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Abstract The problem of horrendous evil is the problem of reconciling the exis-
tence of horrendous evils with the existence of a God that is nevertheless good to
individuals. A solution to the problem along the lines of that proposed by Morilyn
McCord Adams resolves the problem by appeal to various sorts of intimacy with God
on the part of the participants in horrendous evils. One half of the problem concerns
the victims of horrendous evils. A second half of the problem of horrendous evil is
the same problem for those perpetrators of horrendous evils who also potentially have
their lives defeated. The present paper argues not only that the intimacy such an overall
strategy appeals to fails to solve the first half of the problem, but also that it makes no
progress at all on the second half.

Keywords Evil · Horrendous evil · Divine · Intimacy · Forgiveness · Justice ·
Adams

If there is an omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect God, he loves us. He loves
me and he loves you. He also loves Saddam Hussein. He loves Adolf Hitler and all
of his SS officers who perpetrated the most horrible of horrendous evils during the
Holocaust. He loves Jeffrey Dahmer and the BTK killer, and he loves all of their vic-
tims. God’s moral perfection not only would entail his love for all of us, one would
think, but also that God would be good to all of us individuals. He would ensure that
all of our lives are meaningful, or at least worth living. But God’s being good to all
of us, including all of the moral monsters of human civilization, raises a different
aspect of the problem of horrendous evil. Following Morilyn McCord Adams (1989,
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1999), let the worry with respect to horrendous evil be that of how God would defeat1

horrendous evil within the context of the participant’s own lifetime. God wouldn’t be
good to individual sufferers of horrendous evil if he allowed their lives to be defeated,
or made to be devoid of meaning, so God would have to defeat that evil somehow.
An Adams-style answer to this problem involves some sort of “intimacy” with God
on the part of the sufferer of horrendous evil, which on her view defeats horrendous
evil within the context of a sufferer’s lifetime. There are difficult questions for such a
view to answer, especially those concerning the nature of such intimacy and precisely
how it defeats evil. But there is a further difficulty that Adams’ approach overlooks.
Such an account fails to address the problem of how God might defeat horrendous
evils for those who participated in the doing of those evils. Their lives are threatened
to be defeated by their participation in horrendous evils as well,2 and thus there is
another half of the problem of horrendous evil for theists to address. My aim is to
defend two theses here. One is that an Adams-style strategy fails to solve the first half
of the problem of horrendous evil—that concerning the suffering of horrendous evil.
The other is that the strategy fails to make any start on solving the second half of the
problem of horrendous evil—that concerning the doing or perpetrating of horrendous
evil.

I

According to an Adams-style solution to the problem of horrendous evil, some form of
intimacy with God would serve not only to engulf horrendous evils within a sufferer’s
life, but would also defeat such evils. Adams holds that horrendous evils could never
be engulfed or defeated by “temporal” or “non-transcendent” goods, such as those
earthly experiences in the manner of pleasurable sensations, aesthetic experiences,
etc., simply due to the magnitude of such evils that threaten the meaning of the suf-
ferer or participant’s life. However, the divine attribute of perfect goodness is not only
greater than earthly goods, but incommensurate with any earthly good or evil, Adams
claims. She then infers that an intimate experience with God would defeat experienced
horrendous evils and thus give the victim’s life positive meaning, and thus make the
victim’s life a great good on the whole (1989, pp. 306–307).

One might imagine such intimacy with God taking a number of different forms,
and Adams gives three possibilities, outlined in her (1989, pp. 307–309) and devel-
oped in much more depth in her (1999). First, if one identifies God with Christ,
then the suffering of horrendous evil may be a means of identifying with Christ due

1 This paper follows Adams in employing some terminology of Chisholm (1969). A person’s life is defeated
by a case of evil if that person’s life is made not to have positive meaning, or made not to be worth living.
A case of evil is defeated by good if the sufferer’s life is given positive meaning, or made to be worth living
as a result, in the sense that the sufferer’s life winds up being a great good to her as a whole. A case of evil
is engulfed by a good if the value of that good outweighs that evil over the course of the sufferer’s lifetime.
2 Adams defines horrendous evils as “evils the participation in (the doing or suffering of) which gives one
reason prima facie to doubt whether one’s life could (given their inclusion in it) be a great good to one on
the whole (1989, p. 299; 1999, p. 26).” See also Adams (1999, pp. 26–31) for further elaboration of the
account.
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to his suffering of horrendous evil through crucifixion. Adams suggests that such
identification could be either sympathetic in the sense that one’s own horrendous
suffering is similar to that of Christ’s, or mystical in the sense that one’s own horren-
dous suffering is literally the same suffering as that of Christ. Second, horrendous evil
could be defeated via an act of personal gratitude on the part of God. Such thanks could
result in such bliss that suffered horrendous evils are defeated. Third, the suffering of
horrendous evil could be identified with “a vision into the inner life of God (p. 308),”
supposing that our experiences of both good and evil are also felt by God. Even
though the experience would be that of horrendous suffering, any such vision would
be a vision of God and thus be itself a good incommensurate with any earthly good.
That is, since any intimate experience with God is itself an incommensurate good,
then the experience of both the greatest earthly goods and the greatest earthly evils
could themselves be good due to its being a vision into the inner life of God. For the
other possibilities, the move seems to be that such intimacy with God, whatever form
it takes, will serve to defeat horrendous evils and thus serve as the basis for solving
the problem of horrendous evil.

Some criticisms are in order here, all of them revolving around the issues of pre-
cisely what is meant by “intimacy” with God, as well as the issue of how such intimacy
serves to defeat horrendous evil. Take Adams’ own suggestions in order. For the first
option of identifying with Christ’s suffering through one’s own suffering of evil, nei-
ther of Adams’ suggestions as to the nature of that intimacy have much force. One
was that one’s own suffering allows one to identify with Christ’s suffering since the
two sorts of suffering are similar. Suppose one grants that the crucifixion story is a
story about horrendous evil. What do other cases of horrendous evil have in common
with the crucifixion story? Those other cases are cases of horrendous evil, indeed,
but it isn’t clear what is otherwise similar between that story and cases of being
forced to cannibalize one’s own children, being repeatedly raped and then slowly tor-
tured to death, and any of the other cases of horrendous evil that unfortunately have
been a reality at some point in human history. Perhaps if the case of horrendous evil
one is considering is in fact a crucifixion, then Adams’ suggestion has more weight.
If I were ever crucified, I would likely identify with others who had suffered in the
same way, and the story of the crucifixion of Christ would surely come to mind. But
if I ever were forced to cannibalize my own children, or any other children for that
matter, identifying with Christ is not something that is likely. The cases simply are not
similar, except insofar as they both involve tremendous suffering, and they both argu-
ably are cases of horrendous evil. The “mystical” identification of one’s own suffering
with Christ’s doesn’t fare any better. It is true that if one’s own suffering were literally
the same as that suffered in the crucifixion story, then of course one’s own suffering
would be intimate with Christ’s. But the two cases aren’t the same—they’re not even
similar, as I argued above. If the cases are not similar, then one’s own suffering cannot
be the same as Christ’s, and thus the suggestion is unhelpful in accounting for how
God might defeat horrendous evil within a victim’s own lifetime.

The second sort of intimacy Adams’ suggests is that corresponding to God’s
divine gratitude to the victims for their suffering. The proposal is that it could be
that for each and every case of horrendous evil, an intimate expression of divine
thanks serves to defeat that evil. It seems there are three possibilities as to what serves
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to defeat the evil in question: (i) the intimate experience with God, (ii) the gratitude, or
(iii) the combination of the two. Option (i) seems to carry the most weight—it is the
intimacy with a divine being, an experience that is supremely better than any earthly
good experience, that seems to be a good that is sufficiently good to defeat the evils
under consideration. Given this, one wonders how (ii) is especially significant here
as far as defeating horrendous evil. Presumably it supplies a potential motivation for
God to grant such an audience with the sufferers of horrendous evil, for such thanks
might also serve to explain to sufferers how their suffering fits into more global goods.
But consider what sufferers of horrendous evil would gain from such an experience.
They would have had an audience with a divine being, they would have gained the
understanding that their suffering really had a place in fulfilling global goods, and they
would have gained the understanding that God appreciated their sacrifice.3 But as far
as defeating horrendous evil is concerned, it seems that the intimacy with God is what
carries the weight. For surely some sufferers, if not most of them, would gain very
little understanding of precisely how their experience fit into the production of more
global goods, especially for the most apparently pointless cases of suffering. Given
this, it is far from clear how much one would gain from such knowledge, as far as
the facts about defeating horrendous evil are concerned. Gaining the knowledge that
God really appreciates one’s sacrifice has the same feature—gaining that knowledge
isn’t itself a good great enough to defeat horrendous evil, it seems. That leaves the
intimacy with God as the feature of the experience that really carries the weight of
defeating horrendous evil. Just how this intimacy really defeats horrendous evil is
another question, which I will take up below.

The third sort of intimacy Adams considers is that of gaining a look into the “inner
being” of God, which presumably involves a sort of intimacy where sufferers of hor-
rendous evil somehow have experiences as God has them himself. Such a vision
into God’s own mind, or into God’s own being, or into God’s experiences of shared
suffering, would be a good greater than any earthly goods, just as on the other proposed
sorts of intimacy with God. As with the second proposal, it appears that the intimacy
with God is doing the heavy lifting here with respect to defeating horrendous evil, not
the particulars of the proposal. For instance, experiencing God’s own mental states
of shared suffering would indeed be a sort of intimacy, but reliving the suffering of
horrendous evil from God’s point of view doesn’t seem to add anything unique to the
proposal—it merely gives some suggested mechanism for how such intimacy might
take place.

What Adams’ three suggestions seem to share is that on all three, the sufferers of hor-
rendous evil get to enjoy intimacy with God through somehow being present with God,
and since being present with God would be a good incommensurate with any earthly
good, then that allows for the defeat of horrendous evil. For on the first option above,
sufferers get to identify with Christ’s suffering, and thus with God’s suffering. On the

3 See also Adams (1999, pp. 167–168). There the point is put thusly: “If postmortem, the individual is
ushered into a relation of beatific intimacy with God and comes to recognize how past participation in
horrors is thus defeated, and if his/her concrete well-being is guaranteed forever afterward so that con-
crete ills are balanced off, then God will have been good to that individual despite participation in horrors
(p. 168).”

123



Int J Philos Relig (2011) 69:17–28 21

second, sufferers get an audience with God via his giving of divine thanks. On the third,
sufferers get an intimate look into God’s mind. Such bliss might result from such an
experience, Adams proposes, that any experience of horrendous evil can be defeated.

Now to a central issue with respect to an Adams-style solution to the first half of
the problem of horrendous evil. It still is not clear precisely how such intimacy really
could defeat horrendous evil. An Adams-style strategy needs only the possibility of
such defeat of horrendous evil in order to solve the problem, but my worry here is
how even the possibility of such defeat is supported by the proposal of an intimate
audience with God to do it. How is being intimately present with God an experience
that can defeat horrendous evil?

Consider a series of cases with features analogous to the suffering of horrendous
evil. Take a case of a young child burning her hand on a stove. She burns her hand, and
I comfort her with a hug, say things empathetic with her pain, explain to her that she
learned something useful that is good for one’s life as a whole, and that I and many
other people have done things similar in the past. She feels better, and suppose we
grant that this intimate comfort I’ve provided makes things much better, on the whole,
than they would have been had no one comforted her at all. Did the good (the intimacy)
outweigh the bad (the pain). Suppose that it did. Now take a case where the child has a
somewhat demented young friend, and her friend grabs her arm and pushes her hand
onto the hot element. Again, suppose I give her a hug, comfort her with empathetic
words, explain that sometimes people do bad things, that she’s learned a lesson about
who to take as friends, and so on. Did my intimate and caring actions outweigh the
suffering? Intuitively, now it isn’t so clear. My actions may have helped, but did they
outweigh it? Take a third example. This time a pathological person, a moral monster
of a human being, takes the child and slowly tortures her for months using a hot stove
as his preferred instrument of torture, and let this be a case of horrendous evil. The
following is certain: No amount of hugs or comforting words on my part will serve
to outweigh the suffering, much less defeat it. Such intimacy simply isn’t enough to
defeat that suffering.

Perhaps other intimate experiences with other caring individuals would be more
helpful. But consider other individuals having attributes of power, knowledge, and
goodness to a greater degree than me. Intimate and caring words from Arnold
Schwarzenegger would come from a being more powerful than me, and for sake
of argument grant that he is more knowledgeable and morally perfect than me. Would
such intimacy with Schwarzenegger be better by way of the prospects for defeat-
ing the case of horrendous evil under consideration? It isn’t self-evidently better.
Moreover, it isn’t self-evident that it even could be better. Suppose Barack Obama is
more powerful, knowledgeable, and morally good than either me or Schwarzenegger.
Would intimate expressions of comfort and explanation from Obama defeat the case of
horrendous evil under consideration? The answer seems to be the same as before: It
isn’t self-evident that such intimacy could defeat that case of horrendous evil. It is true
that governors and presidents often comfort victims of terrible disasters, and one surely
should grant that such comfort indeed makes the victims feel better. But the intimate
comfort provided even by very powerful people doesn’t outweigh such suffering in
all cases, much less defeat it in all cases.
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Adams herself would likely grant this, since my examples of comforting figures so
far have all been human beings. But for the case of a divine comforter, the intimacy
is claimed to be sufficient for defeating horrendous evil. Divine comfort, in whatever
form it is posited to take, presumably would be a great good, greater than any sort of
earthly good. But one should recall that the issue is not that of outweighing a case of
horrendous evil in the course of a sufferer’s own lifetime—the issue is that of how to
defeat that evil so as to render the sufferer’s life not only worth living, but also a great
good to the sufferer on the whole. An audience with God would be good, but even
such an excessively great good wouldn’t obviously defeat horrendous evil. Recall-
ing the analogous cases above, it isn’t obvious that any human comfort and intimacy
could defeat horrendous evil. It isn’t obvious that any divine comfort and intimacy
could defeat it either. Given the lack of obviousness or self-evidence on the matter,
Adams owes us an argument. A “beatific intimacy with God (Adams 1999, p. 166),”
where one comes to understanding the place one’s suffering had in the production of
global goods, simply doesn’t obviously make one’s life a great good after being slowly
tortured to death by a moral monster.

Not only is it not obvious that intimacy with God would make one’s life a great
good in such a case, but further considerations make it likely that such intimacy would
not do so. One argument will be considered in a footnote in Sect. II below. The other is
an argument from analogy. Consider the analogy drawn above between different kinds
of powerful beings and the comfort they might provide to those who have suffered
various kinds of evils. In the cases of mortals comforting mortals, such as a case when
Schwarzenegger or Obama offer comfort to me after a natural disaster (which for sake
of argument one might assume to be an evil short of a horrendous evil), it is true that
such comfort does help the victims of such evils. But does such comfort defeat those
cases of evil, in the same way that intimacy with God is presumed to defeat horrendous
evils for those who suffer it? It seems not. My being present with Schwarzenegger or
Obama after my suffering of some evil does not necessarily confer greater meaning
on my life, nor does it guarantee my life to be a great good as a whole. But if this
holds true for mortals providing comfort for evils that are not horrendous, it suggests
that divine comfort for suffering of horrendous evil would not defeat horrendous evil
either.

There is more to an Adams-style strategy that isn’t present in the preceding case,
though. What of the “understanding” one gains by intimacy with God in the case of
suffering horrendous evil? I wouldn’t gain understanding of the place of my suffering
from a natural disaster from Schwarzenegger or Obama—they would merely be pow-
erful beings offering comfort and perhaps the promise of future aid. But consider a
different kind of disaster, namely one where a mortal being can provide some under-
standing as to the place that suffering might have in the production of greater goods.
Let the current war in Afghanistan be just, at least with respect to the American use
of force in it. Suppose I am a father of a family living in a village in Afghanistan, and
the top members of the Taliban are encamped in my village. American intelligence
learns of their presence in my village, and suppose the best way to speed the war to
its end is to bomb the Taliban encampment with precision-guided munitions. Let this
tactic be just. The decision is made to attack the Taliban leaders, the munitions are
dropped, the Taliban leaders are killed, and so is everyone in my family on account of
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the sheer force of the weapons in question. Everyone in my family is gone, except for
me. This is not good for the value of my life. I have suffered an evil, and let it be that
my life as a whole is much less of a good to me as a whole. I might not have suffered a
horrendous evil, but I have suffered an evil that causes a serious diminishment of the
value and meaning of my life.

Suppose further that in this story, eliminating the Taliban leaders in question really
does speed the war to a hasty conclusion, and Afghanistan and the rest of the world
becomes a better place. That attack on my village played a significant role in the
production of greater goods. Suppose I am ignorant of this. But I might be made
to understand the crucial role that my suffering played in producing greater goods.
Obama himself visits my village. He comforts me and tells me of the world’s gratitude
for the suffering I had to endure. He also offers me something else: the understanding
of the place my suffering had in the production of greater goods. I was ignorant before,
and Obama explains everything to me in beautifully clear terms, so now I understand
fully why it is that my family had to perish. It was the most effective way to end the
war, and it was just, and now I understand this.

But now to the main point of the story, and an analogy with divinely provided
comfort and understanding: Does the comfort and new understanding I have gained
from Obama defeat the evil I have suffered? I am certainly comforted by the kind
words, yes. The understanding Obama provided me helps too. But my life need not
have the same meaning and value for me that it had before. My life is still worth
less to me than it was, my life is less worth living, and Obama’s intimately provided
gratitude, comfort, providing of understanding, and so on fails to guarantee changing
that fact. So intimate experiences with a powerful, knowledgeable, and good mortal
being wouldn’t necessarily help to defeat less-than-horrendous evils. By analogy, inti-
mate experiences with a supremely powerful, knowledgeable and good being wouldn’t
necessarily defeat horrendous evils either.

I take this to strongly suggest two things. One is that my shifting of the burden of
proof to Adams is well justified. The defender of her position owes us an argument as to
how precisely the intimacy suggested would defeat horrendous evil for the sufferers of
it. The second is that the divine intimacy in question really wouldn’t guarantee defeat
of the suffering of horrendous evil. The argument was by analogy, and the defender of
an Adams-style strategy needs to reckon with that in order for the strategy to succeed.

II

So far, the focus has been on the issue of how God might defeat horrendous evil
for those who suffer such evils. But there are other difficulties with an Adams-style
solution to the general problem of horrendous evil. Suppose that the arguments of the
preceding section of this paper all fail, and suppose one grants an Adams-style story
with respect to the question of how to defeat horrendous evil as suffered by the vic-
tims of it. The strategy still comes up short in solving the problem of how God would
defeat horrendous evils on the part of those who participate in such evils in the sense of
bringing them about. On Adams’ view of horrendous evils, a person who perpetrates
such evils also has the meaning of her life threatened to be defeated, just as is the case
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for those who suffer the evil. For instance, it is clear that the victims of Dachau were
sufferers of horrendous evils. Yet the perpetrators of such evils are also participants
in horrendous evil, and their lives are also threatened to be engulfed and defeated by
that same evil. So, an account of how God could be good to all individuals should
include an account of how all participants in horrendous evil have such evil defeated
for them within the context of their own lives. When applied to the perpetrators of
horrendous evils, Adams’ suggestions (in her 1989 and 1999) as to how such evils
might be defeated seem puzzling at best, and incoherent at worst.

Adams’ first suggestion was that the sufferer of horrendous evil could identify with
Christ’s own suffering of horrendous evil. It seems that the perpetrator of horren-
dous evil could never identify with any sufferer of evil, since they are not themselves
suffering at all. It seems they would not have an experience similar to any divine
suffering of evil, whatever that might mean, much less any mystical experience of the
same suffering as that described in the crucifixion story. Furthermore, it seems that on
the part of the perpetrator of horrendous evil there is nothing divine with which they
could identify, unless one could specify some act of God which itself is horrendously
evil. God’s doing of horrendous evil would be at odds with his perfect goodness, so
the first option for defeating horrendous evils seems not to apply to the doing of them.

The second option was that the suffering of horrendous evil could be defeated by
an act of divine gratitude. It seems absurd that God would give thanks to the torturers,
rapists, and serial killers of the world for their acts of horrendous evil in order to
defeat the evil that defeats the meaning of their lives. Perhaps he could thank them for
playing a role in bringing about various global goods, but it still seems at odds with
the concept of a perfectly good God that he would appreciate their actions (especially
compared to the gratitude he presumably could give to the sufferers of horrendous
evil).

The third option was that the suffering of horrendous evil could be identified with a
vision into the inner being of God. Yet it is unclear how the experience of perpetrating
horrendous evil could ever be an experience of something experienced or performed
by God. It seems, in fact, that doing horrendous evil could never be a vision of some-
thing God himself does, since it were then God would be doing some horrendous
evil himself. Since a perfectly good God could not perform horrendous evils, and it
is implausible to think of God as experiencing the doing of such evils, a mortal’s act
of doing horrendous evil could never involve any vision into God’s actions, nor into
some aspect of God’s inner nature.

So Adams’ hypotheses of how God could defeat horrendous evils within the con-
text of a participant’s lifetime miss half the story with regard to most instances of
horrendous evil. If theism needs some means by which the perpetrators of horrendous
evil could have such evil defeated for them in their own lifetimes, then an Adams-style
strategy comes up short.

Likely responses to the problem I have posed include the following. The most obvi-
ous is that the perpetrators of horrendous evil simply do not have their deeds defeated
for them within the course of their own lifetimes. Perhaps their lives are indeed devoid
of meaning and not worth living. Perhaps this is part of a fitting punishment for the
doing of horrendous evil. The response is heavy-handed, as a life that is not worth
living is no small matter, even for moral monsters, but it does reflect the feeling that if
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punishment is ever appropriate, it is appropriate for the doing of horrendous evil (and
possibly not in a manner that occurs in an afterlife either).

But despite its attraction, the heavy-handed response fails. For the issue of God’s
goodness with regard to individuals still remains if the perpetrators of horrendous evils
have their lives defeated. For how can God be said to love those individuals whose
lives he allows to be meaningless and not worth living? There are further problems too:
For if one treats the punishment as some kind of loving punishment, as when a good
parent punishes a child for some reason or other, there is the issue of how allowing
someone’s life to be not worth living gets cached out in terms of divine love. There is
also a problem of adequacy. If punishment is appropriate for doing horrendous evil,
one wonders how much punishment is adequate for the doing of horrendous evil, while
still preserving the thesis that a perfectly good God would be good to all individuals.

Another response is that perhaps the perpetrators of horrendous evil do not have their
lives defeated at all—one imagines former Nazis relaxing in Uruguay, for instance,
with no regrets, no guilt, and not a care in the world. Two replies come to mind.
First, for such respondents one might then take my argument conditionally, where if
the perpetrators of horrendous evil have their lives defeated, then the other half of
the problem of horrendous evil arises. Some might not have their lives defeated, one
might grant, but one surely would grant that some perpetrators of horrendous evils
do have their lives defeated. Surely it is implausible that all of the perpetrators of the
horrendous evils of the Holocaust went on to live lives with no regrets, no guilt, etc.
Second, while it does seem easy to imagine some of the perpetrators of horrendous evil
living out their lives with ease, it seems nearly unimaginable for cases where a single
individual is both a perpetrator and a sufferer of horrendous evil. Take an individual
who is forced by a Nazi officer to cannibalize one of her own children alive in order
that the others should live. The Nazi officer might escape to Uruguay for a comfort-
able and guilt-free life, and thus ex hypothesi have a life undefeated by horrendous
evil. But the person forced to do the cannibalizing is arguably both a sufferer and a
perpetrator of horrendous evil. If one treats her suffering and perpetrating horrendous
evil as involving two separate questions—How could God defeat her suffering? and
How could God defeat her perpetrating that evil?—her life still looks to be defeated
by her perpetrating of horrendous evil. And aside from this sort of case, any case
where a perpetrator of horrendous evil does have his or her life defeated would raise
the problem I suggest. For while some Nazi perpetrators of horrendous evil might not
have had their lives defeated, it is possible that some of them did. The possibility of
any such case raises the other half of the problem of horrendous evil once more.

A possible way out is this. Just as God might grant the sufferers of horrendous evil
an audience in order to extend his divine gratitude to them, he might also grant the
perpetrators of horrendous evil an audience. But for the perpetrators, God might grant
them an intimate audience in order to extend his divine forgiveness to them for their
actions.4 Then the Adams-style approach works in parallel fashion here: An intimate

4 Something like this is claimed by Adams herself, except the forgiveness in question comes from the
perpetrators: “God’s becoming a blasphemy and a curse for us will enable human perpetrators of horrors
to accept and forgive themselves. For they will see, first of all, that these acts did not separate them from
the love of the God who thus identified with them on the cross. . .. They will also be reassured by the
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audience with God is a good that defeats any evil experienced in the context of one’s
own lifetime, so such an audience with God leaves the perpetrators of horrendous evils
with lives that are on the whole worth living. Problem solved, it seems, and in a tidy way
that fits with the conception of God as being forgiving of various kinds of bad actions.

The problem is that such intimacy with God might leave the perpetrators of hor-
rendous evils with lives more worth living than most of the rest of us. If a supremely
good God is good to all individuals while also being just, he must on the one hand
ensure that all of our individual lives are worth living, while at the same time ensuring
that justice be done with respect to cases of individual wrongdoing—especially cases
of horrendous wrongdoing. If having an audience with God is a good that is incom-
mensurable with any earthly good, and outweighs any earthly evil, then granting the
perpetrators of horrendous evils such an audience would make their lives worth living.
But what now about those individuals who have not participated in horrendous evils
as a victim or as a perpetrator? If God doesn’t grant them an audience, then both the
victims and the perpetrators of horrendous evils would have experienced greater goods
than ordinary decent people who haven’t suffered horrendous evil themselves. This
seems unjust—ordinary decent individuals ought to have better lives as a whole than
those who have perpetrated horrendous evils. Yet it appears to be the consequence of
a view appealing to intimately present divine forgiveness in order to solve the second
half of the problem of horrendous evil. To put the reply slightly differently, consider
what kind of life would be preferable on the whole, if one follows an Adams-style
approach to the problem of evil where the victims of horrendous evil receive divine
gratitude, and the perpetrators receive divine forgiveness. Since an intimate act of
gratitude or forgiveness on the part of God would make one’s life better overall than
a person who never had an audience with God, it would be preferable to either suffer
horrendous evil oneself, or to have perpetrated it oneself. That leaves both sorts of
participants in horrendous evil better off than those who didn’t, yet the perpetrators of
horrendous evil ought to come off worse overall than those who didn’t participate in
horrendous evil as either a victim or a perpetrator.5

knowledge that God has compensated their victims. . .[and] they will be amazed and comforted by Divine
resourcefulness, not only to engulf and defeat, but to force horrors to make positive contributions to God’s
redemptive plan (Adams 1999, p. 167).” It is not at all clear how self-forgiveness, however caused, would
Footnote 4 continued
have much weight here, though again it appears that the intimacy with God is what does the heavy lifting as
far as making one’s life worth living. Note also the mention of solutions parallel to those offered in Adams
(1989), to be elaborated upon in the text to follow.
5 In Sect. I above, I promised a second line of argument against the connection between divine intimacy
of the sort Adams describes and the defeat of the suffering of horrendous evil. Another way to see that the
Adams-style strategy fails is simply to compare the value of the lives of two kinds of people, those who
suffer horrendous evil and those who do not. If the sufferers of horrendous evil gain an intimate audience
with God, and those who do not suffer horrendous evil do not, then the better life as a whole includes
suffering horrendous evil. To say the least, that is counterintuitive. The view also looks to entail that one
ought to seek out such suffering for oneself, provided one knew of the divine intimacy one would receive,
for that would guarantee making one’s life a great good. One might even perpetrate such evil on others,
in order to guarantee making their lives a great good to them, since God would grant them the appropriate
intimacy in order to defeat the evil they would have suffered. And such doing of horrendous evil would
not defeat one’s own life, since an Adams-style strategy claims that God would provide the appropriate
intimate forgiveness for one’s actions. Again, the consequences here are counterintuitive: If the intimacy
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On Adams’ own view from her (1999), the reply is that all of us get to experience a
“beatific intimacy” with God, whether we have participated in horrendous evil or not.
That view is implied by the following:

I do claim that because our eventual postmortem beatific intimacy with God
is an incommensurate good for human persons, Divine identification with hu-
man participation in horrors confers a positive aspect on such experiences by
integrating them into the participant’s relationship with God (Adams (1999),
pp. 166–167).

But this raises a slightly different problem, for if all of us receive the same incommen-
surate good, it appears that all of our lives are equally worth living, and they are all
lives that are good—the divine intimacy outweighs everything else, whether good or
bad. But then the proposal fails to solve the problem of horrendous evil in a plausible
way. For if everyone gets to experience such an incommensurate good, then there is
no real difference between the worth of lives that include being a victim of horrendous
evil, those that include being a perpetrator of horrendous evil, and those that include
neither one. If the intimacy with God is intended on an Adams-style view to be the
specific feature of one’s life that reconciles the existence of God with the having of a
life worth living, then something unique about that intimacy needs to be pointed out to
us. It also appears unjust: We all receive the same incommensurate good as a reward
when our lives are over.

An Adams-style strategy for addressing the problem of horrendous evil is intrigu-
ing enough, with its component involving divine defeat of horrendous evil during the
course of one’s own lifetime. But despite its interesting character, it comes up short in
answering the problem itself. For not only does the account fail to give a satisfactory
answer to how intimacy with God would defeat evil suffered by the victims of such
evils, the account makes no start at all on the issue of how God could defeat such
evils for the perpetrators of them. The suggestions in both of Adams’ works on the
subject don’t help, especially with respect to the latter problem. For the intimacy in
question either is granted to everyone, in which case the intimacy is nothing unique
by way of being the source of a possible answer to the problem, or it is granted only
to the participants in horrendous evil, in which case the rest of us wind up with lives
worse than a moral monster, and also worse than a sufferer of horrendous evil. Neither
option solves the problem plausibly.
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