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Grace, Doubt, and Evil:
The Constructive Task of
Reformation Theology

by Ted Peters
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Abstract: The Lutheran vocation is to be a friend of grace; and since the 16* century Lutheran systematic
theology has built upon a foundation of grace. Two apparent barricrs to grace need addressing. First, doubt in
the form of agnosticism and atheism provides a metaphysical argument against God’s existence. Second, evil and
suffering provide a moral argument against God’s existence. From a Lutheran point of view the question of God’s

graciousness takes precedence over God’s existence.

Key Terms: Luther; grace; doubt; agnosticism; evil; theodicy.

Constructive theology for heirs of the Lutheran Refor-
mation is built on a foundation of grace. Commit-
ment to grace is vocational; it is the Lutheran charism.
Lutheranism has been conscripted, so to speak, to con-
struct a theology of grace in every context.

The conscription took place during the 16® cen-
tury Reformation where termites were weakening the
structures of grace: ‘merit’, ‘works righteousness’, ‘faith
formed by love’, and Tridentine statements such as,
“If anyone shall say that by faith alone the sinner is
justified, so as to understand that nothing else is re-
quired to cooperate in the attainment of the grace of
justification, and that it is in no way necessary that he
be prepared and disposed by the action of his own
will: let him be anathema.”" Christian theology needed
a reconstruction, the pouring of a new foundation in
bedrock. By the end of the 20® century, what was
being built was much more sturdy. “Together we con-
fess,” said Lutheran and Roman Catholic theologians
together, “by grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving

work, and not because of any merit on our part, we
are accepted by God and receive the Holy spirit, who
renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to
do good works.”

It appears that the underpinnings of grace have
been reestablished. We are now free to rebuild the
house of systematic theology on a firm foundation.
What this means is that explication of remaining theo-
logical loci should cohere as complementary articula-
tions of the graciousness of the God in whom we put
our faith. Everything we say should be grace imbued.

This will not be easy. Near invisible barriers ob-
struct easy construction. Of course, we are familiar
with perennial barriers in anthropology such as the
human propensities for self-justification and hypoc-
risy. Here I would like to look at two others, two other
impediments to an easy construction of a grace-based
theology: doubt and evil. The form thar reflection on
doubt and reflection on evil take in contemporary cul-
ture do not appear automatically on the theological
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pronouncement of grace unconditional. “To the age
old question, “What shall I do to be saved?’ the con-
fessional answer is shocking: ‘Nothing! Just be still,
shut up and listen for once in your life to what God
the Almighty, creator and redeemer, is saying to his
world and to you in the death and resurrection of his
Son! Listen and believe!”® Because God has acted to-
ward us in an unconditioned way, we speak of salva-
tion as sola gratia, by grace alone. Because faith here
refers less to a human activity and more to the dy-
namic of Christ’s presence in the life of the believer,
we speak of salvation as solz fide and solus Christus, by
faith alone and by Christ alone.”

Grace as God’s Favor
Towards the World

Worthy of note here is the locus of the activities of
grace. [t is historically assumed by Lutherans that grace,
“as it pertains to salvation,” acts primarily in the hu-
man soul and in the life of the church. The interac-
tion of grace and faith takes place in human subjectiv-
ity, in the faith of the individual and in the church,
the communio sanctorum. Lutherans affirm an objec-
tive component, namely, the real presence of the body
and blood of Christ in the elements of the eucharist,
to be sure; yet the arena of action is the subjective
domain within persons of faith. Does this exhaust the
scope of grace?

What about other domains, such as the attributes
of God or the created order of nature? Certainly we
consider the loving disposition within the divine life
to be the fountain of all God’s gracious activity; and
the physical world God has created is a sign of God’s
glory and a means of divine grace. Grace is God’s fa-
vor, and God favors the world.

Grace is a quality that belongs first and foremost
to God. “T take grace in the proper sense of the favor of
God,” remarks Luther, contrasting it with a quality of
the human soul.' Joseph Sittler reiterates that grace
is rooted in God’s love, and it is expressed toward cre-
ation: “The fundamental meaning of grace is the good-
ness and loving-kindness of God and the activity of
this goodness in and toward his creation.”"! What we
know as the temporal creation is a gracious act deriv-

ing from God’s eternal love. “Love is the only real an-
swer we have to the startling question, why should
there be anything at all rather than nothing? Love
grants existence and grants it contingently,” writes
Wolfhart Pannenberg."

Thinking of grace in terms of God and creation
expands our frame of reference. We, today’s people of
faith, are but a brief paragraph within the chapter on
the church, which in turn is but an episode in the
epic narrative of God’s creation stretching back to a
Big Bang beginning and forward to a transformative
new creation. The Christian gospel is the message that
all of this is graced. “The gospel reaches backward and
forward all along the line from creation to consumma-
tion because Christ is the eschatological revelation of
God already at the beginning of things,” writes Carl
Braaten; “The world was created through Christ, and
all things will ultimately reach their end in him as the
Judge and Lord. This is the biblical meaning of call-
ing Christ the a/pha and the omega.™”

The divine grace of which we speak, in summary,
has certain characteristics. First, the word ‘grace’ is a
descriptor for a divine disposition, namely, the dispo-
sition for love that leads to both creation and redemp-
tion. Second, grace is unconditional; it originates solely
in divine aseity and at God’s initiative. Third, in our
faith grace is experienced as a gift, not as a reward for
works accomplished or merits earned. Fourth, the con-
tent of this gift is the presence of Jesus Christ, the
uninvited but very welcome guest from heaven dwell-
ing with us on earth.

The 16% century Reformation was rocked by con-
troversies over the role of grace in justification and
salvation; and Lutheran theology was born with a spe-
cial vocation to champion the cause of so/z gratia within
Christendom. The former controversies have not en-
tirely disappeared, to be sure; yet both the church
and the world of the 21% century provide a significant
shift in context. If to be a friend of grace is the distinc-
tive Lutheran charism, then this new context extends
the call to penetrate more deeply into understanding
that grace by discerning spirits — by discerning the
supports and barriers to grace — in the Geist of the
new millennium.
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Barriers to Grace

It is a most curious exercise to entertain the idea that
barriers would stand in the way of grace, that grace
would fail to prompt a fully paved road to welcome it.
It seems so unlikely. If grace refers to a gift freely given,
how could this possibly elicit a negative response? Gifts
are almost universally welcome; and gratitude is the
normal response. Yet, the drama of biblical history
and subsequent history demonstrates that divine love
stirs up human anxiety, divine giving stirs up human
pride, divine care stirs up human self-assertion, and
divine presence leads to crucifixion and death. One of
the challenges to God in this drama is for divine grace
to turn human enemies into friends.

This biblical drama reminds us that existing friends
of grace have two overlapping tasks. First, theologi-
cally, we need to penetrate surface images to an un-
derlying understanding of human nature. We need to
assess theologically just why we human beings have a
predisposition to resist grace, a propensity to repudi-
ate the God who unconditionally loves us. Second, we
need to survey the contemporary cultural landscape
to identify the topography of intellectual, spiritual,
and political landmarks where grace has no safe ha-
ven. We need to mount a theological apologetic, speak-
ing directly to contemporary discontent within the
church and within the world. This article will deal
primarily with the latter task.

Yet, before we turn to our contemporary context, a
word about human nature is in order. In the New
Testament the word for ‘sin’ (hamartic) connotes miss-
ing the mark, as an archer may miss the targeted bull’s
eye. What is positive about this metaphorical image is
that we human beings are aiming at something, per-
haps aiming at a target God has placed before our
eyes. Note in the quotation from Luther above that
original sin is a form of alien unrighteousness just as
what grace imparts is an alien righteousness. This could
imply that our deepest human inclination is to aim
for what is holy and divine; but our trajectory misses
the mark and strikes a substitute for the true God.
With Augustine’s helpful insights, we understand this
substitute for the true God to be ourselves. We are,
said the Bishop of Hippo, turned in upon ourselves;

we are homo incurvatus in se. By missing God, we hit
ourselves. God’s grace can straighten out the arrow so
that the bull’s eye gets hit, according to Augustine.'

If we draw anthropological corollaries from the
controversies over justification by faith, we can posit
that we human beings have a built in propensity for
self-justification. The medieval derailing of Christian
spirituality by the merit system should not have been
unexpected; whether within Christendom or without
the pressure will always be with us to build our own
ladder to heaven, our own Tower of Babel, and then
climb up.

Deep within the human soul is a sense of justice;
more, an inchoate sense that justice represents what is
eternal. As temporal beings pursuing eternal life, con-
sciously or unconsciously, we seck to appropriate jus-
tice to ourselves; because we presume that in justice is
power, and in power is life. ‘Self-justification’ becomes
the term for describing the fruit of our passion for
ourselves, for establishing our security and our stature
in our public image and before God."> Here, then, is
the unavoidable conflict. If justification is given us by
God, then self-justification is unnecessary. If justifica-
ton is a gift, then our earning it is unnecessary. If
justification is the result of an alien righteousness, then
possessing it as an attribute of our own is unnecessary.
If justice is something we wish to own for ourselves
rather than borrow from Christ, then we have located
a point of conflict. We must conclude that a potential
for resistance to God’s grace inheres in universal hu-
man nature; so we should not be surprised to find
such resistance occasionally actualized in human spiri-
uality, religion, and culture.

In what follows, I would like to name and review
two barriers resisting grace: doubt and evil.’® Like a
natural geyser, resistance to grace lies under pressure
well beneath earth’s surface and then gushes forth when
an opening appears. Resistance can spurt up without
warning within the privacy of our individual psyches,
within the spiritual customs of our religion, or within
secular realms of self-understanding.
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ness and by promising resurrection bestows eternal
life. Only in the cross can we see an eternal love com-
ing to temporal expression.

We may be dealing with three types of hiddenness
here. The first is the philosophical concern for appre-
hending an infinite God from a finite perspective, a
noumenal reality from the world of phenomena. This
appears to be the way the problem as a metaphysical
problem is formulated by modern agnosticism and
atheism. The second is the hiddenness of God’s grace,
God’s care for us in our human plight. This is where
Luther felt the tyranny of deus absconditus, the God of
majesty who foreordains our creation and our destiny
in sheer mystery. Is this high God indifferent to our
concerns? Why doesn’t this God answer prayer the
way we ask? Then, as Lois Malcolm argues, there is a
third kind of hiddenness: the hiddenness of Christ in
faith. Malcolm turns to an “apocalyptic epistemol-
ogy” to refer to the light shed by a promised future
transformation, a future reversal of darkness and light.
God now “sees” in the depth of creation what we can
only hope for by faith, a new reality. “The full re-
demption we await lies in the future. Evil and suffer-
ing have not ceased ... . Christians believe that the
very redemption of the world (the primary sense of
hiddenness) takes place in creaturely flesh. This, then,
is the challenge of hiddenness language: to confess to
the goodness of reality and God’s redemptive purposes
for it even when it is hidden by the brokenness and
horrors of life.”

Looking at the cross will not provide the empirical
evidence or philosophical proof sought by agnostics of
the modern scientific era. But, then, the cross does
not purport to deliver what agnosticism is searching
for. Rather than prove the existence of God metaphysi-
cally, the cross provides an oblique peek into the realm
of transcendence and then turns our attention around
5o as to see the presence of the transcendent God in
the most mundane of the mundane, the physical world
replete with finitude, suffering, and death.

Evil

Suffering and death bring us to the problem of evil.
According to philosophers of religion, the problem of

evil combines doubt about God’s existence with doubt -
about God’s grace understood as God’s goodness. Skep-
tical philosopher David Hume lays down the gaunt-
let: “Is he [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able?
Then is he impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then
is he malevolent. Is he is both able and willing? Whence
then is evil?”? Raised as a problem of logic, philoso-
phers of religion frequenty point out the incompat-
ibility of three propositions:

God is omnipotent (all powerful).
God is omnibenevolent (all loving).
Evil and suffering exist.

As Hume points out, the affirmation of any two of
these negates the third. Contemporary atheistic phi-
losophers find the irresolvability of the problem of evil
to be support for the denial of God’s existence. Theo-
logians who wish to defend the existence and the righ-
teousness of God, find themselves in the position of
proffering a theodicy, an argument that justifies God in
the face of the presence of evil and suffering.

What the logical problem alludes to without cap-
turing is the depth of anguish we undergo when faced
with the ugliness of evil and the horror of suffering,
Whether natural evil in the form of suffering from dis-
ease or disaster, or historical evil in the form of human
violence, we find ourselves victims of suffering we did
not invite nor wish to endure. Agonizing questions
are flung heavenward. Why do so many children who
desperately need caring families and loving nurture
find themselves trapped in cycles of abuse leading to
torture and scarring for life? Why would European
civilization with all its industrial advances and demo-
cratic achievements fall into wanton self-immolation
by mustard gas and saturation bombing over two
world wars? Why would 2 nation with a millennium
of Christian influence devise a secret police force, death
camps, and gas chambers? Why would the Japanese
army massacre a quarter million Chinese in Nanjing,
or al-Qaeda incinerate three thousand of our globe’s
citizens in New York’s World Trade Center? Why would
the 20% century chronicle genocide after genocide:
the Ottoman Turk genocide of Armenians; Nazi eradi-
cation of people with disabilities, Jews, gypsies, and
enemies of the state; Bosnian Serb massacres of non-
Serbs, Huru extermination of Tutsis?
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Genocides are the result of human sin; we refer to
them as Auman evil. But, in our own era, natural evil
also challenges religious commitments to a loving God.
The controversies aver evolutionary biology, beginning
already with Charles Darwin himself, include the ob-
servation that, given the overwhelming amount of suf-
fering by sentient beings in the predator-prey struggle
and the extinction suffered by the vast majority of spe-
cies due to the cold law of natural selection, no God
could be considered responsible for creating such a
brutal and bloody world of nature. And, if God is in
fact responsible for creating the world ruled by natu-
ral selection, such a God would be morally unworthy.
Niels Henrik Gregersen poses the challenge: “In two
ways has the problem of theodicy been sharpened since
Darwin, first because the existence of pain and suffer-
ing can no longer be explained by human sin, and
secondly because the existence of what we (as ethical
primates) cannot but term as brutal, can no longer be
seen as accidental to evolution. The struggle for life is
pre-human in origin and is built into the very way in
which the world is wired for complexification. Wired
by God?™*

Marilyn McCord Adams would refer to such geno-
cides and such suffering in nature as “horrendous
evils.” With this term she refers to victimage so de-
structive that, it would seem, no future redemption
could reinvest the victim’s life with meaning. “Hor-
rendous evils ... 1 define ... as evils the participation in
which ... constitutes prima facie reason to doubt
whether the participant’s life could ... be a great good
to him/her on the whole.”? In the middle of anguish
over evil, it appears that the depth of suffering is so
overwhelming that no incorporation into a more mean-
ingful whole could provide healing.

Some theologians have dared to try to address the
existential anguish by resolving the logical conundrum.
One solution is to deny being to evil, to render evil
something that has no being in itself. Augustine tried
taking this route. Evil is the privation of what is good
(privatio boni) he said.®® It may work philosophically
to say that evil is a parasite off the good and deny to it
any independent being; but the way we experience
evil is as a scructure of destruction, as the force of
nonbeing destroying what is.” Whether it has being
or not, evil is real and we reel from the suffering it
causes.

Another of Augustine’s tactics has become known
as the free will defense. In principle Augustine affirms
all three propositions, but by adding free will he trans-
mutes evil into an expression of divine
omnibenevolence. The creation of free creatures is a
higher achievement than the creation of mere things
such as robots or automatons, the argument goes; but
when God bestows freedom upon us the risk arises
that we might engage in evil and cause suffering. This
is just what happened historically, says Augustine. Our
primordial parents, Adam and Eve, voluntarily
(voluntas) chose to turn away from God; they turned
away from the eternal and immutable goodness of God
toward the temporal and mutable goods of this world.
From then on their choices and hence our choices
(arbitrium) are made on behalf of ourselves, not God,
because we are now homo incurvasus in se. We began
with a free will and lost it to sin; later, God will re-
store us to a higher level of freedom where we will be
freed from the inclination to sin. “God’s foreknowl-
edge had anticipated both — that is to say; both how
evil the man whom he had created good should be-
come, and what good he himself should even thus
derive from him ... . [E]vils are so thoroughly over-
come by good that, though they are permitted to ex-
ist for the sake of demonstrating how the most righ-
teous foresight of God can make a good use even of
them ... And evil is removed, not by removing any
nature, or part of a nature, which had been introduced
by the evil, but by healing and correcting that which
had been vitiated and depraved. The will, therefore, is
then truly free, when it is not the slave of vices and
sins.”®

Two notions are attached to evil for Augustine: first,
evil is the privation of what is good and has no eternal
being in itself and, second, it is a temporary conces-
sion God has made to human history to allow the
story of human freedom with its loss and redemption
to go forward. Evil and its concomitant suffering are
the price paid for a redeemed creation of freely loving
citizens in the City of God. Evil is a negation that is in
turn negated by grace; it becomes a means for a higher
redemption.

Augustine’s theodicy is lumped with others mak-
ing the free will defense because, according to this
account, evil is the product of the creature’s free deci-
sion. Even though God could foresee the human fall,

5
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itself front and center. Our concern in this instance is
first an epistemological one, to be sure — the concern
over knowing the hidden God within or behind the
God revealed in the cross. The epistemological con-
cern has to do with revelation. “Thus the characteris-
tic of God as the Deus theologicus is that he is Deus
crucifixus and absconditus,” comments Gerhard Ebeling,
indicating that to know God truly is to know God in
the crucifixion.* This also has to do with avoiding a
Theology of Glory (theologia gloriae), wherein we con-
struct an image of God based upon the strengths and
perfections we can imagine by looking at the works of
creation. Such imaginings that seem to glorify God
but in fact glorify our human imagination are just
what get dowsed when turning our attention to the
revelation of God in the cross. “No matter what the
issue or the problem in life,” writes Eric Gritsch, “the
theologian must see it within the shadow of the cross.
Thus theology must ultimately concentrate on Christ
and not on the believer. True theology, therefore, al-
ways crucifies the theological ego.”

In addition to the epistemological problem with
divine hiddenness, secondly, the Theology of the Cross
also points to what is revealed, namely, that God is
present in the suffering and death that comes with
the cross. The crucifixion of Christ is God incarnate
with us, taking evil and evil’s guilt into the divine life.
God is the victim of human evil, not its perpetrator;
and God freely absorbs this victimage as an expression
of a divine love that does not fight evil with evil but
rather with the grace of forgiveness and reconciliation.
Luther emphasizes “how much it cost Christ and what
he paid and risked ... he suffered, died, and was bur-
ied so that he might make satisfaction for me and pay
what I owed, not with silver and gold but with his
own precious blood.™® One clear message relevant to
the problem of evil is this: God is present with the
world as it undergoes evil and present with us as we
undergo suffering. God is not divorced from evil, but
rather has become one with those of us who suffer
evil. God is not immune to the suffering of the world,
but rather shares in that very suffering.

The problem of evil is not reducible to a logical
dilemma. Evil belongs to the drama of the world, a
drama in which God struggles with and for the world.
The resolution to the theodicy dilemma will not be
found in clever redefinitions of the propositions or new

insights into logical connections. Rather, we will find
the meaning of evil and redemption from suffering in
God’s promise. By raising Christ from the dead on
Easter, God has shown that the cross is not the last
word. By promising an eschatological new creation,
God has shown that the sins and sufferings of this
present aeon are not eternal. Death will bring an end
to suffering; and resurrection will inaugurate an aeon
of healing. God’s omnibenevolence is demonstrated
by his empathic love in the cross; and God’s omnipo-
tence is demonstrated by his power over death, the
power of creation and new creation. This is the drama
in which we find ourselves, a drama with both evil
and the promise of redemption from evil. Friends of
God’s grace share the anguish of those who suffer; they
also share the promise of redemption.

Ethics

They also share the ethical commitment to combat
sin and serve those who suffer. “For Luther, concern
for the true knowledge of God and concern for the
right ethical attitude are not separate and distinct but
ultimately one and the same,” says Paul Althaus mak-
ing the move from the Theology of the Cross to eth-
ics.?? Tuomo Mannermaa makes the same move when
expanding out from the indwelling of Christ in faith;
“Faith means participation in the being and thus in
the properties of God. And one of the properties of
which the Christian in his faith partakes is love. Christ,
who is present in faith as donum, brings love with him,
because Christ is in his divine nature God, and God is
love.” Via either route, the destination is neighbor
love.

Neighbor love — a love that requires definition ac-
cording to the needs of the neighbor plus devotion to
serve the neighbor as one’s lord — has become a hall-
mark of evangelical ethics in Lutheran circles.®! The
attention of faith is turned from our relationship to
God toward the world. “God does not need our works,”

says Marc Kolden, “our neighbors do.”** Freed from -

the tyranny of judgment and death, the person of faith
is freed to become voluntarily enslaved to the needs of
neighbors who suffer. “The intimate connection in
which Jesus places our relation to God and our rela-
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tion to the neighbor presupposes that we are, as Luther
expressed it, ‘daily bread’ in the life of one another.™

Sin, evil, suffering: these matters alert us to our
ethical responsibility. Yet, Lutheran theologians have
less to offer that is distinctive here; in fact, common
cause with like-minded Christians and non-Christians
of good will is readily available. What Lutherans lack
in distinctiveness could be made up in passion or zeal.
This remains an ever present challenge and opportu-

niy.

Conclusion

appealing to the Theology of the Cross, Lutheran theo-
logians can point to Jesus Christ and say, “here is
grace.” Grace comes in the form of suffering with us;
and if by faith we can perceive the presence of the
invisible God then we can affirm that it is God who
shares in our suffering. This is also the God who re-
deems, who heals the broken, who lifts up the unwor-
thy, who reconciles enemies, who invites the stranger
into his eternal home. This is the only foundation
worthy of further theological construction.

Endnotes

The original Lutheran vocation to build upon a foun-
dation of grace was issued in the context of a struggle
with works righteousness on the terrain of salvation.
Conscientious Lutherans have been building a grace
oriented piety ever since. Many of the perennial im-
pediments to enjoying grace such as pride, legalism,
and hypocrisy still obstruct development, to be sure;
and these obstructions will require continued atten-
tion.

In our own era, doubt and evil appear as additional
barriers to further construction. Each denies the exist-
ence of God, doubt making a metaphysical argument
and evil making a moral argument. Without God,
Lutherans find it difficult to make the claim that God
is gracious. Yet, building a theological interpretation
of reality is salutary only if it stands on a foundation
of belief in a God who is gracious.

In addition, we must testify to a certain ambigu-
ity. Both doubt and evil have some admirable quali-
ties. Doubt, in the form of scientific agnosticism, re-
tains an implicit commitment to truth. Evil, as re-
flected upon in theodicy, reminds us of our implicit
commitment to a world that should be governed by
love rather than suffering, What these barriers place
before us requires respect. What Lutheran theology
seeks is something short of total elimination of these
barriers; rather, theological construction should incor-
porate them.

It is not the distinctive vocation of Lutheran theol-
ogy to provide proofs for the existence of God, whether
they are metaphysical or moral. What is a distinctive
Lutheran charism is the Theology of the Cross. By
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