about what would happen if, say, He intervened to stop a horror.  But the thought that this might tell against Molinism is to my mind entirely cancelled by the epistemic humility Sanders continually commends when defending his own view.] 


IV. Divine Complicity: Risk, Luck and Control

The chief argument for the Specific Thesis is that Molinism undermines divine goodness by making God a willing accomplice to moral evil.  Molinist providence is “risk-free,” it says, because God willingly creates the world “while knowing for certain” all that would occur, which means He ‘ordains’ every event.  Since He ordains all events, “God has exhaustive control over each situation: Only what God purposes to happen in that particular time and place to that specific creature will happen.”[footnoteRef:40] As applied to moral evils, God specifically “plans,” “orders,” and “provides for” each of them, carefully positioning the details of history so as to ensure they’ll occur. [40:  Sanders (2007: 224).] 


From this it follows that the world is precisely as God wishes it to be in every respect, at every moment.  God controls every detail, and nothing happens He does not specifically wish to happen.  Supposing God is good, then, we must hold that no moral evil is gratuitous: each one is pre-arranged and poised in place, with the aim of securing specific-resulting goods.  This is perhaps implausible empirically, but the thing to note here is the theological trouble it brings: it means God wills evil that good may result, which is ethically suspect; and it makes the idea that God intends the good and merely ‘permits’ the evil incoherent: “If the evils which occur are specifically decreed by God in order to achieve the best possible result, this comes as near as makes no difference to saying that they are accepted by God as means toward his desired end.  And to intend the end is to intend the means.”[footnoteRef:41] Since God intends each moral evil, He is as condemnable for evils as the sinners who commit them. [41:  Hasker (1992: 99).  Note that Hasker aims this criticism at classical Molinism, and not at congruist versions according to which God exercises control over counterfactuals of freedom.] 


I’ve called this the argument for divine complicity.  As developed against Molinism, it says:

(1) Any theory of meticulous providence is a no-risk theory. 
(2) On any no-risk theory, God is in complete control of every event.
(3) Thus according to no-risk theories, God ordains every event, specifically intends it, wants it to occur.
(4) Therefore, theories of meticulous providence make God complicit with every moral evil.
(5) But Molinism is a theory of meticulous providence; so Molinism makes God complicit with every moral evil.

Because Open Theism doesn’t have the consequence in (5), the argument for divine complicity gives incentive to adopt Open Theistic general providence over Molinist meticulous providence, as the Specific Thesis says.

This argument fails because (2) is crucially ambiguous.  The sense in which (2) is true as applied to Molinism does not license the subsequent inferences, and does not support the conclusion.  But the interpretation of (2) that would underwrite the conclusion does not apply to Molinism.  What Molinism entails is 

(2*) 	God has complete control over which world, from among the range of worlds He can actualize, He will in fact actualize.

And because God foreknew everything that would occur in the world He did actualize, there’s a perfectly fine sense in which God ‘ordains’ everything.  So (2*) suffices to make Molinism a “no-risk” theory of providence.  But from (2*) it does not follow that

(2**)	God completely controls everything that happens in any world He elects to actualize,

and (2**) is what’s needed for the argument for divine complicity.  It’s (2**) that implies God “tightly controls” all things, that He “specifically intends” and “wants” each event individually to occur.  And from these things come the alleged incoherence of the distinction between divine ‘permission’ and desire, the incompatibility of gratuitous evil and meticulous providence, and all the rest.

But Molinism can’t entail (2**), because the way it is a “no-risk” theory of providence does not imply that God controls everything.  If it did, there would be no admissible sense in which a Molinist God is subject to luck.  Yet Open Theists insist that a God with middle knowledge is as subject to luck as He is on their own view.[footnoteRef:42] According to Hasker, for example, [42:  Sanders (forthcoming: 15, n. 11) remarks that “Molinists seldom take this seriously when discussing providence.” One philosopher who has is David Basinger, whose (1991) anticipates the distinctions I make here.  His contribution has not, however, received the attention it deserves, so the way that “taking ‘Molinist luck’ seriously” undermines the argument for divine complicity has not been appreciated by its supporters. ] 


to the extent that God does depend on ‘luck’ for the fulfillment of his plan, it needs to be pointed out that the God of (non-Congruist) Molinism is also dependent on ‘luck’.  Here, to be sure, the ‘luck’ confronts God at an earlier point, not in the actual making of a choice by the human being …, but rather in the counterfactuals of freedom God is confronted with in the creation situation.  These counterfactuals are contingent truths, but their truth is not controlled by God; rather, they are just ‘there’ and God must make the best of what he finds.[footnoteRef:43]  [43:  Hasker (1992: 103).] 


This Open Theistic tu quoque holds only if a distinction is drawn between (2*) and (2**).  For if Molinist “no-risk” providence entails God’s dependence on luck in some circumstances, this just means God (while controlling which world is actual) does not control what happens in those circumstances.  (“Taking risks” implicates “lacking control” because risking involves relying by degrees on luck for a venture’s outcome; but not “taking risks” does not imply “having complete control” in the relevant sense, since what’s pitted against control is luck and not risk as such.)  So a God with middle knowledge “takes no risks” in the sense that He controls which world from the class of feasible worlds will be actual, as (2*) says.  But this does not mean God “has exhaustive control over each situation,” still less that He “specifically desires” whatever happens in every circumstance, or “orchestrates” each creaturely free act as a means to some end.  

(2**) therefore is not true as applied to Molinism, and the argument for divine complicity fails.  God may permit some things He’d prefer not to happen, while intentionally creating a world in which He knows they will.  Moreover, since God must “make the best of what he finds” as regards the counterfactuals of freedom, divine middle knowledge cannot guarantee that each moral evil He permits is providentially geared toward a specific-resulting good.  (If some Molinists wish to argue that each evil is so geared they may, but their Molinism won’t establish it for them.)[footnoteRef:44] That’s to be expected: significant human freedom entails that some things aren’t divinely controlled, and even ‘meticulous’ theories of providence accommodating free will must labor under that constraint. [44:  Some Molinists invite the critique I’ve argued against, by overstating the degree to which middle knowledge would let God coordinate each creaturely free act with whatever precreational aims He may have had.  For instance, William Craig (1999: 135) writes that God “can, by creating the appropriate situations, bring it about that creatures will achieve his ends and purposes and that they will do so freely …. Only an infinite Mind could calculate the unimaginably complex and numerous factors that would need to be combined in order to bring about … a single human event …. Think then of God’s planning the entire course of world history so as to achieve his purposes!” Of course, even if God did arrange every event with a goal specific to it in mind, He’s still “making the best of what He finds” and the argument for divine complicity still fails.  Nevertheless, this vision of providential control downplays excessively the extent to which God’s precreational “best case scenario” may have been hindered by the counterfactuals of freedom, and implies greater divine control within each circumstance than Molinism can support. ] 


I conclude that the battery of arguments for the Specific Thesis provides insufficient support for it.  The problem of gratuitous evil remains a problem for Molinism and Open Theism both, and trading the one for the other leaves the prospects for theodicy as they were.
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