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The Problem of 
Pre-Human Suffering

Wisely, in my judgment, the elca does not have an 
official position on evolution or creationism, for this 

allows us to pitch a broad tent open to adherents of  both 
sides. We do as a church, however, subscribe to the histor-
ical-critical method of  biblical interpretation according to 
which our understanding of  Scripture should be informed 
by the cultural context of  the times during which it was 
written.1 So though we hold that God created the universe 
and all that is within it, we need not also hold that God did 
so in six twenty-four hour days, and we may also hold that 
God used evolution in the process of  creation.2

You will not find here yet another defense of  evolution 
against creationism of  the fundamentalist kind. Though 
many others may disagree, I think the case for evolution 
is strong enough that, as Pope John Paul ii once said, it is 
more than merely a hypothesis.3 Instead of  rehashing the 
case for evolution, what I want to argue for here is that 
Christians who do accept evolution in broad outlines, as do 
I, need to rethink how to respond to one of  the oldest and 
most difficult issues in the philosophy of  religion, namely, 
the problem of  suffering.4 Let me explain.

There would be no problem of  suffering if  our God 
were malicious, or weak, or ignorant. 
But that is not how we conceive of  Him. 
We conceive of  our creator as perfectly 
good, as almighty, and as all-knowing 
(among other divine attributes). Why 
then does our God allow for so much 
suffering to occur? Think about the 
past and present horrors of  our world: 
slavery, the Holocaust, aids, cancer, 
child abuse, famine. We’re all too cognizant of  how the 
list goes dreadfully on. No matter how fortunate we may 
be, each of  us has suffered, and will suffer; each of  us has 
witnessed suffering, and will witness it. There’s no escaping 
it. The problem of  suffering is how to reconcile the hor-
rific extent of  suffering in our world with God’s goodness, 
omniscience, and omnipotence.

Of  course, in considering this problem we need to be 
mindful of  our cognitive limitations. As the book of  Job 
teaches us, we cannot as finite creatures presume to know 

all of  God’s reasons, and He no doubt has reasons for allow-
ing suffering that surpass our capacity to understand. As 
Isaiah teaches us, God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, and 
His ways are not our ways. And as Luther’s theology of  the 
cross reminds us, God reverses many of  the assumptions 
we humans are liable to make about who He is and how 
He acts: our Lord on the cross reveals divine omnipotence 
as gloriously triumphant weakness, divine omniscience as 
infinitely wise foolishness, divine goodness as perfect holi-
ness derided.

But even mindful of  these limitations, there is at least 
one important reason for us to consider, as best and as 
humbly as we can, the problem of  suffering and to see what 
answers we can come up with, however dark the glass of  
this world may be. This reason is that the problem has been 
repeatedly advanced as a challenge to the very coherence 
of  our belief  in God, with numerous atheists advancing it 
as a key rationale for rejecting the faith.5 In defending the 
faith, we cannot simply ignore the problem.

So what then does evolution have to do with all of  this? 
Well, to accept evolution today is to accept, among other 
things, that myriad animals lived and perished for hundreds 

of  millions of  years prior to the advent 
of  the first human beings. Given the 
overwhelming physiological evidence 
that mammals, reptiles, and many 
other vertebrates are capable of  experi-
encing pain, there’s a pretty strong case 
to be made for thinking that there were 
countless creatures who experienced it 
before the first human beings emerged, 

and given predation and injury, experienced it to the level 
of  suffering.

Now some may object that “soulless” nonhuman crea-
tures are not capable of  suffering. They may say I’m con-
flating pain with suffering. They may say that while many 
nonhuman animals experience pain, they don’t have the 
cognitive sophistication to experience suffering. Only 
humans can experience that. While I accept that there may 
be some forms of  suffering that perhaps only humans can 
experience and some forms of  suffering that only humans in 

Traditional theodicies are 
hard-pressed to deal 
with the problem of  
pre-human suffering.
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their wickedness can inflict, I think this 
objection is largely bunk. A proper ref-
utation, however, would distract from 
the central thread of  my argument. I 
think intense pain counts as a form of  
suffering. By my lights, a gazelle torn 
to shreds by a pack of  hyenas suffers, 
as does a bear severely burned in a 
forest fire. But “feels intense or excru-
ciating pain” can be substituted for 
“suffers” instead. That’s enough for 
my purposes.

If  there were indeed innumerable 
animals who suffered prior to the 
advent of  human beings, then the prob-
lem of  suffering proves starkly more 
immense than it would be if  the world 
were only five to ten thousand years 
old, as some would have it. In fact, the 
problem of  suffering now divides into 
what we might call the “human era 
problem of  suffering” (why has God 
allowed suffering since the advent of  
human beings?) and the “pre-human 
era problem of  suffering” (why did 
God allow suffering prior to the advent 
of  human beings?). While Christian 
(and Jewish and Muslim) thinkers have 
been pondering the problem of  suffer-
ing for a very long time, the traditional 
focus of  theodicies has been squarely 
on the human era problem of  suffer-
ing. This was completely understand-
able prior to the rise of  evolutionary 
theory and along with it the accumu-
lation of  overwhelming evidence that 
uncounted animals lived and died for 
eons prior to the first human beings. 
In fact, some biblical passages could 
reasonably be read as establishing that 
the suffering and death of  humans and 
animals first occurred after, and as a 
result of, the disobedience of  the first 
humans.6 Since the rise of  evolutionary 
theory, however, the pre-human prob-
lem of  suffering has come to the fore, 
and traditional theodicies are hard-
pressed to deal with it adequately. 

Let me illustrate what I mean by 
briefly delineating five prominent 
traditional theodicies: the punish-
ment theodicy, the free will theodicy, 
the soul-making theodicy, the natural 
consequences theodicy, and the natu-
ral law theodicy. Each of  these has 

been criticized for good reason inde-
pendently of  the central criticism I 
will advance here; the latter, however, 
brings to light a common inadequacy 
in all of  them worthy of  serious reflec-
tion.7 While these theodicies are not 
the only ones out there, they are a 
fairly representative lot, and there is 
some overlap between them.

The punishment theodicy. The suffering 
in the world is God’s punishment for 
evildoing, and this punishment brings 
about a greater good such as a balanc-
ing of  the scales of  justice.  

The free will theodicy. God desires that 
we have free will, and in order for us to 
have it we must have the capacity not 
only to do good of  our own volition 
but also to do harm to ourselves and 
to others. Therefore God allows suf-
fering to occur to leave room for the 
higher good of  our free will. 

The soul-making theodicy. God allows 
suffering to occur so that we can live 
in an environment that allows for real 
challenges, problems, and dangers. We 
need these for “soul-making,” namely, 
for our making genuine moral choices, 
and for our moral, spiritual, and intel-
lectual growth and development. 

The natural consequences theodicy. God 
created our human ancestors so He 
might love them and so they might 
love Him. In order that this relation-
ship not be coercive, God gave them 
the capacity to withhold their love, 
which they did. By doing so, they 
separated themselves from Him, ruin-
ing themselves and their progeny and 
bringing suffering and death into the 
world.

The natural law theodicy. In order for 
us to choose freely, we must live in a 
world governed by regular and orderly 
laws of  nature. For if  there were no 
such regularity and orderliness to the 
natural world, we could not predict 
the effects of  our choices, and without 
being able to predict these effects, we 
could not be genuinely free in making 
these choices insofar as true freedom 
of  choice is incompatible with ran-
dom effects. However, the very laws 
of  nature that allow me to walk across 
the room and hug you, or that allow 

you to pick up your crying daughter, 
are the outworkings of  a natural order 
that also results in such causes of  suf-
fering as earthquakes, hurricanes, dis-
ease, and the like.

What then can we make of  such 
theodicies? Each one of  them strikes 
me as having an important grain of  
truth concerning why God allows suf-
fering to occur to us humans. Notice, 
however, how keenly anthropocentric 
each of  them is. This anthropocentric-
ity proves all the more glaring when 
we take humans out of  the picture and 
turn our attention to the pre-human 
problem of  suffering. Consider again 
each of  the theodicies in turn.

How can the suffering of  pre-
human animals be a punishment 
deservedly wrought by God? What 
did they do to deserve it? Perhaps in a 
Hindu or Buddhist metaphysical sys-
tem we could try to make sense of  this 
in terms of  karma and reincarnation, 
but we Christians reject such notions. 
It’s very hard to see how pre-human 
animals did anything to deserve pun-
ishment, let alone the punishment of  
suffering.

How can appealing to free will 
explain the suffering of  pre-human 
animals? Here we face a dilemma. If  
we deny that they had free will, then 
this theodicy has no purchase. If  we 
accept that they did, then we are 
faced with enormous implausibilities. 
Take a saber-toothed tiger hunting a 
mammoth. Did either of  them have 
the kind of  free will that would allow 
them to make a choice between doing 
what is good and what is not?

Does soul-making explain the suf-
fering of  pre-human animals? True, 
they lived in an environment with real 
dangers, challenges, and problems. 
But were these needed for their mak-
ing genuine moral choices, and for 
their moral, spiritual, and intellectual 
growth and development? Intellectual 
perhaps in some cases, but moral and 
spiritual?

Did non-human animals suffer as 
a result of  their turning away from 
their creator and ruining themselves 
and their progeny? In what way sense 
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could they have done so?
As for pre-human animals living 

in a world governed by regular and 
orderly laws of  nature, it’s hard to 
deny that they did, and this presum-
ably allowed them to predict in at least 
some basic way the outcomes of  their 
actions. They like us were subject to 
the outworkings of  the natural order 
that result in suffering. But unless we 
are willing to attribute free will to 
them, we cannot explain God’s allow-
ing them to suffer as necessary for such 
a greater good.

My purpose in raising these criti-
cal questions is not destructive. Yes, 
it’s typically easier to point out prob-
lems than to come up with solutions. 
But before we can come up with solu-
tions, we must recognize that there 
are problems to begin with. Christians 
who take evolutionary theory and the 
impressive evidence for it seriously 
have a grave problem to contend with 
in the pre-human problem of  suffer-
ing. In fact, the naturalist philosopher 
Philip Kitcher has recently posed it 
quite starkly in his criticism of  what 
he calls “providential religion.” As 
Kitcher puts it:

When you consider the mil-
lions of  years in which sentient 
creatures have suffered, the 
uncounted number of  extended 
and agonizing deaths, it simply 
rings hollow to suppose that all 
this is needed so that, at the very 
tail end of  history, our species 
can manifest the allegedly tran-
scendent good of  free and virtu-
ous action. There is every reason 
to think that alternative processes 
for unfolding the history of  life 
could have eliminated much of  
the agony, that the goal could 
have been achieved without so 
long and bloody a prelude.8 

Christians need not capitulate in 
the face of  such challenges, nor take 
refuge in an anti-scientific creation-
ism. But we need to move beyond 
our understandable preoccupation 
with human suffering in our theodi-
cial thinking if  we are to make head-

way in responding to the problem of  
pre-human suffering. To be sure, the 
full extent of  God’s reasons for allow-
ing human and non-human suffering 
undoubtedly surpasses our compre-
hension. But this does not absolve us 
from acknowledging and trying to 
grapple with the problem posed by 
either. However limited, theologians 
and philosophers have developed 
genuine insights into why God allows 
human suffering. Particularly in the 
age of  Darwin, though, we have much 
work to do developing insights into 
why God allows non-human suffer-
ing.9 I strongly doubt that the God 
Who knew all too well the agony of  
the cross is indifferent to the agony of  
any of  His creatures. Our indifference 
is not His.

How nice it would be to end this 
essay leaving you with a neat solution 
to the problem of  pre-human suffer-
ing. Not surprisingly, I cannot do so. I 
suspect, however, that the best answer 
(or at least an answer) we finite crea-
tures may be able to come up with in 
grappling with this problem will have 
to do with what would be lost without 
the capacity for pain and suffering. In 
this regard, a disorder known as con-
genital pain insensitivity may provide 
us with a useful clue. Those with this 
disorder feel no bodily pain at all, and 
so cannot experience it to the level of  
physical suffering. While this may seem 
a boon, it turns out to be no blessing 
at all: lacking the signal pain affords, 
those with this disorder typically 
undergo all kinds of  bodily damage 
(such as wounds, scaldings, fractures, 
and the like) that normal subjects are 
able to avoid by virtue of  the warning 
pain provides. Because pain hurts, and 
can make us suffer, those who experi-
ence it seek to avoid what causes it. So 
too presumably with non-human ani-
mals. Think of  what they would lack 
had they no capacity for pain: a warn-
ing system without which they would 
most likely be worse off.

I’m well aware that this suggestion 
raises all kinds of  questions. Couldn’t 
God have come up with a warning 
system that didn’t resort to something 

as awful as pain?  How can this sug-
gestion be extended to emotional pain 
and suffering? Did the natural world 
prior to the advent of  humans really 
have to be so terribly red in tooth and 
claw as it is today? Such troubling 
questions are indeed worth asking, 
and I cannot answer them here. I do, 
however, think that they are precisely 
the kinds of  questions that future theo-
dicial thinking would serve us well in 
addressing.� LF
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