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Philosopher John Schellenberg develops an argument against those
claiming, when faced with the existence of so much evil in the world,
that the existence of libertarian free will makes belief in the existence of
a perfectly good and almighty God rational. If there is a perfectly good
and almighty God who wanted to give human beings libertarian free
will, he would have waited until later in the process of (human) evolu-
tion. The existence of libertarian free will is thus a defense of atheism,
rather than a defense of God. In this article the authors presents a theo-
dicy that avoids Schellenberg’s criticism. While this theodicy includes the
notion of libertarian free will as one of its constitutive elements, its focus
is not on the inherent value of libertarian free will. Its focus is rather on
the value of a universe that is independent and indetermined from the
outset. We end up showing how this framework of thinking makes it
unreasonable to assume that God could have waited to give human
beings libertarian free will later in the process of evolution.
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Introduction

n the course of two thought provo-
Iking articles, philosopher John Schel-

lenberg develops an argument against
those claiming, when faced with the exis-
tence of so much evil in the world, that
the existence of libertarian free will makes
belief in the existence of a perfectly good
and almighty God rational.! Since evolu-
tion is likely to go on for a very long time,
Schellenberg finds it very plausible that
human lifeforms would have used their
free wills better if they had received it at a
more mature stage in their evolution. Thus
if there is a perfectly good and almighty
God who wanted to give human beings
libertarian free will, he would have wai-
ted until later in the process of (human)
evolution. Human beings could have had
compatibilist free will for a long period of

time in a world where everything was de-
termined to be good, before developing
libertarian free will. The existence of
libertarian free will is thus a defense of
atheism, rather than a defense of God.

In part one of this article we will pre-
sent a theodicy that avoids Schellenberg’s
criticism. While this theodicy includes the
notion of libertarian free will as one of its
constitutive elements, its focus is not on
the inherent value of libertarian free will.
Its focus is rather on the value of a univer-
se that is independent and indetermined
from the outset. In part two we discuss
the claim that God took a morally un-
acceptable risk when creating a universe
with the possibility of horrendous suffe-
ring to occur. While we agree with Schel-
lenberg that another kind of universe
could have been better, we still find it
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morally justifiable for a perfectly good
and almighty God to create such a world
for the sake of actualizing certain unique
values. With this difference in emphasis
on the role of libertarian free will,
Schellenberg is wrong in claiming that
libertarian free will counts against the
existence of God. In part three we end up
showing how this framework of thinking
makes it unreasonable to assume that
God could have waited to give human
beings libertarian free will later in the
process of evolution.

I

The theodicy that our critique is based
upon has been worked out by Keith Ward,
and further developed by Atle Ottesen
Sovik.2 As noted, the main point in this
kind of theodicy is not that God wanted
to give people free will, but that God
wanted to create an independent world.3
An independent world is a world not go-
verned in detail by God, rather it contains
genuine indeterminism, which means that
events may happen that not even God has
foreseen.# Such a world is a world with
an inherent and extensive capacity for
self-creation. In the words of Michael
Murray, in creating our world God did
not create a machine, but a machine-
making machine.5 From the outset God
fine-tuned a universe capable of bringing
forth life with certain potentialities with-
out determining which ones would be
actualized. Although it could still be clai-
med that God had/has certain aims that
he wanted/wants to actualize within the
universe, God acted more like a creative
artist than someone wanting to plan and
control details within the developing uni-
verse.

By wanting to create an independent
universe, Ward envisions God as having
different kinds of overarching aims. One

such aim was to provide ontological con-
ditions for the development of unique
structures that was not determined by
God but created by an indetermined self-
creating universe: galaxies, dinosaurs,
and flowers (etc.). Another overarching
aim would be the existence of indepen-
dent life-forms with which God could
have a unique kind of relationship.6 It
would be unique in virtue of being a rela-
tionship with individuals who are more
independent than if God had not created
such an independent world. God would
know that a self-creating universe fine-
tuned for life would plausibly bring forth
beings complex enough for this aim to be
fulfilled,” yet without knowing exactly
when and how. Thus, even if willed by
God human beings are partly the creation
of the natural world itself, and a kind of
independent being with whom God can
enter into a unique (communicative) rela-
tionship. Creating a world with this uni-
que potential is good insofar as God by
doing so lays the ground for certain valu-
es to be potentially actualized that could
not have been so in a less independent
world. In creating an independent world
God sets the scene for self-conscious life-
forms to develop with which he would
have to share his creative power. Giving
self-creative capacity to the natural world
amounts to giving self-conscious life-
forms greater responsibility, and so God
expresses an element of trust that would
not be otherwise actualized. These values
could not have been actualized in a less
independent world.

Even if the feeling of love is not some-
thing one chooses, one does in fact choo-
se how to express one’s love as concrete
actions. Life-forms independently choo-
sing to be in a relationship with God, is
good for God in the same way as it is good
for us that those we love choose being
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with and for us. Actualizing this second
goal has a price, however. Genuine inde-
pendence requires genuine indetermi-
nism. It would be inconsistent to say that
God could have created an independent
world that is determined, i.e. a world in
which only one future is possible. Having
said that, it would perhaps be necessary
to anticipate some misunderstandings of
what we have been saying so far.

We are not saying that indeterminism
is a sufficient condition for the develop-
ment of libertarian free will. What we are
saying is that indeterminism is a necessary
condition for the development of liberta-
rian free will and independence. Nor are
we saying that libertarian free will is
necessary for love to be possible among
humans, or that God would be manipula-
ting us if we did not have libertarian free
will. Our point is simply that genuine
independence requires that God does not
actively control developmental processes
within the universe in detail. Having crea-
ted an independent and indetermined
world, not even God will know exactly
what is going to happen. Indeterminism
is a basic metaphysical structure in the
world, which not even God can undo if he
wants the world to stay highly indepen-
dent.? Devastating storms, genetic muta-
tions resulting in diseases, moral agents
misusing their independence to hurt oth-
ers; all these natural and moral evils were
at the outset possible consequences of this
basic indeterminism. Although God did
not want such evils to happen, he did not
know which potentialities would be
actualized in the created world. Yet he
would have known the risk he was
taking. The question is then why did not
God create a risk-free world instead?

I
Ward argues that God could not have

brought us (as token individuals of this
world) into a risk-free world, since we
who inhabit this world are the products
of this world only. Wanting to be born in
another world is like wanting to have
other parents. If two persons other than
your actual parents had gotten a child, it
would not have been you, but someone
else. Likewise, if God had created another
world, he could not have created you
there, but someone else.10

This claim that God could only have
created the token individuals of this
world in this world presupposes that one
does rely on a substance ontology where
individuals are substances with haecceity
making them the individuals they are
independent of their relations. Rather, our
view presupposes a relational (or structu-
ral) ontology where the identity of an
individual is determined by its relations
only.11

Even if one accepts that individuals in
different world are different, a reasonable
follow-up question would be why God
did not create less independent beings in
a risk-free world, instead of creating us in
a high-risk world. Atle Ottesen Sevik
agrees with Schellenberg that a world
with less freedom and less independence
would have been a better world overall. If
God had to choose between either ma-
king a world with less independence and
without the possibility of suffering — or
making a world with more independence
and greater risk for suffering, he should
have created one with less independence
and less suffering. But Sovik suggests that
God has created a world with at least two
phases: one risk-free phase, which is what
many Christians call ”heaven” — and one
high-risk phase, namely our universe (or
multiverse).12

That God created a world with both
phases is a good thing, for reasons already
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noted. First, our high-risk world actuali-
zes unique values connected to indepen-
dence, and makes it possible for God to
enter into relationships with independent
beings. Secondly, it is also good for us
who live in this high-risk world because
first becoming who we are in this world is
the only opportunity for the token indi-
viduals of this world to live forever with
God and other created beings. Thirdly,
while God took a risk in creating us the
risk was acceptable, because an almighty
God knew he could compensate for suffe-
ring by offering eternal bliss.13 Even hor-
rendous suffering becomes merely a mic-
roscopic drop in the sea of eternity. One
may object that even if God compensates
for suffering, God lets people suffer wit-
hout their consent. But God could not ask
us before we were born, so he had to
make the choice for us. This is similar to
how parents choose to have children who
have not been asked to be born, taking
the choice for them that they will hope-
fully appreciate the gift of life. Since God
knew that this was the only possibility for
the token individuals of this world to
experience eternal bliss, it was morally
good for God to create our universe.

I

How then, does this theodicy avoid Schel-
lenberg’s critique that God should have
given us libertarian free will later in evo-
lution?14 First of all, Schellenberg only
takes two alternatives into account: either
we have compatibilist free will in a deter-
mined world, or we have libertarian free
will in an indetermined world. What we
have attempted to develop above is a third
alternative, namely a world genuinely in-
determined and independent at the out-
set. Here libertarian free will is an ontolo-
gical trait that has gradually actualized

itself through evolution, as the ability for
us to create an increasingly independent
self which can causally influence its own
choices in light of experience and reflec-
tion, and it has brought forth more inde-
pendent beings than if the world had not
been genuinely indetermined from the
outset.’S A necessary (but not sufficient)
requirement for having libertarian free
will is that the world is indetermined. As
noted above, indeterminism is the ontolo-
gical condition of evil in our world. One
could imagine different kinds of limited

”»

indeterminism, or indeterminism in “sa-

2

fer” surroundings as Schellenberg does,
but the main point remains: God wanted
a genuinely independent world from the
outset, and thus created an indetermined
world from day one with a high-risk for
evil to happen. Even if another universe
could have been better, this does not
make it morally unacceptable for God to
create a unique universe with libertarian
freedom being actualized at the particular
point in time when it in fact was.

The reason why it is good for God to
create this unique universe, is that it is
good for God to actualize qualitatively
different values. God could have of course
have restricted himself to creating only
one kind of individual experiencing only
one kind of value, and then created many
of the same. But we argue with Keith
Ward that God is a God who wants many
different values to be actualized.’e The
existence of this unique world is good
thing as long as God in addition has crea-
ted at least one other world without the
possibility of suffering and moral evil,
and insofar as there are unique goods that
can only be actualized in our kind of
world and not in a universe of the kind
Schellenberg envisions as the better alter-
native.l”

Theofilos Supplement vol. 6 nr. 2 2014



Atle Sovik og Asle Eikrem 322

Conclusion the world he creates is on balance good.

The value of libertarian free will is not ~ While we agree with Schellenberg that a
What makes lt morally acceptable that different klnd Of universe Could have been

God created our world. Rather, it is the  better compared to the one we live in, we
uniqueness of this world which actualizes  still think that it was good of God to crea-
other values in addition to those that  te both a universe without the possibility
already exist. It is good for God to actua-  of suffering and moral evil and a universe
lize qualitatively different kinds of values ~ in which the risk for suffering and moral
than those that already exist, as long as  evil to take place was high.
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