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The Australian Theological Forum, publisher of ATF Press (www.atfpress.com), is an erudite and scholarly part of Australia’s religious landscape.  As one with a soft spot for erudite Christian scholarship, I recently found myself reading an ATF collection of essays, Theodicy and Eschatology, edited by Bruce Barber and David Neville.
  The volume has much to commend it, but I was struck by the disconnect between the language of some of its authors and the generally accepted views of the wider contemporary intellectual community. For those unfamiliar with the terms of the title, theodicy is the study of the problem of evil - how a supposedly all powerful and all good divinity can allow unnecessary suffering, while eschatology is the study of time, focused on the Biblical claims about the return of Christ.
Many ideas are presented in this book, without apology, which would baffle or offend those who do not already endorse a traditional Christian world view.  This problem illustrates the need for greater precision, clarity and contestability in religious language.  The fact, sadly, is that Christianity is ‘on the nose’ in the wider world, and is often seen as a mediaeval throwback with little to offer contemporary needs.  
Statements made by theologians which seem routine to those in the church can jar completely against the outlook of secular people.  This is not limited to obviously wrong fundamentalist ideas such as creationism or virgin birth, but extends to broader themes within faith.  Ideas like ‘salvation’, ‘heaven’, ‘God’, and so on, seem normal in the pulpit, but become meaningless when stripped of their faith framework of assumptions.  Christianity has not yet mounted a credible response to the faithless siren call from Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens.  Reading this ATF collection suggests a main reason for Christian irrelevance is that the faith framework continues to endorse ideas which have been disproved by modern thought.
An example in Theodicy and Eschatology which illustrates this problem is an article by Dr Bob Russell, head of the Center for Theology and Natural Science in California.  David Neville had made the deferential comment in his editorial introduction that “the competence required to participate intelligently ... in the ‘theology and science’ debate is of the highest order [and] Russell has been at the forefront of this debate for over two decades”.  So I was expecting Russell’s paper to be good.  However, I found it incoherent.  His worst error, to my reading, was a comment which some might find innocuous, but which I found appalling, that “thermodynamics … will not characterize the new creation” (p140).  My complaint here is that a supposedly scientific theologian is implying with this comment that a fundamentalist reading of the Biblical doctrine of ‘new creation’ will somehow change the universal laws of physics.  And even worse, that he believes the reign of God actually requires changes to scientific law.  This is absurd. Thermodynamics is the main foundation of the scientific understanding of entropy, and cannot be miraculously set at nought by faith.  
Russell’s comment seems to accept a confusion in thought which any scientist would laugh at.  Rather than promoting debate, it is a barrier to dialogue, as though scientists could usefully learn from people who believe literally in the magical old man in the sky.  The ‘new creation’ of the Bible cannot be the simplistic twinkling of 1 Corinthians 15:51,52 (“we shall all be changed”) or the last trumpet presented in 1 Thessalonians 4.16.  But Russell’s ideas retain Saint Paul’s ignorance about physics. No wonder Richard Dawkins finds it so easy to scoff at theology.  
It looks like too much intoning of the symbolic language of the Bible may have confused Dr Russell, as he blithely sets to one side the self-consistent universe observed by science, in favour of an unscientific eschatology where entropy is wished away. It is not good enough to have two truths, scientific and religious.  There is logically only one truth, so real scholarship must ensure consistency.  The real challenge, which Russell squibs here, is to understand the Biblical doctrine of new creation in a way that is compatible with the findings of science.  It is not good enough to believe that Biblical lines such as ‘death will be no more’ can still be interpreted in unscientific ways.  Literal readings of such lines are obsolete.
A further example which illustrates the philosophical problems presented by the issues in this volume comes from Dorothy Lee.  Her essay on the Gospel of John is luminous and insightful, but I found it highly unsettling.  Dr Lee’s comment which most worried me was her apparent endorsement of the idea that “the signs that in human terms denote the victory of sin [ie the cross] … are transfigured into radiant symbols of eternal life.” This reading of John produces what to me is a far too confident doctrine of salvation, that ‘deliverance from sin .. is already given in the incarnate presence of Jesus.”  This may seem a basic idea of Christianity, but its theoretical foundations are highly questionable, based on a simplistic reading of John 3:16.
 It is like believing makes it so, hope produces salvation, and the death of Christ was somehow good.  Such claims grossly underestimate the power of evil in the world.  They also present individualistic assumptions about the meaning of salvation, based on going to heaven rather than transforming the world, which are distinctly medieval.

Lee acknowledges that deliverance must await ‘the fullness of revelation’, but the impression seems to be that salvation is a done deal.  Of course this would be lovely if it were true, but we are not in the wonderful world of Tolkein where Frodo can zip through Mordor to drop the ring of power into the pit of Mount Doom, or Star Wars where Luke can destroy the Death Star by invoking ‘The Force’.  Our reality, thinking through what salvation could really mean, is that our reconciliation with God could fail through human extinction.  It makes little sense to say that the risk of human extinction has been solved once for all for believers by Jesus.  We need much more rigorous thinking about how we can achieve salvation than airy statements such as that ‘the world and its prince are already conquered.’  If so, how?
The way I look at the problem of evil is that ultimately, God’s power means that no species which is out of harmony with God/nature can survive, just in the scientific evolutionary terms of cumulative adaptation.  For human evil to collectively outweigh our good would bring human extinction or catastrophic collapse.  In a sense, this would solve the problem of evil in that our planet would return to a simpler good state, in harmony with God, but such a view is unthinkable as it gives up hope of redemption.  
The gulf between the evil human cosmic trajectory and the reality of God is illustrated by the life of Christ, who was crucified for calling people to an uncompromising witness to truth.  The promise of Christ is that humanity can be redeemed, but the challenge of realizing redemption is not just a mystical dream of the soul, or a simple matter of belief, but rather a massive scientific problem.  
In the end, I found Theodicy and Eschatology unsatisfying, in that none of the papers forcefully expressed a Christian answer to the problem of evil.  It should be possible for theology to articulate a coherent historical vision that can solve the apparent contradiction posed by belief in a God who is both all good and all powerful.  The nub of the problem of evil is that evil is not sustainable, and if something cannot be sustained then it will stop.  This means that if humanity does not achieve reconciliation with God and nature, then extinction (the modern equivalent of traditional categories of damnation and wrath) is likely.  The Bible sets out a plan to stop evil through the return of Christ, so the task should be to understand what the return of Christ might mean for a scientific age.
God created people as free spirits, with the choice to live by faith or die by unfaith.  This sense of life and death is broader than the individual, and must be interpreted in a wholistic, even karmic, way.  Unfaith leads to an escalating distance of the human community from the eternal reality of God, especially when people believe things that are not true.  Much discussion of the problem of evil has assumed a small and impatient logical framework, whining about how a loving God could allow unnecessary suffering.   The fact is that the Bible explains this problem quite clearly in terms of the structure of history.  A long term cosmic faith in the triumph of good over evil needs to see the life of Christ as a message from God about the true purpose of humanity.  The implicit warning is that heeding this divine message in a rigorous way is a necessary condition for salvation, interpreted as the continued flourishing of the human species on earth.
Understanding the problem of evil requires a rigorous approach to truth.  A visionary path forward is possible, but we need to critique inadequate ideas, such as Bob Russell’s strange claim that God might change the law of entropy, or Dorothy Lee’s wishful traditional hope that salvation of believers is already achieved in Christ.  Instead, the bigger task for theology is to think through how the message of Christ can be applied today with a rigorous evidence-based approach, so love may transform the world.
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� For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.





