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CHAPTER 6

COPING WITH AMBIGUITY

. . . [E]very religious perspective, with its mythology, rituals, symbols, and rhetoric is implicitly a theodicy in the broad sense of the term. It not only provides means by which to accommodate or transform meaningless suffering; it provides a framework in which to understand it, to explain its origins, to offer resolutions, and to recommend responses. 






           —Tyron L. Inbody (1997: 31)

I deeply concur with the spirit of Tyron Inbody’s observation. It expresses an important truth and perhaps the most important truth that we need always to keep in mind when thinking or talking about religion. “Theodicy,” however, is too provincial a term to use in this connection because of its explicit reference to God (Grk: theos). Not all religious perspectives focus on God, and we should be careful to avoid terminology that suggests otherwise, however familiar or well intended the terminology may be. We need a broader, more inclusive concept because every viable system of religious beliefs and practices, whether theistic or not, must have at its heart ways of interpreting and responding to the tragic dimensions of life and of providing hope, strength, and meaning to fortify us for encounters with evil. The broader analogue to a God-centered theodicy, then, is examination of the fundamental issue of how any given religious system relates to the menace of evil and the extent to which it provides illuminating, trustworthy, usable resources for understanding and coping with this menace in all of its forms. 


At its deepest level, horrible sufferings of body or spirit are dark and inexplicable, and it would be naïve to suggest otherwise. Religious explanations can go some way in accounting for them, but not all the way. This is as true of religion of nature, in the final analysis, as it is of any other religious outlook. Conceptual explanations of systemic natural and moral evils such as those I have provided earlier can help us to cope with evil but they will always be insufficient by themselves. Coping with the world’s ambiguities calls for responses that reach beyond theoretical levels of comprehension to existential, emotional, and spiritual depths of the soul. These depths are finally as mysterious in their workings and powers as are the grave evils of rampant destructiveness, intense suffering, monstrous cruelty, callous exploitation, and the like that require their response. 



Religious systems help us to plumb these depths by seeking to provide as much conceptual explanation as they can, but also by evoking with symbol, rite, meditation, myth, and story the courageous life-affirming powers of the human spirit—powers nature has implanted, by all indications, in each and every living being. The philosopher Hannah Arendt wisely observes, “Storytelling reveals meaning, without committing the error of defining it.”1 To be fully effective, religious systems and traditions must draw deeply upon the revelatory powers of symbol and story.  My discussions in this book will continue to be mostly on the level of theory and conceptual explanation, but I hope that they will shed light upon the positive, sustaining, saving side of nature’s ambiguities and provide a framework that points beyond itself to sources of assurance and affirmation that lie within us and within the world, but that elude the clear grasp of concept and theory.


There are those who would view the conceptual framework of religion of nature as unhelpful in the extreme, who would castigate it for its lack of reference to God or the realm of the supernatural, and who would be strongly tempted to brand it as a thinly disguised nihilism. I want to examine in this chapter the sort of case these thinkers might make for this conclusion, to explain why the case does not hold, and to indicate how religion of nature can enable us to cope effectively with nature’s ambiguities and the menace of evil. Let us look first, then, at arguments for the claim that religion of nature is a thinly disguised nihilism, a nihilism that gives us no genuine help for living in the face of nature’s ambiguities. Then we shall consider the case that can be made for religion of nature in response to these arguments and in defense of its adequacy as a way of dealing with the threats of evil in the world. If religion of nature cannot meet the fundamental test of its competency to deal with these threats—stubborn, pervasive, and ominous as they undoubtedly are—then it does not deserve serious consideration as a possible focus of religious faith. The present chapter is a litmus test of that competency and as such constitutes what I consider to be the most crucial chapter of this book. 

Nihilistic Despair

Nihilism can be succinctly defined as despair of the finite. In many of its forms, it is at bottom the view that if there is nothing infinite upon which the finite depends or points beyond itself to affirm, then the finite is meaningless and absurd.2 Human life is thought to be meaningless, for example, if it does not extend infinitely into the future. A life that culminates in a finality of death is regarded as an absurd life. There must be an infinite being, i.e., one that exists necessarily and possesses all imaginable perfections of power, consciousness, wisdom, purpose, and goodness, and that is the source and sustainer of the finite world. This being must give ultimate purpose and meaning to the world and to human life; otherwise, neither can have purpose or meaning. This being must reside in a separate world from the finite natural world; that is, it must reside in a supernatural world whose infinite, unambiguous, impregnable perfection contrasts radically with the finitude and imperfection of the natural world. This being must communicate with us from its supernatural realm in the form of definitive revelations and other kinds of disclosure, and we must be able to enter into personal relations with it through prayer and meditation. It must respond to our prayers and grant healing power and direction for our lives. 


This being must be the source and dispenser of moral absolutes; otherwise, there can be no binding moral principles. This infinite being must also give absolute assurance of the supremacy of goodness over evil; otherwise there can be no hope that living in accordance with moral ideals can make a fundamental difference in human life or the world. And it must confer upon human beings a status and dignity—a special importance in the whole scheme of things—that is not possessed by any other creature. Otherwise, human beings are reduced to the status of beasts. Finally, this infinite being must be infinitely knowledgeable and wise. It must not be restricted in any way from total understanding of everything in the universe, past, present, or future. Truth among humans is to be seen as correspondence to, approximation to, or reflection of aspects of the absolute, all-encompassing epistemic vision of the infinite being. 


Nihilists find themselves able to affirm none of these things even though they assume them to be essential. They have come to the sad conclusion that finitude is the whole story of the universe and of human life within the universe. Since this is true, then they draw the further conclusion that the universe is without point, purpose, or meaning, and that human life is absurd. In this event, there can be no unconditional truths or absolute moral standards. There is no basis for hope. There is no protection against the ravages of evil. There is no refuge from ambiguity. There is no providential care over the world to give meaning to suffering. There is no infinite being with conscious, purposive care over the world with whom humans can enter into personal relations, to whom they can direct their prayers of praise, gratitude, and petition, and from whom they can draw guidance and support. There is no afterlife of everlasting bliss to compensate the innocent for their sufferings, to reward the just for their persistence in goodness, or to give assurance of reunion with loved ones beyond the grave. Nihilism’s despair of the finite is more properly characterized as despair of the absence of the infinite—as the unquestioned supposition or belief that, without rootage in the infinite and without ultimate reference or recourse to it, nothing finite can have any meaning. And since, for the nihilist, the infinite can nowhere be found, or at least belief in it and commitment to it are always open to serious question, criticism, or doubt, everything is deemed to be absurd. 

Religion of Nature’s Response
If we accept this reasoning, which I do not, then religion of nature would seem to be a form of nihilism. For it does indeed deny the sorts of infinitude referred to in the nihilist’s analysis. The only kind of infinity assumed in religion of nature is an infinity of endless and inexhaustible change, the everlasting workings of nature naturing. The workings of cosmic creation are also, as we have seen, workings of destruction. They are therefore ambiguous in their very nature. Furthermore, they lack consciousness, purposiveness, or providential care. They give rise to all things finite but also, in the fullness of time, lead inevitably to their destruction. Time itself is a blend of creation and destruction, because it must leave the past behind in order to make room for the newness and difference of the present and future. Since it sets forth a vision of life and the universe in which there is no cosmic purpose, no infinite being, no escape from ambiguity, no creation without destruction, no everlasting human life, no refuge from the ceaseless gnawings of time, no moral or epistemological absolutes, no unqualified guarantees of the ultimate meaningfulness of suffering or of the final triumph of good over evil, is religion of nature in its very nature a recipe for despair? 


It is so only if we accept the crucial assumption that if there is nothing infinite (save the relentless workings of change, as represented most comprehensively in nature naturing), then the finite can have no meaning. But is this hypothetical statement really true? Does its antecedent entail its consequent? Religion of nature flatly denies that it does, thus taking fundamental issue with the heart of the nihilist’s reasoning. Far from despairing of the finite, religion of nature affirms the finitude of all things possible or real and asserts—though with full acknowledgement of the tragic aspects of reality—the adequacy of the finite as the context for human life, for the lives of other beings, and for whatever takes place in the world. It is not, then, in either affirmation or implication, a form of nihilism. 


Religion of nature’s message of assurance and hope is laced with sober awareness of the sufferings, sorrows, disappointments, and terrors of life in the world, for these things are manifestations of the finite world’s ambiguities. But its message is also deeply informed by all that is good in the world, by all that is fascinating, beautiful, hopeful, joyful, sustaining, rejuvenating, saving, and life-affirming. This is the other side of the world’s ambiguities. Seeing things in this way, we can now redefine nihilism as despair of the finite not only because of absence of the infinite, but also as the result of focusing on only one side—the evil, precarious, frustrating, frightening side—of the ambiguities of the world. Another mistake of the nihilist view is thinking that all good is completely separable from evil, that there can be such a thing as wholesale unambiguous goodness or absolute safety. Religion of nature calls into question this one-sided focus and unanalyzed assumption. 


If we grant, then, that religion of nature is not a form of nihilism from its own perspective because it takes issue with crucial assumptions and directions of thought upon which the kind of nihilism we have described rests, how does religion of nature propose that we cope with evil? Can it find adequate resources within the ambiguities of human life and the world to take fully into account, find consoling and motivating meaning in, and deal effectively with the systemic natural and moral evils that threaten humans and other parts of nature at every turn? Is the finite enough, or must there be infinites and absolutes upon which it rests and upon which finite beings such as ourselves must rely in order to find sufficient succor and strength? Can religion of nature make a successful case for its contention that, without appeals to unambiguous infinites and absolutes, the finite world can provide ample purpose and meaning, and finite human life can be genuinely worthwhile? 


Questions such as these are the concerns of the next two sections. The preceding chapters of this book presented or adumbrated ways of responding to questions of this kind, but I want now to recall and amplify these responses and bring them to bear on the central issue of how we can find meaning in our lives and discover ways to cope conceptually, practically, and spiritually with the ambiguities of nature. This means, above all else, learning how to deal hopefully, constructively, and effectively with the manifestations of evil in nonhuman nature, with the reckless perversities that lie within the human breast, and with the daunting trials and injuries these perversities inflict upon the lives of humans and nonhumans alike.

 Finite Life and Existential Meaning

In this section I present some responses of religion of nature to the nihilist’s claim that human life can have no meaning if only the finite exists and there is nothing infinite upon which life rests and to which it points. In the section to follow, I respond to the contention that resources of finite life by themselves are patently inadequate to enable us to deal with the systemic natural and moral evils of the world. One reason offered in defense of the first claim is that if the universe has no overarching purpose conferred upon it from without by some kind of world-transcending conscious creator, or from within by some type of immanent purposive being, then human life within such a universe can have no meaning. Meaningful human purposes, in other words, require that we live in a world whose existence exhibits, derives from, and is informed by the intention and design of an ultimate purposive being. Our human purposes can be validated only in the context of a discoverable purpose for the cosmos as a whole. 


This alleged connection between an ultimate cosmic purpose and finite human purposes is not at all clear, and it seems by no means to be necessary. Why must human purposes be validated by cosmic purpose in order to be satisfying, meaningful, or real? Why do we need the context of an overarching purpose of the universe as a whole in order to find purposes for the living of our lives? The universe has brought us into being as purposive agents, but it need not itself be a purposive agent in order to do so. In fact, the current evolutionary model of this universe’s origin and of the origin of humans and other life forms is a model in which consciousness and purposiveness are emergent rather than primordial phenomena.3

With a high order of biological complexity, purposive activity becomes possible in us and other natural beings, but it did not become possible until that high order of complexity was developed through eons of evolutionary changes and adaptations. Once developed, though, purposive activity follows as a matter of course. Beings capable of this activity have such purposes as seeking their survival and protecting the appropriate ways of life for themselves and their progeny. They have the purposes of their many daily pursuits and endeavors. In the case of us humans, we have potentially rich purposes made possible by such things as our high level of conscious awareness, our development of complex languages and cultures, and our ability to imagine, construct, and innovate in domains such as science, technology, the humanities, and the arts. There is also the ever present moral challenge and purpose of striving to learn how to live with one another and with other creatures of nature in mutual concord and harmony. Even without an infinite, these purposes remain, and they continue to be valid and important. They are integral to our lives as the kind of highly developed, complex organism we are. 


There is more than a trace of anthropocentrism in the idea that the universe must be the outcome of conscious purpose. We tend to assume that it must be based on or originate within a mind such as ours, with explicitly intended rational purposes and designs. We do not stop to consider that these capacities in us may be one of many different waves of evolutionary development that have rippled out from the earliest life forms in all directions and that are not themselves initially guided by consciousness or purpose. We further assume that such conscious purposes and designs must be traits of an infinite being basically similar to us, but with human-like capacities elevated or expanded to an infinite degree. We dismiss out of hand the possibility that the finite is itself the cause and principle behind everything, in which case it makes more sense to say that the finite is itself ultimate—that is, there is nothing beyond or beneath it—than to insist that the finite must be rooted in an infinite ultimate. If so, then we can conclude that the universe becomes conscious of itself in beings like us. That is to say, over vast stretches of time it comes to be endowed with consciousness and purpose in finite beings with these evolved capacities, and it is not necessary for us to think that the universe as a whole must stem from or be guided by a primordial cosmic consciousness. 


Even when we speak of nature naturing, we are not talking about something that exists independently of finite processes, entities, and principles that come into being and pass away, but simply about manifestations of the dynamic operations and interrelations of these processes, entities, and principles. To talk of nature naturing is to give a name to endless processes of creation and destruction that mark the present universe and have been and will continue to be operative in universes of the past and future, if we think there is reason to believe, as I do, that there have been and will be such. It is to make reference to an infinite temporal span of these processes but not to suggest any other kinds of infinitude to be associated with them. Thus, the temporal infinitude of nature naturing, i.e., the everlasting processive character of the universe (or universes), is just that and nothing more. It does not imply or require other kinds of infinitude such as all-encompassing knowledge, perfect goodness, absolute power, or a comprehensive purpose conferred upon the world by an infinite being. 


But then, it might be objected, there is no sufficient reason for the existence of the universe or for its character as the realization of one set of possibilities rather than another set. Hence, the very being of the universe is rendered unintelligible and absurd, and life in such a universe cannot help but be finally absurd. There are two responses I want to make to this objection. The first is my contention as a proponent of religion of nature that the universe is its own reason, its own explanation. The universe is the context within which all explanations take place, the starting point or given from which all explanations flow. Explanations cannot regress forever and still count as explanations. They must start some place. For religion of nature, the finite universe is their appropriate starting place. We can account to a considerable extent for the present character of the universe by drawing upon what we can extrapolate or deduce about its past or previous characters. But there is no compelling need for us to arrive at a definitive explanation for the fact of there being some sort of universe in the first place. 


There seems to be a tacit assumption implicit in the demand for an explanation or reason for the existence of the universe itself. The assumption, often unrecognized and unanalyzed, is that nothingness is a more natural state of things than somethingness. Therefore, there is a heavy burden upon us to explain why there is something rather than nothing. But sheer nothingness is unintelligible. Why should we assume that it is a more natural state than somethingness? Even to speak of it as a “state” is to attribute some kind of existence to it and thus to contradict the claim of its being nothing. And what could the contradictory phrase “being nothing” mean? Nothingness is a privative conception, the negation of something positive or existing that might have been present but that is not in some particular case. For this absence to make sense, there must be a broader background of existing things within which the absence of some particular thing or type of thing can be conceived. Without existence of some kind within which the relative privation of some aspect of that existence takes place or can be imagined, the concept of nothingness loses its meaning. 


So, far from nothingness being the natural state of things, the alternative to which (somethingness) requires explanation, the real situation is exactly the opposite. Negation is meaningless unless there is already something to be negated. Hence, total negation or sheer nothingness is unintelligible. All negation is partial and derivative, while the existence of a universe or of some kind of antecedent reality is primordial. If we consider the antecedent reality to be an infinite being such as God, then either for God’s existence the question, “Why this, rather than nothing?” must still be raised, involving us again in the problem of the unintelligibility of sheer nothingness, or we must simply accept the existence of God as primordial, as the given on the basis of which all else is to be finally explained. This is what religion of nature does with the existence of the universe. Explanations can culminate with the givenness of a universe of some sort and need go no further.


My second response to the objection now under consideration is that there is no reason to think that everything in the universe must be intelligible through and through. The present face of the universe is the outcome of two factors: causal laws and novel contingencies. These novel contingencies or workings of chance are not intelligible through and through for the simple reason that the intelligibility of cosmic processes requires their explanation in terms of regular, predictable causal laws, and factors of chance are not amenable to explanation in terms of causal laws. And yet, without the interrelations of chance and law, the universe as we know it today could not have evolved. Moreover, if there was no such thing as chance, there would no openness of the future within which human freedom could operate and make a difference.


Chance occurrences take place within the context of causal laws, but they are not made wholly explicable by those laws. Hence, not everything about the universe is susceptible, even in principle, to causal explanation. This means that not everything is susceptible to complete explanation. There is no such thing as the “principle of sufficient reason” envisioned by the Enlightenment philosopher Gottfried Leibniz4 that can account for the past, present, or future character of the universe as a whole. A dynamic universe is made possible by the blend of the regularity of efficient causes and the unpredictability of chance. Continuity and novelty work together, meaning that some aspects of the workings of the universe are always going to be contingent and surprising, and opaque to causal explanation both in fact and in principle.5 Thus, the universe is not made completely absurd by the lack of a principle of sufficient reason to explain its existence and character, nor is human life thereby rendered absurd. On the contrary, if the principle of sufficient reason did apply to the universe as a whole, human freedom would be nonexistent and human life would be stripped of purpose and significance.


Shifting now to another aspect of the nihilist’s case, the nihilist’s allegation that human life is absurd if it ends in death and does not enter finally into a supernatural realm beyond the grave that brings endless contentment, fulfillment, and peace, unmixed with any possibility of suffering, frustration, mistake, or evil, is vulnerable to at least three critical responses. The first is that this supernatural realm sounds like the perfect world we tried earlier to imagine and found to be not only extremely difficult to conceive but highly undesirable for beings like us. This is so perhaps most clearly in that we could have no genuine freedom in such an afterlife, and its alleged absolute, completely realized perfection would require nothing of us. In the absence of any challenge or effort on our part, or any need for our particular choices and actions, it is hard to see how we could regard our lives as meaningful or worthwhile.


Another response to this allegation of the nihilist is that it uncritically assumes that, in order for something to be worthwhile, it must endure forever. The logic of this claim is not at all clear. The universe is a place of ceaseless change, and the procession of our experiences undergoes change from moment to moment and day to day. We change in fundamental ways as we go from infancy to old age. Most of what has occurred to us in the past is no longer retained in our conscious memories. We did not exist infinitely into the past, and there is no clear reason why it is necessary for us to live infinitely into the future. There are many experiences that we can cherish and enjoy, and in which we can find deep challenge and fulfillment, even though we know full well that they will not last forever. In fact, our knowledge that they will not last forever can impart to them a special kind of urgency, vividness, value, and importance. Our lives need not last forever in order to be meaningful. 


But what about compensating the innocent who suffer and rewarding the just? Is not some sort of afterlife required to balance the accounts and to provide assurance of the ultimate triumph of goodness over evil? My third response is a reply to these questions. For one thing, such a view assumes the conceivability and desirability of an afterlife of perfect, unambiguous bliss. And we have called those two assumptions into question. Moreover, it is not at all clear how a future lifetime of bliss could “compensate” the innocent for the sufferings of this life, especially when those sufferings are exceptionally grievous and extensive. In saying this, I do not mean to detract from the profound feelings of lament we rightly feel and should feel for the sufferings of the innocent. It is precisely such feelings that entitle us to question the idea of an ultimately satisfactory compensation for those sufferings in an afterlife. As for rewarding the just, perhaps justice is best understood as its own reward. To do the good simply because it is good is meaningful in and of itself. Finally, this view tends to take the focus off of dealing with evils here and now by seeming to lessen our duty to defend the innocent in the present from unmerited suffering, to deter and punish evil doers, and to fight against evil institutions. It can make evils seem less glaring and disturbing, and less in need of immediate, firm, resolute response, when we confront them with an underlying assurance that they will eventually be inevitably righted in an afterlife.


For religion of nature, there is no absolute guarantee of the triumph of good over evil in particular situations, and there certainly can be no possibility of the elimination of evil altogether, given the ambiguous relations of good and evil that we have examined elsewhere. But such acknowledgements do not entail the conclusion that life is absurd. To say that there is no guarantee is to say that the future is not fixed and therefore that no outcome is inevitable. Instead, the future is open to us and in significant need of our efforts and accomplishments, including our struggles against evil here and now. This realization would seem to add meaning to our lives rather than subtracting meaning from them.


We can turn next to the nihilist’s insistence that we must be special beings, with a special status and dignity, and a special importance in the scheme of things. Otherwise, or so it is argued, we are reduced to the status of beasts. Here we witness again the camel’s nose of an arrogant anthropocentrism poking into the tent of our status as natural beings. In response, we can note that all species are special. Their being special is another way of speaking of the distinctiveness of each one of them as species. Our difference as humans from other creatures of the earth is relative, not absolute, a difference of degree, not of kind.6 We are animals and, like other animals, we depend crucially upon such things as the warmth and energy of the sun; the photosynthesis of plants and their place within the food chain; the water in the clouds, rivers, and seas; the fertility of the soil; the microbes and minerals in the ground and in our bodies; the intricate relations of species, including our own, with one another and with their natural environments; and the laws of nature. To acknowledge these facts is not to demean us or to denigrate our status in the scheme of things. It is to celebrate our participation in the community of creatures, our oneness with the earth, and the privilege of our being at home here. We do not have to belong in our essential nature to some supernatural realm, nor do we have to be created in the image and likeness of a supernatural being in order to live a satisfactory and fulfilling life. 


This last statement brings us to another one of the nihilist’s assumptions with which we can take issue. That assumption is that our lives are meaningless if they cannot be guided and protected by the providential care of an infinite being, and if we cannot enter into personal relations with that being through prayers of praise, thankfulness, confession, and petition. Our lives are thought to be too precarious for us to make it through on our own or by the help we can extend to one another. We need the help and strength of a higher power. The nihilist concludes that there is no such power and therefore also concludes that the course of our lives is nothing more than the plaything of impersonal, capricious, taunting fortune. With no personal, loving, infinitely wise spirit to help us in times of trouble and need, and to respond to our desperate prayers for direction and help, our lives are deemed to be pointless, and we are judged by the nihilist to be doomed to despair. 


I respect these contentions. They reflect the faith of millions of people living on the face of this earth. People do find strength and help through their faith in a God to whom they can turn in prayer and with whom they feel themselves to be in communion. But I do not personally find compelling reasons to believe in or to put my faith in such a God, and I do not accept the argument that the absence of such a God means that we must abandon hope and succumb to despair. For one thing, each of us is not hopelessly alone and devoid of help. We have each other, and we have this whole wonderful world in which to live our lives. We can give thanks for the gifts of this world, we can confess our sins and aspire with the help of others to live better lives and become better persons, and we can sing hymns of praise for the beauty of the earth. We can rejoice in the events of grace that bless our lives and seek ways to respond to these events so as to take maximum advantage of the opportunities they confer upon us. We can find meaning in helping others and in working to enhance and preserve our natural environment and the lives of all of the creatures within it. We can work to eradicate those evils that can be eradicated and seek ways to accept with humility, courage, and composure those that cannot. I will speak further about this last matter in the next section.


What about petitionary prayer? Do not many of us, at least in many parts of the world, find ourselves turning to some kind of deity in our times of desperate anxiety, feelings of helplessness, and deepest longing? And do we not instinctively feel the need for some kind of infinite personal power to whom we can direct our prayers for guidance, solace, and strength? The idea of our need for such a deity is deeply engrained in the cultures of much of the world, so it is not surprising that this need in persons reared in those cultures might seem to be instinctive or even to provide some sort of validation for the reality of the object of that need. But one’s felt need does not entail the existence of the thing for which one might yearn. A person lost in the desert has a desperate need for water, but that does not mean that the water is thereby made available. Wishing that something is true does not make it true. Therefore, the desire for a deity to whom we can pray in times of need—no matter how deeply rooted that desire might be—does not mean that such a deity must really exist. 


The very notion of petitionary prayer is not without its problems, as has often been observed. A deity who depends on petitionary prayer to do good, who must in that way be persuaded to do good, is not a worshipful deity. Is such a deity a kind of aloof despot who must be placated, cajoled, begged to do good? Must we lavish praise upon the deity before it can decide finally, and perhaps reluctantly, to address our legitimate needs or the other kinds of legitimate need we implore it to notice? Without our prayers, does the deity forget to do the good things it ought to do? 


It is a well known fact, moreover, that petitionary prayers do not always work as they are intended to do, no matter how pious or persistent the one doing the praying may be, or how appropriate the prayers may seem to be. No doubt many prayers were raised during the flu pandemic of 1918-19 or the tsunami of 2004, but large numbers of those who prayed or were prayed for still died. The same was true for the countless prayers of Jews and others separated from their families and being killed or wasting away in the death camps of the Third Reich. And many mothers who have prayed earnestly for the safety of their military sons (or daughters) engaged in war have received telegrams announcing the sad news of their children’s deaths in battle. So perhaps the only kind of petitionary prayer that really makes sense, even if we assume the existence of an infinite being who presides over the world, is the prayer “Thy will be done.” If so, petitionary prayer becomes the search for attunement with and acceptance of the will of the deity, whatever that will might turn out to be. This is in all probability good for the person or persons doing the praying, but it is not likely to alter or redirect the will of a truly loving, benevolent, all-knowing deity. 


But at least, it might be objected, there is meaning in suffering, sorrow, disappointment, and evil in a universe presided over by an infinite deity. At least that being knows what it is doing and does everything for the best. But note that this confidence does not detract from the enigmatic character of the sufferings and evils themselves, nor has it done anything to prevent them. There may be meanings in the sufferings, but we have no way of knowing what they are. So the situation of one who has faith in God is not all that different from one who does not. From our finite human perspective, the frustrations and mysteries of suffering and evil still remain. 


If we probe a bit deeper, we can also see that the vast extent of the evils of the world and the huge numbers of persons and other creatures who suffer grievous harm from these evils can lead us to wonder if the world is really presided over by a loving, benevolent, all-knowing deity and, if so, why it allows so much terrible evil to exist. There is a sense in which the universe is made more in danger of becoming meaningless and absurd, upon reflection, if such a deity is said to exist than if it does not. This is the predicament of Job and of all persons of traditional theistic faith who suffer from deeply regretful and seemingly needless evils. 


Why does an assumedly just God who is believed to be in complete charge of the universe and all that happens within it inflict grave evils upon Job in a seemingly arbitrary manner, or at least stand aside and permit horrendous sufferings of body and soul to torment him? To this question, no finally satisfying answer is given in the Book of Job or elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. At the end of the Book of Job, its central character finally resigns himself to trusting without question in mysterious ways of God that he is counseled by God himself must remain forever hidden and unintelligible to Job and other mere mortals.7 In contrast, a religion of nature is not required to puzzle about how claims to the absolute goodness and omnipotence of God can be reconciled with the pervasive evils of the world. It still has to struggle with these evils in its own manner, but its position in this regard is no more absurd and perhaps in some important respects less absurd than that of those who place their uncomprehending faith in an infinite being. 


The next set of arguments and claims of the nihilist to which I want to respond includes the claim that humans are in need of definitive revelations of what is ultimately true and what is false about the world from an infinite being residing in a supernatural realm, especially when it comes to matters of faith and morals. This being is said to be infinitely wise, and therefore a completely trustworthy source of knowledge, and the dispenser of absolute moral standards that reflect its infinite goodness. According to the nihilist, only such a being who is not restricted in any way from a total understanding of the universe in all its aspects can be a reliable source of knowledge and understanding. The nihilist further alleges that our own claims to knowledge and understanding can qualify as such only to the extent that they correspond to or at least closely approximate the all-comprehending vision of the world possessed by such a being. In the absence of such a being, or so the nihilist claims, we can have no confidence in any of our convictions about knowledge or value. If there are no unconditional truths or absolute moral standards, communicated to us and sanctioned from the vantage point of an infinite being’s all-seeing eye, then claims to truth and value are without foundation and hopelessly relative. 


There are several responses I can make, as a defender of religion of nature, to these assertions. The first response is that the trouble with reliance upon revelation as a source of ultimate truth and value is that there are many different supposed revelations, each with its own distinctive view of these matters—views that often do not agree with one another. How can we tell which one is entitled to our complete confidence and trust? It is not enough to have been reared in a culture where the authority of a particular revelation is assumed. We might have a strong inclination to rely upon that supposed revelation, in contrast with other claimants to revelation. But an inclination to believe something is not the same thing as being justified in believing something. Moreover, it is up to us humans to interpret and apply the meaning of any given putative revelation. History shows that there can be notorious and far-reaching differences in this regard. 


And yet, without human interpretation and application of an alleged revelation, it can have little importance or meaning for human life. In addition, how can we tell with absolute certainty how much or how little the hand of human construction, imagination, and interpretation has played in the development of any putative revelation in its present form?8 So we are not saved from the limitations and constraints of our finite humanity when we make appeal to the assumed revelations of an infinite being. There is no absolute guarantee of the reliability of claims to final wisdom in matters of faith and morals, no matter how sincerely and deeply these claims are thought to be based in the outlook of such a being. We should also note that the perspectivist metaphysics I laid out in chapter 4 gives reasons for denying the possibility of a completely comprehensive, all-knowing perspective on the world, even for God. No matter how inclusive and wide-ranging God’s perspective might be thought to be, it is one perspective among many others and cannot be completely congruent with any one or all of those others.


The line of nihilist argument we are dealing with here also assumes a much-debated correspondence theory of truth and value. Claims to truth and value are said to be validated by the extent to which they correspond to or approximate to the mind of an infinite being and the exhaustive knowledge it has of the world. But not only is such exhaustive knowledge called into question by a perspectivist metaphysics, we can also dispute the model of warranted assertions of truth and value it assumes. How could we ever know that a claim to knowledge or value corresponds to the mind of an infinite being or to its vision of the world? How could we even know with certainty that it corresponds to any part of a supposedly objective world existing in serene detachment from fallible interpretations or points of view? I argued earlier that there is no such thing as an in-itself world—only a world (or, more properly worlds) constituted by the multiple standpoints and interrelations of perspectives. The best we can do in the way of attaining dependable knowledge, therefore, is to rely upon commonly accepted criteria of truth and value such as consistency and coherence; adequacy to relevant kinds of experience; cogency of logical argument; simplicity; fruitfulness in practice and in providing further insight or further paths of relevant inquiry; and the like. Once these criteria have been satisfied and continue to be satisfied, there is no further work we can do or need to do.
The issue of correspondence or approximation to something beyond the reach of these criteria should not trouble us. All searches for truth and value are the work of human beings with their finite means of investigation and testing. There is no pressing need—and no clearly definable or defensible way—for us to rely upon supernatural sources of knowledge, wisdom, or understanding. The outcomes of careful inquiry into matters of faith and morals may not yield absolute certainty or assurance, but they would seem to be far more reliable than outcomes of careless inquiry or of uncritical, unthinking submission to some allegedly infallible external authority. There is a wide middle ground between the absolute and the absurd. The nihilist argument now under consideration fails to recognize the importance and value of this capacious middle ground. Hopeless ignorance is not the sole alternative to absolute knowledge, even when the most critical matters of faith and morals are at stake.


We can conclude this section, then, by affirming on the basis of the arguments and reasons given above that the importance, value, and meaning of finite human life and of finite existence as such do not require that there be infinites or absolutes from which finite things derive or upon which they depend.  Religion of nature asserts the sufficiency of the finite and rejoices in the abundant resources and goods nature provides for the living of our lives. Its affirmation is tempered, however, by acknowledgement of the menacing shadow of evil that haunts finite existence. Finitude and vulnerability go necessarily together: vulnerability to natural calamities, dangers, and accidents and to dark, perverse, and destructive inclinations and actions of human beings. How well does religion of nature equip us to deal with these two sorts of vulnerability? Responding to this question is the concern of the next section. 
Finite Life and Evil

Evil comes in many guises. The two most basic categories of such evils, as we have seen, are systemic natural evils and moral evils. Some evils in each of these two categories are at least partially preventable; others are not. Consider first systemic natural evils. We can show enough respect for nature as not deliberately to produce, or allow to be produced, conditions in it that make us or other creatures more susceptible to natural disasters. For example, we can avoid, as far as possible, pollution of the earth, seas and water courses, and the atmosphere. We can avoid building our houses, schools, factories, and businesses in wetlands, on floodplains, or directly on sea coasts. We can stop laying waste to our rain forests. We can fight against erosion and the depletion of topsoil. We can drive cars that consume less gasoline and are low on pollution. And we can support government programs that encourage the production of these cars. We can develop or expand public transportation systems. We can utilize renewable sources of energy and ones that are less likely to pollute the atmosphere. We can recycle. We can endeavor to keep our human population under control. We can develop better ways of predicting and protecting ourselves against such things as earthquakes, tornadoes, and hurricanes. 


We can take advantage of the techniques of preventive medicine to fend off debilitation and disease. We can avoid addictions and practices—smoking, drug use, bad diet, overeating, lack of exercise, stressful situations, etc.—that threaten our health. We can help the poor, the hungry, the sick, and the needy in our own neighborhoods and around the world. We can seek legislation against the abuses of factory farming. And we can work to protect endangered and other living species in whatever ways we can. These and similar tactics can help to protect against destructive potentialities of nature that threaten us and all forms of life. 


But of course, no such tactics, no matter how elaborate or thorough, can protect us totally against systemic natural evils. We are finite beings and we live in a precarious world. If we are to live realistically within the world, we must take these two brute facts fully into account. Religion of nature helps to prepare us for life in this world by reminding us that we are not in complete control of things, that natural disasters are going to take place, that we must live with caution and care, that smaller scale accidents take place all around us and might at any moment impact our own lives or the lives of those we love, and that, as human beings, we are but a small part of an incredibly vast and intricate system that does not center on us and that combines predictable causal laws with imponderable workings of chance. 



This system is ambiguous, as we have often had occasion to note, in that its many goods are made possible only when accompanied by many potential evils. For religion of nature, no quality or amount of petitionary prayer can alter these facts or be expected to weight the system’s ambiguities in favor of those who pray. Nevertheless, religion of nature teaches us to reverence the system as a whole and to celebrate its essential rightness. We can give thanks for the gift of life and the goods nature bestows upon us and other creatures, and we humans can seek by our thought and action to be blessings to nature rather than blights upon it. 


It is one thing to understand these matters intellectually. It is something quite different to put into effective practice the ones of them that are under our control and especially to come to terms in the depths of our emotional and existential being with those that are not. Both require a high quality of resourcefulness, dedication, and commitment. And these, in their turn, can be greatly strengthened by various types of spiritual practice such as regular meditation; repentance for past failures and weak resolve; aspiring in one’s heart to do good and to find ways to do so effectively; giving fervent thanks for all the good things of the world; preparing oneself to be open and responsive to events of grace; searching for strength in oneself and in fellowship with others for encounters with systemic natural and moral evils; reaching out to help others—especially humans and nonhuman creatures most in need of our assistance and concern—and thereby focusing less intently upon oneself and one’s own needs and desires; finding instruction and inspiration in the lives and teachings of exemplary moral and religious persons; and participating actively in the collective rituals, traditions, teachings, stories, songs, and work of religious communities that are sympathetic with, supportive of, or at least not inimical to the outlook of religion of nature. 


Also highly relevant in this regard are taking time to explore and enjoy the abundant beauties of nature, to learn about and contemplate the intricate details of its operations, and to study and admire its distinctive life forms and their complex interrelations—interrelations that include us and our human communities. Above all, each of us humans can meditate regularly upon what it means to be a creature of nature, bone of its bone and flesh of its flesh. Strolling, hiking, camping, swimming, and other kinds of outdoor activity can greatly aid this process of meditation. The slanting rays of the sun through the trees seen while walking in a crisp autumn late afternoon, or the sight of a squadron of pelicans winging its way just above the waves of the blue-green Gulf of Mexico while one is bobbing in those same waves, can inspire and rejuvenate the soul. So too can the exhilaration of a steep mountain climb, with the panorama of meadows gleaming in the sun or curtained with clouds far below, and the distant summit beckoning above. There are dangers about, to be sure, but there are also feelings of restfulness and peace, and of sharing with other creatures the glories of nature. We can also contemplate the wonders of nature by reflecting on the powers nature has conferred upon us humans, powers made manifest in our cultures, languages, and technological achievements. We can do so in the home or on city streets, by attending a concert or reading a book, in school or at a political meeting, at work or at play, and not just by retreating to places of wilderness devoid of human habitation. By these and similar means we can deepen our sense of being at home in nature, of being sustained and renewed by its wonders, and of having profound responsibility to contribute to and not detract from its integrity and wellbeing. 


But what if disaster strikes? What if we ourselves or someone close to us is hurt or killed? What if an accident causes sudden and severe disruption, tragedy, and pain? What if a life-threatening illness becomes unexpectedly manifest in a beloved person thought to be in sound good health? And what about those who are born with or are later afflicted with severe physical or mental disabilities and must suffer with them throughout their lives? If we have a grain of compassion and sympathy, are we not more apt to deplore than to celebrate the ways of nature in these and other similar sad circumstances? Bolstered by the vision of religion of nature, we can deeply regret such events but need not deplore or condemn the nature that produces them. There is no God to be blamed for them. They are not acts of forgetfulness, vengeance, or cruelty. They are ways of nature that affect us just as they affect all other living beings. They are part of the ambiguity of nature. None of us is immune to the dark side of this ambiguity, and it will eventually bring about our own deaths, the deaths of all those we love, and the final dissolution of all we have striven to accomplish. 


Since we cannot escape being subject to the ambiguity of nature, our task is to find the courage to live in the face of it. Our task is to find the strength to affirm our own finitude and the finitude of everything around us. And our task is to support and help one another in times of sorrow and grief. Sometimes, this can best be done by our silent presence or by simple symbolic deeds, not by words. When I was a student in the Princeton Theological Seminary many years ago, I sat in a class being taught by the greatly loved and respected Professor of Christian Ethics, Paul Lehmann, who is now deceased. We were talking about how a minister should behave when visiting a person with a terminal illness who knows that his or her illness is terminal. “Perhaps the best thing you can do,” he counseled, “is to fix that person a cup of tea.” He did not mean this literally, I think, but what he meant was that a gesture of kindness and support sometimes means far more than even the most eloquent words, words that in any event are seldom adequate to the situation. We cannot resolve the ambiguities of nature by analyzing them away, and it is futile to try to do so, with ourselves or with others. But we can be fellow sufferers who understand, because we are all in the same boat. We cannot have the joys of nature or of our lives as natural beings without also expecting to experience their sorrows. Readiness for the one requires readiness for the other. 


Religion of nature is honest and realistic in this regard. It offers us no pap, no panaceas, no empty promises. It does not build castles in the air. Instead, it brings us plumping down to earth. It says, “Find your courage, strength, and meaning here. You are a child of the earth, and there is no other place to go.” This is the beginning and the end of religion of nature’s wisdom. Is it enough? Perhaps it is not for some, but I find it to be sufficient. Religion of nature’s realism about the intermingling light and darkness of the ways of nature girds my loins and refreshes my soul. For me, honesty is one of the central religious virtues, and I regard religion of nature as an entirely honest religious vision of how we ought to aspire to think, feel, and live as human beings. Its path is not easy, and sometimes it can be incredibly hard. This point helps to commend it as the appropriate path to follow in a world whose challenges, delights, and marvels are only made possible by the ever-present threat of its pitfalls, pains, and sorrows. To be is to be finite. And to be finite is, as I remarked earlier, to be vulnerable. This statement pertains to our world and everything in it, including ourselves. To live authentically as religious persons, we cannot hide this fact in a corner or pretend to find ways to evade it or make ourselves impervious to it. There is a fundamental distinction between genuine religion and bogus manipulative magic. But we can seek ways to build courage and strength in solitude and with one another for our inevitable encounters with nature’s perils. 


Sometimes terrible suffering can be accompanied by new opportunities to learn more deeply the lessons of sympathy and love. I heard recently about a mother who lost her beloved daughter to acute pneumonia when the daughter was in her early forties. The daughter had not been able to have children. Soon after the daughter’s death, the mother offered to take care of her granddaughter’s month-old son so that the granddaughter could work during the day. She later said that she would never have been able to cope with the tragic death of her daughter had she not been willing to undertake, on behalf of her granddaughter, the daily care of her baby. Helping two other persons in need enabled her to divert attention from her own suffering. Her experience with the baby also illustrated the important lesson that the chapter about tragic deaths is not the whole story of the universe; there is also the chapter about precious new life.   


Let us shift our attention now from systemic natural evils to moral evils. Even though moral evils are generally under human control and therefore in principle avoidable or preventable, we have seen that there are situations where, in order to produce one kind of good or prevent one kind of evil, we have to commit or allow another kind of evil to take place. The best we can do in some circumstances is to choose between the lesser of two evils or to choose a good that can be obtained only at the price of the commission or allowance of an evil or of the sacrifice of a lesser good. Moral situations, in other words, are sometimes laden with in-principle ambiguity. There are such things as irreconcilable conflicts of goods or necessary choices between evils. In addition, moral evils deliberately committed or allowed by one person, group of persons, or institution may afflict another person, group, or institution in ways that are beyond the latter’s prevention or control. The good of freedom contains the potentiality of evil abuses of that freedom, and the innocent can suffer greatly and with no recourse as a consequence of those abuses. 


We can think of the widespread suffering of the Chinese at the hands of the Japanese during the 1930s and 1940s, recounted earlier, or we can recall the Killing Fields of Cambodia during the mid-1970s, in which an estimated two million Cambodians (or about 30% of the entire Cambodian population) died by starvation, torture, or execution as the result of malicious government policies. Closer to home and to our own time, we can think of reports in the daily newspapers of innocent victims of such criminal acts as murder, rape, theft, extortion, graft, terrorism, and genocide, and of those who are suffering horrendous effects of the unbridled violence of current wars and had no hand in bringing about those wars. We can also think of those who are routinely discriminated against and denied equal opportunities in society because of their skin colors, ethnic backgrounds, genders, sexual orientations, or ages. Then there are the victims of savage violence, sexual abuse, or criminal neglect in the home. Not all moral evils are of one’s own doing; one can experience dire consequences of the evils brought about or allowed to occur by others. This is one aspect of the ambiguity of nature as reflected in the choices and actions of human beings or in the absence of their appropriate moral attention and concern. 


The consequences and dangers of moral evil lie about us everywhere and every day. This is much more the case in some parts of the world than it is in the United States, and it is more so in some parts of the United States than in others. But no area of the world is immune to the devastations of moral evil. And none of us is guiltless, although some are guiltier than others. Every time we get into a car to drive to work or to the store, we take the risk of being maimed or killed by someone who is drunk, irresponsible, or reckless in his or her driving. When we walk down a city street we are in danger of being mugged. There are people around who are ready to cheat us or take unfair advantage of us. Our governments sometimes cut corners, lie, tell half-truths, cover up miscalculations and mistakes, and commit themselves uncritically to foolish ideologies and ruinous policies. Our government representatives sometimes engage in shady practices in order to benefit financially from their positions of power or to ensure their reelections. And our businesses sometimes cook their books to avoid prosecution, to gain illicit tax advantages, or to maximize their profits. Businesses are also sometimes ruthless in their attempts to gain an edge over their competitors, and they are sometimes guilty of cruel exploitation of their workers. In our unstable times, terrorism is a constant threat and can erupt anywhere in the world. 


We ourselves are constantly tempted to compromise or ignore moral principles for the sake of some imagined benefit or gain, to give vent to our passions, or to avoid expending the time and effort required for us to address forthrightly important moral issues over which we can have some control. Moral evil is not only outside us but within us. Regular disdainful misuses of one’s freedom can produce encrustations of habit that over time severely damage the quality and integrity of one’s life. One can even become despicable to oneself and lose all confidence in one’s ability to reform and become a better person. Hopeless, spiritless moral self-condemnation can result. And it can have devastating consequences for one’s obligations to and relations with others. 


Of course, hopelessness and brokenness of spirit rarely stem solely from simple cumulative misuses of personal freedom; their causes are generally more complex and can be physiological as well as sociological in character. In any event, this condition cries out for compassion, forgiveness, patience, and assistance on the part of those not so afflicted and those most competent to help. A crucial part of this help is enabling the afflicted individual to gain a new sense of personal dignity, responsibility, and freedom. 


There is no automatic solution to these and other problems of moral evil. In religion of nature, there is no God to bail us out, clean up after us, forgive us, or empower us. And there is no use trying to minimize the corrosive effects of moral evils on one’s own character and behavior; on one’s loved ones, friends, neighbors, and community; on the course of civilization; and on the natural environment. Some forms of moral evil require the attention of medical doctors and psychological counselors. They also stand in need of fundamental improvements in our penal systems, with much more emphasis on and resources directed to rehabilitation than mere punishment. The moral dimensions of education are of critical importance, as are the character and example of role models in society as a whole and the powerful influences of the communications media. Moral evil is here to stay, by all indications, and we must learn how to be more effective in our battles against it and in learning how best to live in the face of it. 


The sources of our greatest hope in this battle, I believe, are the capacity for and impulse toward goodness that lie within each of us. This does not necessarily mean that we are fundamentally good by nature, but what it does mean is that we have a powerful potential to be good if we can learn to act in accordance with our deep—if sometimes only potential and relatively undeveloped—sense of moral obligation, responsibility, and opportunity. It is important to reflect upon the fact that there is an abundance of moral goodness in the world that runs counter to a threatening despair about the large amount of moral evil it also contains. There are stalwart exemplars of the moral life in history and in the present who can help to light the way. Each one of us can no doubt think of people of this sort whom one knows personally or who live in one’s own community.9 


Not only is there a tendency toward evil in the human heart, there is also a marked tendency toward decency, goodness, and high moral aspiration and action. Were this not so, it is doubtful that we could have survived as a species. The possibility of enduring social order is predicated upon the capacity of humans to live together in relative harmony and peace. The deep rootedness of that capacity is no less evident, and I think much more conspicuously evident, than is our human capacity for cruelty, strife, and disruption. There is a mystery of the extent of moral goodness as well as a mystery of the extent of moral evil in human life. But the former mystery is generally not sufficiently attended to or discussed. 


Why is there so much moral goodness in the world? Just to ask this question is to remind ourselves not only of how mysterious but also of how reassuring this familiar fact is. Amicable behavior among most of us most of the time is the general rule, and it provides the rarely noticed background for breaches of moral principles that are newsworthy precisely because of their striking contrast with this background and that therefore get actively reported in the media. We need also to remind ourselves that impressive moral strides have been made in certain periods of human history alongside its continuing moral evils. The abolition of slavery, child labor laws, legislation against racial segregation, laws guaranteeing women the right to vote, the establishment of the United Nations, and government assistance for the poor and for the disabled are salient examples in the West and other parts of the world. 


Religious faith, including a religion of nature, can motivate, encourage, and inspire us to build upon this capacity for and tendency toward moral goodness in ourselves and to work together for their actualization and incorporation into our institutions and societies. The right kinds of legislation and education can contribute mightily toward this end, as can the moral rearing of our children and our careful, discerning choice of political leaders. The power of personal example should never be underestimated. There is no guarantee of the triumph of moral goodness over moral evil, but there is substantial hope for its progress against the fortresses of evil. Our concerted choices and actions can help to make that hope more confident and secure. With freedom comes responsibility, and with responsibility comes the possibility of making a significant positive difference in what is accomplished and how things turn out. This is the bright side of the moral ambiguity that is made manifest and inevitable by our possession of personal freedom. As my wife Pam puts the matter, “We humans can be sources as well as beneficiaries of the numerous forces for good at work in the world. The power and effectiveness of those forces is to some appreciable degree dependent upon us, not on a supernatural being.”


So we must help one another, rely upon one another, and appeal to one another for insight and strength. In addition we must learn how to open ourselves to the healing powers of the nonhuman parts of nature, to the larger community of natural beings and their environments of which we are an integral part. It is a community that brought us into being and sustains us in being. It existed before each of us and will continue to exist after us, supporting and sustaining those who outlive us, including our children and their children. We can contribute in important ways to its wellbeing even as it contributes to our own. We can draw upon its restorative powers and be humbled and inspired by its vastness and splendor. We can experience deeper, more lasting community with our fellow humans even as we join together in learning how to be more responsible and receptive citizens of the whole community of earth.


Religious faith can not only inspire and motivate us to live more purposeful, caring, productive, and contributing lives within ourselves and in community with others— including in these times, one hopes, with our nonhuman others. It can also contribute fundamentally to our sense of orientation and direction in the world, to our ability to navigate among its shoals and dangers with a clear awareness of where we need to go and what goals we need to steer toward. All religions do this by supplying us with a kind of chart or map that orients us in the course of our lives as human beings on this earth and in the context of the cosmos as a whole.10 I have tried in this book to unfold the map of religion of nature, to spread it out on the table and describe its features in some detail, to compare and contrast it with certain other maps, and to recommend it to my readers as a dependable guide for our religious lives and for all the other parts of our lives that critically depend upon a realistic and sustaining religious vision.  
Notes

1 Quoted in the Yukon News and reprinted in The Week magazine, May 5, 2006: 17.
2 For a detailed discussion of the philosophy of nihilism, of a number of debatable assumptions upon which it rests, and of lessons we can learn from it, see D. A. Crosby 1988. I show in this book, for example, that traditional Christian theists such as the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky and the German Roman Catholic theologian Hans Küng defend their theism on the basis of assumptions like the ones I describe in this section, while the French Existentialists Albert Camus and Jean Paul Sartre conclude from surprisingly similar kinds of assumption that human life is absurd. The Jewish theologian Martin Buber contends that ethics collapses into a hopeless, destructive relativism without a personal relation to God as the Absolute. He writes, “Only out of a personal relationship with the Absolute can the absoluteness of the ethical co-ordinates arise without which there is no complete awareness of self.” And he states that “always it is the religious which bestows, the ethical which receives.” By “the religious” he means a reciprocal, I-Thou relation between humans and God as the Absolute (Buber 1988: 98; see also chs. 6 and 7 passim).

3 An explication of processes, principles, and theories that can be drawn upon to account for the evolutionary emergence of life from nonlife and of humans from earlier forms of life is contained in chapters 5 and 6 of D. A. Crosby 2005a. I argue in this book for an evolutionary account that is not reductionist but emergentist because genuinely new and irreducible kinds of possibility and actuality come into being with increasing complexity of biological organization. 

4 Leibniz did not allow for ultimate chance or contingency in the universe. He argued that everything in it occurs as ordained and caused by God in order that this universe can be the best of all possible worlds. See Leibniz 1951: 92-96 for some of his statements of and arguments for the idea of sufficient reason. 

5 In D. A. Crosby 2005a, I defend the idea that chance is as fundamental a concept as is the concept of efficient causality for interpreting the nature of reality. Interworkings of causality and chance are crucial for an adequate understanding of time and possibility, the development of the present cosmos, the emergence of life from nonlife, the emergence of human beings, and the development of consciousness and freedom. 

6 I argue at length for this conclusion in chapter 5 of D. A. Crosby 2002.

7 The book of Job in the Hebrew Bible can be interpreted as calling into serious question the absolute moral goodness of God, at least in any sense that humans are competent to understand. In this interpretation, the God of Job is analogous to nature as I interpret and understand it. Both are highly ambiguous from a moral standpoint and yet both are viewed as richly deserving of religious reverence and devotion. In the parlance of the present book, God is religiously “right” in Job’s eyes, and unqualifiedly so, although Job’s God is initially experienced as morally ambiguous and remains so throughout the book. The book of Job also calls into question the “virtue-prosperity” equation of the Deuteronomic interpretation of Israel’s religious history, namely, the conviction that strict obedience to God will ensure prosperity and wellbeing for the Jewish people, while disobedience will bring divine punishment and deserved affliction. The book of Job does not offer any kind of theodicy; it lays stark emphasis on the problem of theodicy—or perhaps even upon the utter uselessness of trying to solve the problem conceptually. This general line of thought was suggested to me in written correspondence by J. Thomas Howe, although he should not be held accountable for the specific way I develop it in this note.  His suggestion is an excellent one, and I am grateful to him for it. 

8  Ehrman 2005 is a thorough, engaging discussion of this problem as it relates to the origins of the Christian New Testament and the omissions, additions, and variant readings in its extant early manuscripts.
9 In chapter 8 of D. A. Crosby 2002 I elaborate on the capacity for goodness in human beings and present several impressive examples of it. Readers should also recall the inspiring examples of my friends Norene Chase and Anne Rudloe, discussed in chapter 3 above.

10 I owe the metaphor of a map to Mary Midgley. See Midgley 1986: 49, 201.
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