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‘Theodicy’ - The Problem of ‘The Problem of Evil’?

A Working Paper in Meta-Theology:

For the Love of God – Confronting Theological Visions of Evil

Preface: Advertisement

The presentation/paper is titled: 'Theodicy' - The Problem of 'The Problem of Evil'.
 How a society or culture defines evil, apparently, is never fixed; a phenomenon we are witness to in this Contemporary era. How a theologian, e.g., defines/re-defines evil has consequences. At the opposite end of this diverse spectrum in opinion we have contrasting visions of goodness. How a theologian, e.g., defines/re-defines goodness also has consequences. In the discussion accompanying this paper we will be exploring these sea changes in public and private morality ideologically imposed upon us and re-written through forms of changing consensus sometimes barely reflected upon even though all these shifts in positioning are culturally fought over.... (X)

Pre-Introductory Context

For the theologian the problem of evil is one they will be asked and one they will need to answer. If God has created this world and there is evil in this world then the questions are asked ‘has God created evil?’ or ‘why does this creator permit evil to occur in this creation?’, or, some other question with a similar problematic impact will be asked. I am also going to argue that given a culture will continually re-define the nature of evil that the theologian in many ways is presented with a moving target. That solutions proposed in one era or generation may no longer be deemed applicable in another era or to another generation. So, the theologian has a double problematic in this regard. Indeed, official responses to such questions made in one era may well find themselves, today, in this Contemporary era, as unofficially unacceptable and even problematic to argue for.
 (A)


In the central paper a potted history will be proffered. There, I am not so much doing history as more offering a metaphor or analogy. Once the point of this device is realized, that over time our general concept and experience of ‘evil’ has been subject to processes of redefinition, then it behooves us to inquire as to how this phenomenology of evil has changed and to what extent these various levels and layers of meaning are still present or no longer present in our cultural recognition of this type of encounter. Moreover, once such a recognition has been attained then we need to ask in what sense various claims made about this topic might masquerade behind similar language but, actually, are meant in quite radically difference senses? Different religions and their denominations along with different members of their congregations, as well as participants in the secular world, are all going to use such language in different ways and it is necessary for the democratic life-world to challenge those strains of belief that set out to undermine this major discourse when minor life-worlds set out to undermine and replace the sense of such democratic language. At the same time, as noted, this concept is in a state of change and it is also necessary to preserve more acceptable definitions as well as to conserve them through augmenting them in a form that is apposite in this Contemporary era. In this regard we must continually challenge the challenge presented, e.g., by certain religious fundamentalists, and others, who might wish to rewrite such language in order to serve their own agenda. Rewriting such expressions by either re-promoting an older strain in the history of its definition or importing concepts from outside our democratic (multi-cultural) culture that on reflection would be deemed to be antithetical to our more inclusive, embryonic Contemporary landscape. (B)


Our efforts in this regard are to operate, generally, from a meta-theological point of view. In this we look at and critique what a hypothetical theologian might or might not consider as an acceptable definition of this type of phenomenon or phenomena and what might be put forward as a possible solution to resolving such a puzzle (in their re-vision of a theodicy). A solution that, in hindsight, that should only be seen as provisional (given this flux of history). (C)


Lastly, I would like to note that as a list of prerequisites for the proposition of a theological perspective on this World-of-Life, (as noted in the next section, in our Context of this Exploration, in this central paper
) we should add and demand of the theologian that they proffer a suitable reason, or a set of reasons, as to both why we should invest in their theological perspective, and, what value such investment has for the individual in that specific religious setting (in terms that are amenable to both those within that setting and outside that setting?). Of course, this form of rationalization, justification or recommendation is part of the theologians’ profession, and, it behooves either the religious or the non-religious person to appropriately question, politely interrogate, such claims as well as comparatively evaluate, when and where possible, the cogency of other similar interpretations of this Life-World. Such evolutions in both evolving belief and mutual understanding need to occur in, without undermining, the openness of our Contemporary world as currently lived. Undoubtedly a type of dialogue that needs to occur on an Inter-Faith level of interaction and between both the religious and secular worlds in a mature democracy that needs to be inclusive of a diversity of non-extreme attitudes, beliefs and practices as may be voiced in this plethora of minor life-worlds. (D)








     Noël Tointon, Sydney, 15.12.14.

A Working Paper in Meta-Theology

For the Love of God – Confronting Theological Visions of Evil*

1.    Context of this Exploration


The meta-theologian examines and interrogates the theologian, or their representative texts, or their congregations, or, neutral or non-neutral observers of that same cultural context, etc. (1)


The genitive expression ‘love of God’ can and should be treated as both an objective genitive and a subjective genitive. A theologian needs to account for both and be able to sensibly interrelate the same. I.e., articulate the imputed 'love the Divine has for their devotees and all forms of human subjectivity, etc.', and, the 'demonstrated love the human subject, individually and collectively, has for their vision of the Divine'. (2)


A viable theology needs to recognize that a relationship must exist between the existence of this element of the Divine and their audience, i.e., the phenomenal (as experienced in phenomenological experience) otherwise what does not exist for us may as well not exist for us! For a theologian to propose a non-relationship in this regard is to automatically render such a theology as non-viable (for all parties concerned). (3)


In the same vein, a theology must have theological ‘work’ to do otherwise it is little more than mere fanciful speculation. This ‘work’ can be seen as that existential richness that persists after theological and non-theological actors are subtracted from that overall interacting equation being proposed between the same. I.e., asking to what extent that the theology in question appears to work? Therefore, such an enterprise must be relatively coherent, non-self-contradictory, phenomenologically rich in descriptions and prescriptions, and, existentially relevant. The relative fruitfulness of that theological enterprise being demonstrated through the apparent work such a construction appears to proffer in assisting us in our navigation between the objective in the inter-objective dimension and in our negotiations on subjective and inter-subjective levels of enaction. (4)


A viable theology must be able to define its vision of the phenomenon of apparent evil in the world, define its response towards the same, and, respond to meta-theological criticism of such constructions in such a manner so as to critically maintain the viability of its theological constructions in that regard. And, in the same manner, re-construct an ongoing re-consideration of the phenomenal-phenomenological nature of our experience of goodness and its reasonable modes of emulation. (5)


An engaged theology must also be able to articulate both its perception of its encountered-recognitions and the manner of its embracement/s (i.e., note the roles played by embodiment/s, embeddededness/es and embankment/s as previously defined elsewhere). (6)


Given this context is now outlined, let us now proceed to the Introduction. (7)
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2.    Introduction


First, the derogatory concept of intrinsic evil will be examined. (8)


Second, it will be demonstrated that ethical judgment cannot be appositely and adequately enacted in intrinsic terms of reference. (9)


Third, this same analysis will show that, equally, a concept of intrinsic good(ness) is also non-viable. (10)


Next, I would like to visit a potted hypothetical history of concepts dealing with the correlative concepts of the relatively evil and the relatively good in their associated theological contexts. This will be briefly explored under the headings of relative animistic non-differentiation; dualist and gnostic differentiation; privileging goodness whilst discounting evil; de-privileging preferential value formation; and, re-instituting processes of harmonic resolution and associated patterns of existentially oriented value formation. (11)


The hypothetical re-development and reformation of theological constructions in the light of a viable reformulation of the apparent phenomenon of relative evil as discerned through an existential lens is then noted. (12)


A provisional summary where this hypothetical theodicy is then allowed to redefine theological work (with an implicit criticism of patterns of non-viable theological application). (13)

3.    Dismissing the Concept of Intrinsic Evil


The Catholic Church has labelled, e.g., homosexual acts as ‘intrinsically evil’ while trying to quibble over such distinctions that ‘the sinner is still loved but not the sin’ whilst trying at the same time to navigate around and away from charges of prejudices, homophobia and what may or may not be ‘natural’ in how this world is constituted in phenomenal-phenomenological experience, etc. (14)


Essentially, the concept is non-viable and derogatory. Philosophically, if intrinsic evil cannot be engaged, i.e., both encountered and recognized as such, it can be dismissed without needing to take into account its approbation and genesis (although an examination of how such attitudes were engendered would go some way to explaining why such a construct was felt to be needed in the first place). (15)


‘Intrinsic’ has been defined as contrary to reason, nature and God.
 (16)


However, the purely intrinsic or absolutely intrinsic cannot be engaged, i.e., neither encountered nor recognized (beyond the limits of phenomenal-phenomenological engagement, etc; in both non-virtual and virtual terms). (17)


Contra nature is merely legislating the naturalistic fallacy under the cultural pressure of institutionalized prejudice. (18)


Contra God or the Divine can be successfully argued against on the grounds that if the domain of the Divine is instituted or organized in any way by the same then imperfection in all its variety, in all manner and degree, can equally be treated as grounded in this province of the Divine. Therefore, the mere possibility of this possibility, directly or indirectly, cannot be ruled out as contra that same institution(?). (19)


‘Murder’, e.g., is defined as an intrinsic evil yet most organized religions support, directly and/or indirectly, so-call ‘just wars’. Then, some people might feel it their ‘duty’ to put out of action or eliminate a psychopathic dictator who has no conscience about killing… Entertaining that type of possibility alone deconstructs this impossible position of a blanket, unqualified, intrinsic determination of ethical phenomena and ensuing propriety and appropriateness of associated patterns of enaction. (20)


However, on mere a priori grounds of definition and/or synthetic grounds of cultural prejudice, such e/valuations can be legislated as ‘intrinsic evils’ purely by such a process of labeling and implying nothing more than the religious and cultural institution of such prejudices (wherein, through engagement, it cannot be contra reason). (21)


Let me demonstrate this critique of the ‘absolutely intrinsic’ by examining the following anecdote. (22)

4.    A Simultaneous Critique of ‘Intrinsic Evil’ and ‘Intrinsic Good’


Context, e.g., is very important (for consequential analysis, e.g.), etc. Let me illustrate this point. A bus driver has driven their bus over a certain route for a large number of years and for the sheer hell of it decides to turn right instead of left at a certain intersection. As a consequence passengers cannot now get off at what should have been the next stop; some of whom would then have re-connected with other bus and train services. At that same stop a large number of people are also waiting there to be picked up. Now, given disgruntled feedback from their passengers, this bus driver then realizes the gravity of their waywardness and decides to make amends by taking a detour that finally get this bus to put down at this next stop much to the relief of those passengers on this bus. In taking this detour they are then able to get those passengers finally put down at this next stop, and, those waiting there, picked up… just as if they had taken the appropriately nominated route in the first place. Still, numerous complaints are made and the driver loses their job when they honestly described why they drove their bus contrary to both expectations and obligations. At the same intersection, later that day, another bus drivers finds that they cannot turn left because of a serious accident has completely blocked access in that direction. Traffic is building up behind them and so they decide they need to turn right instead and by taking, in effect, the same detour as the first mentioned bus driver made, now make it to that next stop by taking this longer path. In contrast, all the passengers on this bus are grateful and the bus-drivers gets a vote of confidence from the bus company for being so resourceful. Exactly the same route was taken by both bus drivers but one loses their job and the other receives a positive recognition for their resourcefulness. Obviously, the moral is this – context is very important, and, intrinsic considerations of a certain act are not able to appositely and adequately inform our existential appreciation of the apparent merit or value that might be associated with a certain pattern of enaction associated with a specific context in question. In this cited comparison exactly the same ‘intrinsic’ performances were conducted, but, under different circumstances, and, each enactment (and its reappreciation) were judged differently in accordance with its adequately pre-informed appreciation and resimulated contextualization. In other words, all relevant considerations need to be exercised with discernment in order to perform both an act of apposite and adequate appreciation and the exercise of an existentially attuned process of judgmental enactment. Obviously, context must be open-ended in order to allow us to appreciate the apparent intentional value of that under examination; doing so in wider terms of reference than that merely supplied through the descriptions and prescriptions utilized in its mere explication. (23)


Our two bus drivers ostensively did the same thing, but, one lost their job and the other was praised for their performance. In this comparison it was an appreciation of the element of intent that allowed us to agree that one performance was correctly deemed non-proper whilst the other performance could be deemed to have been proper. The same act, or series of actions, could be deemed one way or the other, or, even for that matter, if the situation warranted it, to be described as neutral, i.e., neither proper non improper. E.g., that one bus driver sat on a cushion and the other did not is neither here nor there in our current ethical reflections upon their similar patterns of enaction. Alerting us to the fact that how our enquiry is to be conducted is already a non-intrinsic affair… (24)


Even if intent were to be taken into the fold in our definition of this expression of ‘intrinsic’ still this type of manoeuvre would merely render the situation as such that actions per se could not be deemed to be intrinsically ‘evil’ (or ‘good’ for that matter) (which would be contrary to the apparent intent, however complex, for the existence of such an institutionalized label). (25)

4.    A Provisional ‘Historical’ Topology of the Apparent Phenomenon of Evil


The following ‘history’ is not historical but schematic in the sense that it helps a meta-theologian, and a theologian, etc., to better understand how they view the apparent phenomenon of evil in this world as lived and how they (most likely will) treat their interpretation of this type of phenomenon through a related theological frame of reference (given that there is some degree of mutual influence between defining the nature of evil and how that should be viewed in a related theological context). I have used the word ‘topology’ to indicate that this potted ‘history’ is constructed from key parameters that are promoted, balanced and/or demoted in relative or absolute forms of expression (which could be diagrammatically represented as such in graphic forms). (26)


In the following Hegelian-like scheme each ‘stage’ is not exclusive of any other stage, and, each stage in this series can be viewed, more or less, as pre-conditional for later developments within this same scheme. (27)


In our childhood we are told stories about witches and fairies, demons and ghost, etc., etc., all reminiscent of our animistic prehistory. In effect, it is my opinion, that we are witness to the covert, unwitting dissemination of this stage in prehistory and history despite and in spite of overt and covert forms of denigration, devaluation and disvaluation.
 In this cultural stage, our overall intimation of the numinous, and its conceptual thematization of some form of the Divine, and all possible forms of expression of the same, are relatively non-differentiated in such a manner that sacred and secular seem to overlap without either merging nor separating. So, e.g., particular, and in general, we have trees, mountains, lakes, rocks, etc., all being viewed through a relatively non-differentiated lens that does not absolutely differentiate the relatively numinous from the relatively non-numinous. A relative proliferation of small shrines being one indication of this type of respect. An associated theology takes a similar form, namely, a relatively non-absolute, but non-equally, differentiated vision of a part implicit-explicit distinction between the numinous and non-numinous, between the vague semblance of the Divine and the non-Divine or relatively profane. Marks of respect, e.g., being afforded to distinctive, beautiful, sublime features of the local landscape… (28)


However, over time, as reflected in literature and other forms of textual deposition, a sense of the person as an individual, with personal and emotional needs, progressively developed and this found a reflection in the cultural expression of various forms of dualism or gnosticism. This type of ‘turn’ sees (a process of moving towards) an absolute differentiation of the numinous. So, the world is divided into two… and this is reflected in denotational and connotational language, religious architecture, religious practice and theology.
 In this stage we would have what I would label as expressions of an absolutist philosophy and/or theology (through the general absence of an implicit and/or explicit overall transcendental suspension)… (29)


In a third phase we can see the privileging of the good and the de-privileging of the non-good. In this stage its associated theology rewrites ‘evil’ as a ‘relative deprivation of the good’. So, e.g., an apple rots because it looses its goodness, its integrity, etc. In this frame of reference evil is treated almost as an illusion, as an absence of the divine rather than as an evil presence per se (although we can still find religious actors influenced by personifications of this absence albeit with a diminishment in their reality vis-à-vis the absolute nature of the good [Good/Divine/God/Godhead/The One, etc.]).
 In this stage we would have what I would label as expressions of an absolute philosophy and/or theology (through the presence, albeit in a non-thorough form, of an implicit and/or explicit overall transcendental suspension)… (30)


In a fourth stage we would expect the covert or overt criticism of all forms of exposition that privilege (monothematically oriented) absoluteness (and dualistic absolutism). It is a critical series of phases where criticism, effectively, is more privileged. The end result of such a ‘progressive’ attitude being either positive and productive or negative and unproductive; when judged and appreciated from a cultural point of view, etc. The recent advent of the Postmodern could be seen as representative of this type of phase (or, rather, as a series of such phases in critique). Both the Modern and Post-Modern eras could be seen as non-absolutely integrated amalgams of previous eras with varying degrees of de-positioning and re-positioning. Associated theologies of the current era reflecting various postmodern themes, e.g., feminist theologies; gay theologies; democratic theologies; forms of Inter-Faith dialogue, etc… (31)


In a Contemporary, existentialist-oriented stage we would see the return of qualified forms of re-privileging; but as forms of privilege when viewed through a successive suspension of privileging/de-privileging/re-privileging, etc. Diversity is respected but also re-integrated through new forms of synthesis (in what one might view as a respect for poly-political pluralism but whose advent is not generally at the expense of relationships, communities, localities, patterns of cultural and inter-cultural enrichment, etc., given the appearance of a harmonic reciprocity between minor life-world). Contemporary theological environments both recognizing and integrating forms of non-absolute integration (where minor life-worlds appear to operate and cooperate within and between parallel harmonic forms of evolving consensus). Again, the associated theologies will increasingly reflect and recognize co-opted forms of theological commitment as well as casting concepts of ‘evil’ in forms more in keeping with the nature of those times or zeitgeist… (32)


Our current Contemporary era being an amalgam of the above where no one level or layer, stage or phase, completely eclipses the others, but, where more focused forms of treatment of the phenomenon of evil proportionally reflect those aspects more identified with and focused upon. So, comparatively, in some faiths, within and between denominations, there could be a wide spectrum in behavioral expression given these miscellaneous forms of identification in beliefs, cultural performances, associated theologies of evilness (and goodness), etc. Depending, in many respects, on the extent this scheme finds a greater or lesser degree in integration through an overall sense of an internal resolution (whilst in a harmonic interaction with these minor life-worlds). (33)


The parameters that better express these dialectical-like stages of cultural advancement (or retreat) noting relative and absolute forms in the apparent differentiation of the numinous (from the relatively non-sacred), co-associated patterns of privilege/de-privilege when and where present, forms of balance between the same, degrees of emphasis being placed within and/or between these stages, and/or, their effective suspension, de-positioning and/or re-positioning; be the latter existentially and/or non-existentially re-oriented. Thence the following axes, namely, the differentiation/non-differentiation of the numinous; privileging/non-privileging of the same; critique and/or suspension of such differentiation; and, re-suspension and re-positioning in existential and/or non-existential terms of reference. (34)


The apparent type of theology, e.g., often associated with the dissemination of terrorism, and/or, reformations or counter-reformations, and/or, iconoclastic treatment of property, etc., often reflects an absolute differentiation between sacred and secular with an absolute privileging of the former but in a theological frame of reference where there is no effective, simultaneous absolute de-privileging of the nature and role of the apparent phenomena of evil(ness). Thence this emotional dualism at the very least. (35)


All in all, it is my belief that the type of theology identified with can describe, and in part explain, much of the associated nature of religious and non-religious behaviour, and, the same interconnection can be indicated through an associated understanding of its implication for how the apparent phenomenon of evil is to be (prescriptively) viewed in this world as lived in the light of such an associated ‘theology’. An intensity or non-intensity of belief probably being more reflective of the person or community in question as to whether there be expressions of over-commitment or under-commitment in the light of such an ideology or lack thereof. (36)


What moral can we draw from such inferred interpretations (that, in effect, our appreciation of the apparent phenomenon of evil would most likely reflect, directly and/or indirectly, ‘our’ current ‘theologically’ oriented preoccupations?)? So, e.g., a dualist, of some form or other, may well see what is defined as relatively evil in absolutistic terms of reference, whereas, in contrast, a Contemporary theologian might well be more accepting of both degrees in diversity and various interpretations of what for them would constitute expressions of apparent patterns of evil-oriented behaviour. (37)


These five stages in parallel historical exposition/theological formulation can be briefly summarized along the following lines. First, non-absolute differentiation of the numinous as found in classical examples of animism. Second, absolute differentiation of the numinous as expressed in forms of dualism, gnosticism and radical examples of extremism. Third, absolute privileging of the good over the relatively non-good as can be found in absolute philosophies that entertain a non-thorough form of an overall transcendental suspension as exemplified in Neo-Platonism, e.g. Fourth, the progressive entertainment of a thorough transcendental suspension, enacted wittingly and/or unwittingly, with the advent of an unequal to equal instantiation of de-privilege of both the relatively numinous and non-numinous. Fifth, the re-positioning and relative integration of a variety of theological positions screened through an overall transcendental suspension (with the accompanying of a poly-political pluralism, etc.
). (38)

5.    Re-Formulating Theological Constructions in a Contemporary Era


Obviously, theological constructions find themselves re-constructed from time to time. Cultural dissemination is not merely replicated in and through perfect modes of cultural transmission. Re-interpretation adds an element of sheer replication, i.e., a non-perfect, somewhat random re-writing of the relative explication of current theological trends, etc. I have implied that ethical attitudes and practices have been defined and will be re-defined through critical and non-critical processes of cultural reflection and thematization. I am not arguing that there is a perfect mirroring here, but, one would need to note, that dominant attitudes towards the currently interpreted nature of evil would reflect back upon and incrementally reconstruct associated forms of theological constructivism (unless other counter-trends are relatively dominant). Thence, in the advent of this Contemporary era we are witness to a relative plurality of theological perspectives as formulated in feminist theologies, gay theologies, democratic theologies (and its implicit criticism/s of a monarchical vision and version of a theologically organized [and re-self-organized] world, etc.), etc. (39)


All eras see the re-organization (and re-self-organization) of associated patterns in textual deposition. In this regard theological ideas are no different. As argued for, if only more on implicit grounds, is the idea that there is a relatively intimate connection between dominant forms of theological thought and how a society, a community or individual, etc., would interpret and appreciate the phenomenon of apparent evil. In such a light, whether supporting a direct theological framework or not, ethical attitudes will collectively re-form and be thematized in that culture in question. In our current era ‘witches’ are not deemed to be real, or, if a person were to claim that status then that person would usually be regarded as either deluded or eccentric, and, in either case, as ‘powerless’ and still not a ‘real’ witch (unless she had a devoted congregation in her thrall and those same folk were beholden to her commands as if she were such a witch, etc., in which case she might then be regarded as such along more classical lines?). The point I am making here is that cultures, over time, through processes of re-organization/re-self-organization, can find, through such re-interpretation, relatively radical new patterns of re-direction (even though more basics semblances of positioning will remain relatively untouched?
). (40)


Given, this understanding, when a need is perceived for reconstructing social attitudes towards this apparent phenomenon of evil then new patterns of re-interpretation need to be existentially proffered in order to achieve this transformational transition. In essence, a form of cultural (self-)re-education. A practice effectively instigated, in our Contemporary era, by centers of power albeit less centralized, perhaps more spontaneous, etc., but still in the context of using forms of cultural expression already to hand in that regard (as organized, e.g., in shifts in company policies, so-called mission statements, courses for advancing an acceptance of diversity, compulsory topics in school education, etc.). In a mature political democracy the current internal enfranchisement and external empowerment of minor life-world is a case in point. (41)

6.      Provisional Conclusion: The Existentialization of Theological Constructs


Social attitudes are continually being reformed and re-formed! In this regard, whether desired or not desired, wittingly or unwittingly, in overt and covert forms, theological points of view will also change and, with the same, attitudes towards the phenomenon of apparent evil will also change through such closely associated processes of re-interpretation. I would like to argue that this can also be achieved in a relatively existential manner in and through a certain number of mechanisms that would realize this type of ‘positive’ orientation (given the existential fact that more options for change, in a spectrum of possibilities, would be either detrimental to value formation or neutral rather than productive [through some form of amplification])
. That such a process would involve non-chaotic oriented forms of re(-)organization and chaotically oriented forms of re-self-organization. Therefore, an understanding of such mechanisms might assist meta-theologians, theologians, congregations, politicians, social commentators, etc., to enter into and assist in such processes of transformation. That, in effect, attitudes towards this apparent phenomenon of apparent evil (and goodness) need to be taken into account, noted and acted upon accordingly, etc. That by such means the interactions that society enters into can be existentially enriched in an overall, relatively mutual fashion. Can we illustrate this type of process at work in Contemporary (Australian) culture in order to indicate how changing notions of what constitutes an evil act, etc., both reflect passive changes in society and how society is also actively changing itself in a reactive, responsible manner? (42)


I believe many such transformations can be very easily pointed out, whether we agree or not, when some time has elapsed that allows us to be more insightful in hindsight in this regard. As noted elsewhere, current transitions and transformations of our contemporary social structures and processes are often not so easily observed and comprehended in the here and now.
 An example of such a shift is a lessening in the degree of stigma now attached to being an unwed mother or being a party in a de facto relationship. Social responses now, generally, are also not so coercive and limited. Then, in the field of nursing, the ‘nurse’ with a small ‘n’ is no longer invariably referred to as ‘she’ while the ‘doctor’ with a large ‘D(r)” is no longer forever referred to as ‘he’, etc. Even in the realm of philosophy, the philosopher no longer implies just a male person. Or, on the topic of marriage equality, whether theologians and politicians, etc., agree or not, it is no longer a minor discourse having recently become the major, default discourse in that regard. And so on… in reflection we can see how our attitudes (towards the phenomenon of what is constituted and regarded as an evil state of affairs) have considerably changed and have been subjected to quite radical patterns of re-interpretation. Such transformations, in my opinion, on the whole, have generally exhibited a relatively existential complexion (although that need not always be the case on a case by case basis).
 Progress is not always progressive, and, not all ‘reforms’ are real reforms! (43)


The question now arises: how does a relationship, an organization, a community, a culture, etc., engineer beneficial processes of transformation?
 I have dealt with such a topic elsewhere, but, let me merely add, that to effect processes of change the very thesis of that change as a minor discourse needs to be then rendered the major discourse within the relevant social setting/s in question. Otherwise such change is merely mooted without finding some form of relatively permanent implementation! (44)


Now, a further question needs to be raised: Why confront theologians over their conceptions (and existential misconceptions) of the apparent natures of evilness (and goodness), etc? (45)


In part it is our duty to remind theologians, et al, that what they say matters! Be that expressed and received in positive terms of reference or in negative terms of reference. Words can hurt, they can cause harm, and, misplaced words can kill! Confrontation is meant here in a broad sense – from direct forms of calling the theologian to account to indirect calls that achieve the same positive result. This could be over small points of interpretation to actually informing the theologian in question that what they say is just not tenable or acceptable, is contradictory or questionable, or, just outrightly wrong in an existential sense… with adverse consequential ramifications that should also be pointed out to them! Much theological speculation about evilness and goodness may well be found coincident in their culture with general existentially oriented practice, however, traditions are not always existentially oriented given tendencies that incur proliferation, processes of deferment, confusion of objectives, short-term appropriation of measures that should not represent the existential character of those objectives… given that much is said and done in the name of religion… which does not always reflect well upon that tradition… when subjected to critically oriented and enacted overall transcendental suspensions. E.g., in China small feet might be deemed charmingly petite, still, it is wrong to bind the feet of female children in order to promote that harmful result. Of course it is also an oversight on the part of female Victorian missionaries to complain about such a cultural practice when they were also to corset their own waists in a similarly unhealthy manner at the very same time in order to conform to their own misguided set of ‘standards’. The moral being that we can easily overlook our own faults and more easily see the faults of others when all such standards should be critically scrutinized (through ongoing apposite and adequately enacted overall transcendental suspensions) and existentially rectified (and, therein, existentially re-normalized by the same means). Thence this existential exhortation to skillfully confront the theologian when the dissemination of their concepts can be demonstrated to be detrimental to persons either individually and/or collectively! Obviously, an existentially oriented theologian would not need to be remonstrated with in such a manner; perhaps needing only to take on board small points in such positive re-direction. Whereas, in contrast, disconnecting audiences or congregations from extremists might be a more practical response towards that type of pseudo-psychotic ideologue. (46)


That, current notions of evilness and goodness will reflect current theological attitudes and preoccupations, and, will only change when patterns of re-interpreted reconsideration are successfully instantiated (be that from the bottom-up or the top-down, or, in reality, as the result of a mixture of both political directions… when successfully expedited in and through both non-chaotic and chaotic patterns of incremental advancement and/or retreat). That, whether a society subscribes to an active theological point of view/points of view or not is neither here nor there given that even covert considerations and acceptances of theological positions vis-à-vis concepts and interpretations of evilness and goodness will inevitably find a direct or indirect reflection in our interpretations and re-interpretations of social phenomena in general. Thence the importance that should be associated with this task when and where theological constructs need to be seriously confronted; re-interpreted and re-constituted… be that in a theologically oriented setting or in a relatively non-theologically oriented setting… given that such a major frame of reference creates an essential default setting for such social concepts whether we accept, and should accept, that fact of theological/theological-like influence or not..?!
 (47)              
       

       Noël Tointon, Sydney, 7.12.14.

Epilogue: What Value Might a Critical Meta-Theological Perspective Possess?

Given this understanding ‘that the phenomenon of evil is constantly being re-defined’ perhaps we could entertain how we, ourselves, might wish to redefine it in this Contemporary era along a more pro-relational, existential perspective? (i)


Then, in the light of this redefinition, let us ask ourselves, if we were to entertain a theological point of view, just how we might go about proffering a theological resolution of this conundrum? (ii)


Then, taking once more upon ourselves the mantle of the meta-theologian, ask ourselves what are the ramifications of such a position, such re-positioning? By ‘ramifications’ are meant both present implications and future consequences of such a relatively systematic presentation. How would you critique your own reflections in this regard and critically modify the same if you felt that that would be necessary? (iii)


We live in a society now that is no longer beholden to the absolute hegemony of a major discourse, be that in either religious or political terms of reference. That, in this brave new world, people may well wish to self-define themselves through their own search for an identity and through the relative integration of this type of mind-set seek to adopt and adapt other points of view. That, in effect, these sort of reflections have been entered into in working though the implications and consequences of this paper. A type of attitude towards a re(-)forming of personal identity that I have referred elsewhere to as a poly-political pluralism which may well be an important hallmark of our Contemporary era.
 (iv)


Suggested by this working paper is the implication that theologians/meta-theologians, congregations, observers et al need to re(-)define and refine their concept/s of evil in existential terms of reference before attempting to re(-)define and refine their vision/s of a theodicy. Traditionally there are a number of options (such as the doctrine that freewill does not contradict the powers of a creator, that life is led in atonement [for karmic causes, etc.], that evil is a necessary element in the perfection of the person, that our very finiteness deprives us of a degree of goodness that might be possessed by the deity, etc., etc.). But, in the light of an existential redefinition of a phenomenology of evil-oriented behavior there may well be a need for adopting and adapting a non-classical response in this regard?? (v)


Furthermore, just as re-writing our understanding of current attitudes towards our ways of interpreting and reinterpreting the experience of evilness so too we have to reflect upon how changing attitudes towards the general concept of goodness will also be influencing this type of debate when and where it should re-surface from time to time or persist as a form of cultural undercurrent. Articulations of such views, e.g., by theologians, ethical philosophers, etc., and their contestment in society by professional and non-professional critics have much to say in how we re-read a vast range of social and personal phenomena given that much debate is dictated between these sometimes subtle shifts in re-interpretation. (vi)

     






     Noël Tointon, Sydney, 15.12.14.
�	The use of single quotation marks indicates that a meta-theological position is being entertained.


� 	We should also recognize the fact that much of what is perceived as evil also remains relatively invariant over time.  What changes that do seem to occur seem to be made in wider degrees of inclusivity, a dropping of peripheral, less central controversies, the development of an existential attitude to ethical management and a greater openness towards and an acceptance of different moral readings? Although such relative invariance can be observed and argued for this should not be read as ‘intrinsic’. As I will argue this ‘concept’ cannot be engaged being neither recognized nor encountered in experience. In fact the word can be used/misused to legislate prejudice and institutionalize that same attitude. On the other hand, excising this dangerous expression does not leave us in ‘the moral swamp of mere relativism’ since the adoption of an existentially oriented pro-relational stance allows us to re-define our ‘moral compasses’ by comparatively examining to what extent we both mindfully preserve and conserve our relationships through the adequately re-directed enaction of apposite modes of consequential analysis.


�	 Note: The first prerequisite of the objective/subjective genitive reading of the ‘love of God’ is an example of the type ‘x of the Divine’ where by ‘x’ we can substitute other traditional and/or non-traditional concepts/practices such as ‘compassion’, ‘justice’, ‘sacrifice’, ‘sight’, ‘insight’, ‘revelation’, etc., etc. In Section 9 of my second volume in hypothetical theology: Finding a Place for the Idea of God: Volume II: An Extended Essay Exploring Theological Identity, Work and Value in Our Phenomenological Investigations of the Life-World a commentary on these prerequisites explores in depth both their overall interrelation and ramifications.


�	In the Catholic Wikipedia.


�	‘Disvaluation’ as an ongoing process of devaluation.


�	Witness the apparent need sometimes for a theology to promote the idea of two creators, one good in nature and responsible for the spiritual world and the other evil, and in control of a non-spiritual, material world, etc.


�	Plotinus and St. Augustine are representatives of this transition (although the emotional language of the latter, in the Confessions, e.g., betrays his still present Manichean-based, emotional dualism.  E.g., the rhetorical flourishes in the opening of the third chapter).


�	At both the individual level and the level of minor life-worlds.


�	Social attitudes towards alcohol, e.g., can and do change over time. However, our basic phenomenological ideas about the more fundamental practice of drinking itself, imbibing a fluid, may well remain relatively untouched and invariant. E.g., prehistoric people used beakers to drink from and we still do the same today, say, in the form of coffee mugs, beer tankards, etc.). The fact that a considerable fraction of the population, across cultures and nations, continue still to accept religious frames of reference implies a deep seated ability to respond in that manner although how that theological environment is constructed and expressed, given changing interpretations over time, must be judged to be not so deep seated a phenomenon.


�	‘Amplification is either non-chaotic, incremental augmentation and/or chaotic non-linear enhancement if either or both are ‘positive’ in orientation. All else would be negative or neutral.


�	In the many worlds of media, excessive iteration may well indicate some point of personal, communal or cultural preoccupation/s and possible points of transformation along with the anxieties that might covertly and/or overtly arise at the same time w.r.t. such matters?


�	We can argue that what persists in time must have some existential core central to its historical identity. Indeed, that positive transformation should be conducted with the existential clarification of that essential core identity in mind.


�	Refer to the essays: Transformation through Re-Self-Organization: The Beneficial Engineering of Social Change.


�	         This comment indicates an important reason why theological phenomena should be subjected to meta-theological forms of appreciation and critique, etc.


�	Transformation through Re-Self-Organization, Part LX titled Polyvalency(?). 






