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Le visage ouvre le discours original dont le premier mot est obligation – The face [of the other] opens the primordial discourse whose first word is obligation.

Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity



I believe that creation is a good thing because of that long-term purpose which is the sharing of fellowship with God, the gift of the divine life and the divine nature to creatures. But to say that creation is good overall, I think, cannot commit us to adding, and everything that happens must be for the best. Not only is that often not true; even when we can make the best of a bad situation, that doesn’t mean it had to happen or that it was good that it happened. I look here to those who have written out of the very dark places of the modern experience. One thinks of somebody like [the Jewish author] Etty Hillesum writing from the Nazi death camps, or on the Christian side Mother Maria Skobtsova, a Russian nun who died at Ravensbrück, and what I understand them to be saying is not, Well, it’s all OK, there’s a reason for my being here, but, rather, Here is something which for all its utter, unqualified horror, I can by God’s grace give a future to, open up to God. And in that sense, I think, the Christian looking back over a life containing suffering and tragedy and trauma can say that it has all been drawn together by grace, rather than that it’s all vindicated or justified.

Rowan Williams, in God’s Advocates: Christian Thinkers in Conversation (2005)




PREFACE

Though vivid, the title of this book is not in my view unduly overblown. Countless serious and compassionate people cite high levels of undeserved suffering as a basic obstacle to belief in a benign creator. Anyone arguing in response that a grave challenge need not necessarily amount to an insuperable stumbling block will face further questions about tactics as well as substance. For example, a Christian whose first recourse is to piety – by insisting among other things that the problem of pain can easily be solved because ‘God did not spare his only Son in reconciling the world to himself’ – may naturally draw cheers from fellow believers who share some basic convictions. But sceptics could be forgiven for responding with a volley of queries. ‘What do you mean by God?’ and ‘What on earth do you mean by the Son of God?’ might stand at the top of the list. A good deal of ground-clearing therefore seems necessary before the central challenge can be faced head-on. Is theistic belief credible in the first place? Which deity are we invoking? What about claims concerning answered prayer and alleged miracles?

The case set out in the pages ahead therefore unfolds in a roundabout way. It includes sideways glances at philosophy, as well as at perspectives shared by several world religions. My confidence that classical church teachings are more compelling than is widely assumed need not impair interfaith bridge-building with Judaism and Islam especially. At the same time it should also be stressed that I make no claim to comprehensiveness. What follows represents the condensed reflections of a layman straddling the academic and journalistic arenas. I have therefore not ventured to supply detailed reports of the ideas about evil and suffering advanced by great theological minds down the centuries. In the English-speaking world figures including Karen Kilby, Eleonore Stump and John Hick have already published invaluable studies of the terrain at a scholarly level. Nor do I devote space to theories that strike me as self-evidently wrong, such as the link sometimes drawn between sickness and past sin. Jesus himself rejects this fallacy in John 9.

For their wisdom, guidance and friendship, I am most grateful to Clare Carlisle, John Cottingham, Serena Cox, Andrew Davison, Paul de Fritaes, David Bentley Hart, Arnold Hunt, Toby Lees OP, Ángel Maldonado, Alister McGrath, Maren Meinhardt, David Newheiser, James Orr, the late Piers Plowright, Daniel Rowlands OP, Alison Shell, Adrian Tahourdin, Rosa María Valverde, David Warnes, Vernon White, Rowan Williams and Pawel Wysota. Andy Lyon, Jessica Lacey and colleagues at Hodder, together with Nick Fawcett, who copyedited the manuscript, have shared their editorial expertise at every turn. My debt to them is also large.

The twenty years I spent as religion editor of the TLS were profoundly enriched by two leading members of my reviewing team, Lucy Beckett and Jonathan Benthall. They share a rarely matched grasp of the conversation between faith and culture, along with great gifts for expressing their respective visions in ways that are at once irenic and potent. Writers of their calibre are in scarce supply. The Hardest Problem is dedicated to them jointly with much affection.

Rupert Shortt
St Edmund’s College, Cambridge, 2022
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