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Response to Howard-Snyder and Bergmann

Esteemed philosophers Daniel Howard-Snyder and Michael Bergmann argue against the problem of evil that supports atheism, stating that the argument no more affirms atheism than theism. Their approach to the problem is through demonstrating that the possibility of atheism stemming from the problem of evil cannot be proven to be much higher, or if even higher at all, than the possibility of theism. The problem of evil to them, only proves that there is a higher probability of no god over there being a god, but there is no telling what the difference in probability is, and they argue that this difference can even be approaching zero. They believe that we are unable to judge horrendous evils because we are not experts on values that require god’s omniscience. They contend that such horrendous evils can be justified by unknown goods that are involved. One of the pair’s major contentions is that a possible afterlife with an eternity of bliss (heaven), which again has no known existence. However, Howard-Snyder and Bergmann would sidestep any contentions against this through the same principle that they used to defend the initial problem of evil problem, and that is there is no one of detecting heaven, and any argument against heaven cannot prove that heaven is much more likely than there not being a heaven. If we too play Snyder and Bergmann’s probability card, then we realize their assumptions about god and heaven are compounded. Their defense of god through an unknown good that justifies horrendous evils is only further compromised when we find that these unknown goods have divine qualities that themselves are difficult to prove. The probability of a god existing is now lowered because it depends on a defense of heaven’s existence. Compounding two probabilities only makes the likelihood of god’s existence less. A defense of horrendous evils based on unknown divine goods would seem to be a leap of faith that either we can one day become experts and comprehend heaven ourselves, as Snyder and Bergmann had said about our understanding of evil, or else blindly believe in god’s existence based on this view that the certainty of no known goods of evil cannot outweigh the possible unknown goods. This of course would just come off as naïve. Even if evils did possess these so called “unknown goods,” then the Judaeo-Christian-Muslim definitions of sin would seem very weak, especially if every evil enacted led to a greater universal good. For example, a man shoots a young boy, and he kills the child and sends him to heaven. Little did he know, the young boy was going to be a serial rapist when he grew up, and so the man prevented the boy from living a life of sin and inevitable damnation, but instead sent this child to heaven. He salvaged a soul and brought the child eternal happiness, yet we would view his actions as both, evil and sinful. This is only an example, but it shows the contradiction that the term sin would connote, if the evils of the sin are truly justified by a greater good. The sinner would be off the hook as well, because any justification of the evil using a better good, should also justify the evil-“doer”. If we choose to accept defense that Howard-Snyder and Bergmann make, we would find conflicting ideas in the very theology they are attempting to defend. Thus, Howard-Snyder and Bergmann make a sound attempt to defend theism, although there are still many shortcomings within their arguments that simply make their case insufficient.
