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In the Genesis account and elsewhere, Scripture declares God’s love and care for
creation, and the glory and praise it returns to him. Yet, the creation that Scripture
declares both good and an object of God’s care is a creation in which death and pain
are integral, indeed vital, aspects. A number of different approaches have been used
to develop a theodicy for the existence of this “natural evil” within the created order.
Approaches that view death and pain in the nonhuman creation as a consequence
of either a human or angelic fall are difficult to reconcile with both the testimony
of Scripture and nature. More helpful are approaches that stress the “self-emptying”
of God, and the cruciform character of the creation. But ultimately, we seek some
explanation that has relevance at the level of the individual creature’s life. Here,
something similar to the “soul-making” theodicy of John Hick seems to provide
a framework for understanding the fulfillment of animal existence in a world beset
by suffering and challenge.

To Mrs Professor in Defense of My Cat’s Honor and Not Only

My valiant helper, a small-sized tiger
Sleeps sweetly on my desk,

by the computer,
Unaware that you insult his tribe.

Cats play with a mouse or
with a half-dead mole.
You are wrong, though:
it's not out of cruelty.
They simply like a thing that moves.

For, after all, we know that only
consciousness
Can for a moment move into the Other,
Empathize with the pain and panic
of a mouse.

And such as cats are, all of Nature is.
Indifferent, alas, to the good and the evil.
Quite a problem for us, I am afraid.

Natural history has its museums,
But why should our children learn
about monsters,

An earth of snakes and reptiles
for millions of years?

Nature devouring, nature devoured,
Butchery day and night

smoking with blood.
And who created it? Was it the good Lord?

Yes, undoubtedly, they are innocent,

Spiders, mantises, sharks, pythons.
We are the only ones who say: cruelty.
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Our consciousness and our conscience
Alone in the pale anthill of galaxies
Put their hope in a humane God.

Who cannot but feel and think,

Who is kindred to us by his warmth and
movement,

For we are, as he told us, similar to Him.

Yet if it is so, then He takes pity
On every mauled mouse,

every wounded bird.
Then the universe for him

is like a Crucifixion.

Such is the outcome of your attack
on the cat:

A theological, Augustinian grimace,

Which makes difficult our walking
on this earth.

-Czeslaw Milosz!
translated by the author and
Robert Hass
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The Problem

The poem above communicates in a very poignant
and profound way the essence of the theological
problem of death, pain, and suffering in the natural
world —what has been referred to as “natural evil.”
As we will see, it may also point to at least one aspect
of a Christian response.

I have become convinced that one of the funda-
mental issues underlying much of the resistance of
many Christians to an ancient, evolving creation is
that of the problem of “natural evil.” “Natural evil”
is also very often a primary focus of those who reject
a personal and compassionate God, as it was for
Darwin himself. The issue of theodicy thus seems
not only to drive many people of Christian faith
away from an acceptance of the conclusions of
modern science, but also to drive members of the
scientific community away from a serious consider-
ation of the claims of the Christian faith. The topic is
important, not because its solution is central to the
validity of the Christian faith, but because it often
serves as an unnecessary stumbling block to a pro-
ductive engagement of both science and faith.

The tension generated by our understanding of
God’s character, as revealed in the Bible, and by the
reality of the natural world around us has been the
focus of much theological and philosophical debate
within the Christian church since the first century.
This article sets out to examine critically several of
the proposed solutions to this problem, viewing
them from the perspective of a geologist, paleon-
tologist, and orthodox evangelical Christian.

The theological problem of death and pain
emerges from the following propositional state-
ments. (1) Scripture consistently declares the abso-
lute goodness of God and the very goodness of his
creation. Furthermore, Scripture declares God’s love
and care for creation, and the glory and praise it
returns to him. (2) Scripture also confesses a tran-
scendent God who is omnipotent in power, yet
immanent in creation as well. God’s creative activity
is not described as being confined to some past event
at the beginning of time, but as a present and contin-
uing reality. God upholds creation in its being from
moment to moment, and is creatively active in its
history. This understanding of God’s relationship
to creation has been well articulated by Jiirgen
Moltmann.? (3) In seeming conflict with these confes-
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sions of God’s character, we observe death, pain,
and suffering as ubiquitous, even integral, aspects
of the creation around us.

The apparent conflict between God’s goodness and
the presence of pain and suffering is made especially
acute when we consider the nonhuman creation.?
How can we accommodate the death and suffering
of animals within a theology that declares both
God’s omnipotence and goodness? C. S. Lewis force-
fully puts the issue before us in his book The Problem
of Pain.

The problem of animal suffering is appalling; not

because the animals are so numerous ... but

because the Christian explanation of human pain
cannot be extended to animal pain. So far as we
know beasts are incapable either of sin or virtue:
therefore they can neither deserve pain nor be
improved by it.*
Because the issue of animal pain so directly impacts
our understanding of the goodness of creation, I will
focus particularly on solutions to the problem as
posed by Lewis.

How do we then reconcile the goodness of God
who is immanent and active in his creation with the
death, pain, and suffering we see embedded within
it? There seem to be two basic alternative approaches
to this dilemma.? (1) Natural evil can be attributed
to something independent of God and acting against
his will. This position threatens to limit God’s power
and freedom. (2) Natural evil can be considered a
part of God’s good purpose for creation, and either
directly willed or permitted by him. Such a view
would seem to bring into question God’s goodness
and love for his creatures. The tension between these
alternatives, and efforts to avoid their negative
theological consequences, surface in many of the
proposed solutions to this problem.

Creation Corrupted by the Fall

Perfect Creation (Paradise) Corrupted by
Human Fall

A fundamental theological commitment of those
advocating a young-earth position is that all death,
pain, and suffering were a direct consequence of the
Fall, and were absent from the originally good cre-
ation. For example, theologian John C. Whitcomb,
who co-authored the book The Genesis Flood with
Henry Morris, argues that “there could have been
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no death in the animal kingdom before the Fall and
the curse” because all physical death is a conse-
quence of Adam’s rebellion. Furthermore, he envi-
sions the kingdom of God that is to be established
by Christ at the second coming as a restoration of
the pre-Fall earth. Whitcomb states,

During the Kingdom age, which our Lord taught
us to pray for (Matthew 6:10), “The wolf also shall
dwell with the lamb ... and the lion shall eat straw
like the ox ... [and] they shall not hurt nor destroy
in all my holy mountain [=kingdom; cf., Isaiah 2:2]:
for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the
Lord, as the waters cover the sea” (Isaiah 11:6-9) ...
These characteristics of the coming thousand-year
Kingdom of Christ (cf., Revelation 20:2-7) show us
clearly what the animal kingdom was like in the
pre-Fall world.6

In this view, an original creation devoid of pain and
death would have had to be radically transformed,
even remade, as a consequence of human disobedi-
ence at the time of the Fall. This position is a difficult
one to support from Scripture. Firstly, the conse-
quences of the Fall described in the second chapter
of Genesis involve the corruption and distortion of
humans’ relationship with God, each other, and the
rest of creation. Where once there was a relationship
of caring stewardship and loving lordship, now there
was an adversarial one of selfish exploitation and
forceful subjugation. No mention is made in Genesis
of any ill effects of the Fall directly to creation itself.
Secondly, Scripture declares that creation as it is now,
not a pre-Fall paradise, gives glory and praise to the
Creator.” The creation described in Scripture is our
own familiar world with lions, eagles, crocodiles, and
jackals. Even more significantly, God is described
as caring for and feeding the lion and its cubs, and
the birds of prey (see Job 38-41). A “fallen” creation
undermines this scriptural understanding of God’s
continuing creative and sustaining action in nature.

What is the place of natural revelation in the con-
text of such a “fallen” creation? Since all of nature
would have been so completely transformed from
its original state of “perfection,” the natural world
could no longer be a source of praise to God or
a revelation of God’s character. It would imply that
we should be repulsed by the “fallen-ness” of
creation, rather than moved to worship the Creator.
Yet the spirits of the prophets and psalmists were
moved to wonder and praise.
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Creation itself provides overwhelming testimony
against a pre-Fall creation without death or pain.
Death and pain are more than part of creation; they
are woven into its very fabric. Reproduction, the care
and protection of offspring, defense, escape from
predators, and the pursuit of prey are defining forces
that shape the biology and behavior of animal spe-
cies. Furthermore, the long history of life on Earth
clearly demonstrates the existence of death and pain
before the advent of humanity. The fossil record doc-
uments that the same ecological relationships and
organism interactions (e.g., carnivory, parasitism,
scavenging, decomposition, disease) we observe to-
day were fundamental aspects of biologic communi-
ties throughout Earth history. Hundreds of millions
of years of Earth history saw not only the death of
individuals, but also the extinction of species and
whole taxonomic groups. The view that death and
pain in the human creation began with the Fall sim-
ply cannot be reconciled with the preserved record
of life on Earth.

Beyond its severe theological and scientific flaws,
the attribution of all death and pain to the curse
resulting from the Fall fails to address, in any way,
the problem as set forth by Lewis. This view makes
God the direct cause of animal suffering while pro-
viding no answer to the question, “Why?”

Creation Corrupted by an Angelic Fall

If natural evil did not first enter the universe with
the disobedience of humanity, then the objections
raised by the geological and biological records are
largely avoided. A number of authors have thus con-
cluded that creation was corrupted by an angelic fall
before humans appeared. Supporters of this perspec-
tive call upon the existence of fallen angelic beings
before even the material universe was brought into
being. These evil forces, intent on opposing God’s
will, are understood to have been at work twisting
God'’s creative activity from the very beginning. This
preserves the view that pain and suffering were
introduced into the creation through the disobedi-
ence of free moral beings while recognizing the exis-
tence of pain and suffering before Adam’s Fall.

Such a position was advocated by C.S. Lewis.
After arguing for the plausibility of an angelic fall,
he states,

It seems to me, therefore, a reasonable supposition,

that some mighty created power had already been
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at work for ill on the material universe, or the solar
system, or, at least, the planet Earth, before ever
man came on the scene: and that when man fell,
someone had, indeed, tempted him.?

Similarly, the Eastern Orthodox theologian David
Bentley Hart, when reflecting on the devastation pro-
duced by the 2004 Indonesian tsunami, invoked free
spiritual forces acting in defiance of God’s will.?
Michael Lloyd has further argued for the theological
necessity of a cosmic angelic fall that was responsible
for the corruption of the originally good creation that
God intended. According to Lloyd, if the present cre-
ation is as God intended, then there would be no need
for a salvation that encompasses all of creation.

However, as pointed out by Robert Wennberg,
the attribution of suffering and death in creation to
an angelic fall does not in itself provide a solution to
the problem of “natural evil.” Rather, it is primarily
an attempt to distance God from being its direct
author —to move God’s role from directly willing
animal pain to permitting it in the interests of some
greater good. Wennberg states,

To trace the existence of physical evil back to the

destructive operations of rebellious Satanic forces

is not, however, to provide anything approaching

a justification of physical evil; it is only to provide

a causal account, not an apologetical one. “Satan

did it,” we are told, but the question that must be

answered is “why did God allow Satan to do it?”11

While the argument for an angelic fall is not inconsis-
tent with the Bible, finding direct scriptural support
is difficult at best. Attributing animal suffering and
pain to the actions of such fallen powers is more diffi-
cult still. In fact, it runs into many of the same theo-
logical problems as the tracing of natural evil to the
consequences of human disobedience. A satanic cor-
ruption and distortion of God’s creative activity is
very difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile with
the goodness of creation proclaimed in Scripture.
What does the repeated pronouncement of “And God
saw that it was good” over creation mean, if that
same creation also bore the corrupting imprint of
rebellious spiritual powers? Such a creation could
not fully represent God’s good and perfect will —so
how could it be declared good, in fact, “very good”?
In what way could that distorted creation give praise
and glory to God?

A serious theological problem is also raised by
effectively attributing all manifestations of death
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and pain in the natural world to the forces of evil.
Satan would be given a power over creation that
Scripture places exclusively in God’s providential
hands. All natural processes and events are under-
girded by the creative and sustaining power of God.
Rain or drought, plague or harvest, storm and earth-
quake are all part of God’s providential action (see
Amos 4:6 {f.)."> More than this, God is understood
in Scripture as intimately and actively involved in
the continual cycle of death and new life we observe
in the natural world.

These all look to you to give them their food
at the proper time.

When you give it to them, they gather it up;

when you open your hand, they are satisfied
with good things.

When you hide your face, they are terrified;

when you take away their breath, they die and
return to the dust.

When you send your Spirit, they are created,
and you renew the face of the earth.
(Ps. 104:27-30, NIV)

If God is thus involved in the death as well as the life
of his creatures, how can this death at the same time
be attributed to the spiritual forces of evil? Scrip-
ture does not seek to distance God from the ongoing
death and pain present in the creation, and neither
should we.

The Fall Impacts All Time—Past and Future
There are approaches that seek to preserve the view
that human disobedience was the cause of natural
evil, while recognizing that death, pain, and suffer-
ing in the natural world preceded the appearance of
humans on the earth. One way is to argue that the
consequences of the Fall extended both forward and
backward in time.

One recent proponent of this position is William
Dembski. Dembski takes as a beginning for his
theodicy that all evil in the world (personal moral
evil as well as physical death, human suffering, and
natural disasters) traces back to human sin. This is
seen as a nonnegotiable claim rooted in “traditional
theology.” Dembski seems not to distinguish theo-
logically between natural and moral evil in develop-
ing his response to the problem of evil. He states that
“... sin propagates through nature and brings about
natural evil, so that the disordered state of nature
mirrors the disordered state of our souls.”™
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Although Dembski’s view of the consequences of
human sin is similar to those holding a young-earth
view, he accepts the overwhelming scientific evi-
dence for an ancient universe and earth, and a long
biological history with its concomitant suffering and
death. He then asks, “Without a young earth, how
can such natural evils be traced back to human sin?”
His response is that the answer lies in God’s fore-
knowledge and omnipotence. “An omniscient and
omnipotent God who is able to act preemptively to
anticipate human actions will certainly do so to
anticipate so momentous a human action as the
Fall.”** God thus preemptively acted in creation to
form a world appropriate for a fallen humanity. But
why must that world contain natural evil?

Dembski argues that the effect of sin must be evi-
dent in creation as a testimony to human rebellion.
For redemption to effectively deliver humanity
from evil therefore requires humanity to be clear as
to precisely what it has consented to in rebelling
against God and embracing evil. To achieve this
clarity humanity must experience the full brunt of
the evil that it has set in motion, and this requires
that the creation itself fully manifest the conse-

quences of humanity’s rebellion against God.'>

He thus argues that God preemptively brought about
natural evils in creation for the purpose of making us
realize the gravity of our sin. However, no argument
is given as to why natural evil is necessary, or even
effective, for this task. Are not the evident multi-
farious consequences of moral evil sufficient?

In this theodicy, God’s activity in creation is
focused exclusively on providing a home for fallen
humanity. Nowhere does it address the problem of
natural evil from the perspective of the nonhuman
creation. What benefit arises (either individually or
corporately) to the innocent creatures suffering pain
and death over hundreds of millions of years before
the appearance of humanity? There is nothing here
to answer the original challenge made by C. S. Lewis.

Natural “Evil”
as God’s Good Purpose

It Is the Whole of Creation That Is Good

In what way can we view the death and pain that
are part of animal existence as part of God’s good
creation? One approach can be seen in the argu-
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ments of Augustine. Influenced by Greek philoso-
phy, Augustine viewed the eternal God as the only
perfect good by virtue of absolute immutability. All
of creation is transitory and subject to change, and
thus of lesser goodness. However, all things God has
made are good. The good of mortal creatures is to
be seen in their created natures and in their places
within the whole of the created order. If we fail to
see the goodness of the whole, it is because we are
embedded within it. Augustine argues,

It is, in fact, the very law of transitory things that,
here on Earth where such things are at home, some
should be born while others die, the weak should
give way to the strong and the victims should
nourish the life of the victors. If the beauty of this
order fails to delight us, it is because we ourselves,
by reason of our mortality, are so enmeshed in this
corner of the cosmos that we fail to perceive the
beauty of a total pattern in which the particular
parts, which seem ugly to us, blend in so harmoni-
ous and beautiful a way.1

Furthermore:
All natures, then, are good simply because they
exist and, therefore, have each its own measure of
being, its own beauty, even, in a way, its own
peace. And when each is in the place assigned
by the order of nature, it best preserves the full
measure of being that was given to it.7”

Those beings designed to die promote the good of
the whole by fulfilling their part in God’s plan for
governing the universe.

This view of the goodness of creation subsumes
the experience of pain and suffering of the individ-
ual animal life into the goodness and beauty of the
creation as a whole. Out of this Augustinian
theodicy came the argument of Leibniz that God
brought into existence only “the best of all possible
worlds.”!® However, this appeal to the goodness
of the whole does not address the real core of the
theodicy problem with respect to natural evil. It is
the suffering of the individual creature that pro-
vokes our questions of God’s goodness. As pointed
out by Christopher Southgate,

the crux of the problem is not the overall system

and its overall goodness but the Christian’s

struggle with the challenge to the goodness of God
posed by specific cases of innocent suffering.®

The suffering of individual creatures is brought into
even greater focus by the testimony of Scripture that
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God is not distant from creation, but immanent
within it.” Augustine avoided this tension, by making
God, the eternal and unchangeable good, unable to be
negatively affected by his mortal creation. But if God
does indeed care for the sparrow, then the suffering
of the individual created life must matter to God and
not just to us.

Creation Given Freedom

as an Act of Divine Love

In contrast to the Augustinian view described above,
the “free-process” defense for natural evil takes the
immanence of God within creation very seriously.
As an expression of divine love, God has given the
creation freedom in its own creative process. While
God actively upholds the processes of nature, the
specific consequences of those processes are not
dictated. The implication is that the “free-process”
defense for natural evil is analogous to the “free-will”
defense for moral evil. John Polkinghorne has stated
this as “God accords to the processes of the world
that same respect that he accords to the actions of
humanity.”?!

To give such freedom requires that God has lim-
ited his own controlling power over creation and
made himself vulnerable to it. The nonhuman cre-
ation can act in a manner that grieves God. As
emphasized by W. H. Vanstone in his book The Risk
of Love, authentic love is characterized by the very
qualities of self-giving, vulnerability, and precari-
ousness. This “self-emptying” love is central to
God’s very character—to who God is—and is fully
expressed in Christ. Thus, according to Vanstone,

The activity of God in creation must be precarious.
It must proceed by no assured programme. Its
progress, like every progress of love, must be an
angular progress —in which each step is a precari-
ous step into the unknown; in which each triumph
contains a new potential of tragedy, and each trag-
edy may be redeemed into a wider triumph ...22

Nature in its freedom includes pain and suffering,
yetthese “tragedies” are redeemed. Vanstone states,
Where the destructive potential is activated, we see
the tragedy of nature: and we also see, on occasion,
that endless inventiveness of nature which, out of
the material of tragedy, fashions the possibility of
a new kind or level of triumph.?

The destructive processes that are part of the created
order make possible new life—even biological
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novelty and a richer, more diverse biosphere. The
suffering and death embedded in creation provide
the opportunity for new creative possibilities, and so
are redeemed. This point is emphasized by Holmes
Rolston III who argues that the world is a place of
suffering, of “pathos,” and that it is through that
suffering that the creation is advanced to “some-
thing higher.” Furthermore, “this pathetic element
in nature is seen in faith to be at the deepest logical
level the pathos in God. God is not in a simple way
the Benevolent Architect, but is rather the Suffering
Redeemer.” Nature is “cruciform” because the Cre-
ator is the Crucified. Suffering creatures participate
in the divine pathos, and “... God too suffers, not
less than God’s creatures, in order to gain for the
creatures a more abundant life.”*

George Murphy has similarly argued that Chris-
tian theodicy must begin with the cross. Our under-
standing of God’s voluntary self-limitation is
grounded in the theology of the crucified. As a con-
sequence, we recognize that God shares in the cost
that is necessary to secure creation’s freedom and
integrity. God suffers with the world from the evil
taking place within it —“The world’s pains are God’s
stigmata.”?

Our world, with its seemingly inseparable quali-
ties of astounding beauty, bursting creativity, and
innocent suffering, can perhaps be made theologi-
cally intelligible by seeing it as the loving creation
of a self-emptying God who has entered into that
creation and shared in its suffering. As stated in
the poem that began this essay, “the universe for him
is like a Crucifixion.” Nonetheless, we still, rightly
or wrongly, desire to see some purpose to innocent
suffering that has meaning at the level of the individ-
ual creature’s life.?® Is there not something more that
can be said?

Creation as an Environment for

Human "Soul-Making”

C. S. Lewis argued that a “law-governed” universe
with regularity and predictability, and the possibility
of suffering and death, is a logical necessity for a
world of free embodied souls.?” It has been further
suggested that the hand of God must be largely, but
not entirely, hidden for true freedom to be exercised.
Robert Wennberg has pursued this line of thinking
by stating that the presence of animal pain and suf-
fering contributes to the creation of an environment
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in which human free decision-making and “soul-
making” can best occur. He begins with the assertion
that God’s purpose in creating was to “bring into
existence spiritual-moral agents capable of freely
coming to know and love God.” He then argues that
an environment in which God’s power and glory
were overwhelmingly present, and all threat of pain
and suffering eliminated, would not give adequate
“space” for the exercise of fully free choices. Con-
versely, a world devoid of pointers to God and yet
filled with pain and suffering would make commit-
ment to a loving God “difficult beyond measure.”
What is required is a middle way,

an ambiguous world, with pointers to God, yet
with features, such as physical evil including ani-
mal pain, that give us pause, that make one won-
der, an environment that does not dictate or coerce
what one believes—an environment that makes
room for an appropriate human freedom.

This “soul-making” theodicy is probably best articu-
lated by John Hick in his book Evil and the God of Love.
God created not only an environment for individual
freedom, but also an environment for the develop-
ment of our God-centered humanity. Humankind
was not created in a complete state of perfection, but
rather as “raw material” for God’s further work of
molding us into his image and likeness. Thus, God’s
purpose was not to make a hedonistic paradise but
an environment for “soul-making.” Hick states,

... we have to recognize that the presence of plea-
sure 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
purpose, the purpose of soul-making.?

Humankind is perfected through a life of moral
choices and challenges, and the struggles and suffer-
ings of life bring out human potentialities.

Hick further challenges us to consider the conse-
quences of a world in which pain not only did not
occur, but could not occur. His argument here is
worth an extended quotation:

... one of the most striking features of such a rear-

ranged world would be the absence of any need

to comprehend nature and to learn to predict and

manipulate its movements ... Again, in a painless

world man would not have to earn his living by
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the sweat of his brow or the ingenuity of his brain.
For in banishing all pain we banish violent hunger
and thirst and excessive heat or cold, and in exclud-
ing these we make needless all those activities ...
by which men have staved off those painful condi-
tions. Human existence would involve no need
for exertion, no kind of challenge, no problems
to be solved or difficulties to be overcome, no
demand of the environment for human skill or
inventiveness. There would be nothing to avoid
and nothing to seek; no occasion for co-operation
or mutual help; no stimulus to the development
of culture or the creation of civilization.30

Our human virtues and moral potentials are made
manifest through our struggles in this creation. The
Christ-likeness to which we are called as his image-
bearers (self-sacrifice, mercy, compassion, forgive-
ness) is expressed in the context of the needs and
suffering of others.  would suggest that even physical
death itself is part of our “soul-making.”

However true, human soul-making does not seem
an adequate basis for a theodicy of animal pain.
It justifies animal pain only from the perspective
of human good. At the same time, the idea of
“soul-making” may contain the seeds of a possible
approach to addressing the meaning of suffering in
the nonhuman creation that has relevance to the
individual animal life.

Toward a Possible Solution
The question that continues to arise and needs to be
addressed is, How might death, pain, and suffering
accrue to the benefit of the individual animal life?
In my opinion, Austin Farrer comes closest to directly
facing this issue. Farrer focuses on the experience of
the individual animal life and its relationship to God.
God cares for the life and activity of the individual
animal —so God really does care for the sparrow.
“... God does not want his creatures for any ulterior
aim; he wants them to be, for their sakes, not his.”
The life of each individual animal is a work of God.
So how does God care for the sparrow? Farrer
responds:

God loves his animal creatures by being God to

them, that is, by natural providence and creative

power; not by being a brother creature to them,

as he does for mankind in the unique miracle of

his incarnation.3!

91



“And God Saw That It Was Good”: Death and Pain in the Created Order

What role then does pain and suffering have in the
life of an animal? Farrer explains that

Animal existence is beset by goods and evils,
things needing to be shunned and things asking
to be embraced. But animal action is the shunning
of the one, and the embracing of the other; and
while the animal survives, it is successful rather
than the reverse ... Living is its own justification,
its own good.
Furthermore,

the God of nature gives his animal creatures pains
out of love for them, to save their lives ... Again,
out of love for them, God moves his creatures to
shun their pains and mend their harms, so far as
their sense or capacity allows.32

God is not just interested in the future of species, but
isaparticipantin thelives of individual creatures.

I'would argue that this is not the end of the matter.
The “soul-making” theodicy provides a model for
considering the fulfillment of animal existence. Like
Hick, we can ask—What would animal life be like
in the absence of death and pain? It can be argued
that it is the presence of death and pain that makes
possible the fulfillment of individual animal lives.
Death and pain are integral to the functioning of
all ecological systems and animal lifestyles. Defense,
protection, camouflage, pursuit of prey, and so forth
are major forces that shape both animal biology and
behavior. The drive to reproduce is one of the most
fundamental features of life, yet would not be pos-
sible in the absence of death. Without the continued
loss of individuals to disease, predation, or injury,
the carrying capacity of the environment would be
quickly reached and continued reproduction would
become impossible. Consider how much of an ani-
mal’s life is devoted to reproductive activities such
as attracting mates, defending territory, preparing
nests, caring for young, etc.

What would remain of an animal’s life without
the search for food, pursuit of prey, need for defense,
or the drive to reproduce? In short, essentially all
meaningful animal activity and interaction would be
rendered meaningless or impossible if death were
not a universal certainty. It can thus be reasonably
argued that it is the presence of death and pain that
make possible the fulfillment of individual animal
lives. Natural “evil” thus seems to be a necessary
component of the environment for “soul-making” in
both the human and nonhuman creation.
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The concept of animal fulfillment is one that
Christopher Southgate also used in trying to develop
a theodicy that applied at the level of the individual
creature.®® Southgate argues that animal lives can
be seen as “fulfilled,” “growing toward fulfillment,”
“frustrated,” or “transcending self.” He defines “ful-
filled” as “a state in which the creature is utterly
being itself, in an environment in which it flourishes,
with access to the appropriate energy sources and
reproductive opportunities.” “Frustrated” animals
are held back in some way from fulfillment, and
animals that “transcend self” have explored new
possibilities of their being. Southgate envisions God
delighting in the fulfillment of creatures, and “invit-
ing” them toward transcendence. This is similar,
I think, to Farrer’s view of God wanting creatures
simply to be who they are. But what about those
creatures whose lives are “frustrated”? Here
Southgate speculates that “all that the frustrated
creature suffers, and all it might have been but for
frustration, is retained in the memory of the Trinity.”

Finally, many authors see a final and complete
answer to the problem of suffering of the nonhuman
creation only in the promise of a new creation in
which all creation participates. The eschatological
hope of a new heaven and a new earth points us to
the final redemption of all things in Christ.

Conclusions
So what does all of this mean for us? How do we
respond practically to the challenge of theodicy?

I draw the following implications from this con-
templation of the God-given character of the non-
human creation.

1. Creation is good, and the death and pain embed-
ded within it are part of God’s will and purpose
for it. Creation is not a fallen thing to be conquered
and controlled, but a divine gift we are to serve
and rule and enjoy as God’s stewards.

2. Rather than focusing on the presumed fallenness
of creation as the result of past disobedience, we
need to recognize our present abuse of our creation
mandate. We need to fulfill our calling to serve
and care for creation as God’s image bearers.3*

3. Since the sole task of animals on this earth is to be,
and when they die they can no longer glorify God
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in this manner, it is our task as stewards not to
inhibit, but rather to aid them in being what they
are. We are to encourage the fulfillment of animal
existence.

4. Most human suffering due to natural events or
processes is a consequence of our free moral
choice, or our disregard for natural processes.

5. For the nonhuman creation, pain and suffering
provide the context in which animal lives can be
rich and fulfilled. For us, physical death, pain,
and suffering are opportunities for the expression
of Christ-like character. This is not to argue that
we are to embrace death and suffering; rather, it is
in the struggle to understand and overcome them
that our most Christ-like and meaningful thoughts
and actions are expressed.

6. The crucified God participates in the suffering
and death of his creation. God is not distant, but
with us in our life’s journey toward becoming
like him, and with the creature in its journey
toward fulfillment.

It is this last point which I think is the most impor-
tant. God is present with us, and with all creatures,
as we each live out God’s call in our lives. It is only
in that journey of life, including especially its pain
and struggle, that God’s purpose for his creation
(human and nonhuman) can be expressed. And most
profoundly, God is a participant with us, and with
the sparrow, in that struggle of life. “Then the uni-
verse for him is like a Crucifixion.” <
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