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Abstract

Recently, Luis R. G. Oliveira has developed the ‘symmetry challenge’ as follows:

(1) If God exists, then for all actual instances of evil e, God has justifying moral reasons
for allowing e (the ‘reasons’ thesis).

(2) If God has justifying moral reasons for allowing e, then we have justifying moral
reasons for allowing e as well (symmetry thesis).

(3) So, if God exists, then for all actual instances of e, we have justifying moral reasons
for allowing e (Oliveira, 2023).

Thus, per Oliveira, given God’s sovereignty over evil, there is no ethical asymmetry which
would compel a moral agent to prevent rather than permit a preventable evil. In this paper,
I will defend the asymmetry claim and argue that Oliveira’s argument ultimately fails. First, I
will sketch Oliveira’s argument. Then, I will briefly articulate a broadly Reformed-Thomistic
model of providence which I will deploy in this article. Third, I will argue that this model of
providence and the ethical aim of the Christian life generate two distinct yet inter-related
reasons to hold to the asymmetry claim. Finally, I will canvas several theodicies my model
rules out and anticipate several objections.
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Recently, Luis R. G. Oliveira has developed the ‘symmetry challenge’ as follows:

(1) If God exists, then for all actual instances of evil e, God has justifying moral
reasons for allowing e (the ‘reasons’ thesis).

(2) If God has justifyingmoral reasons for allowing e, thenwehave justifyingmoral
reasons for allowing e as well (symmetry thesis).

(3) So, if God exists, then for all actual instances of e, we have justifying moral
reasons for allowing e.1

1Luis R. G. Oliveira, ‘God and Gratuitous Evil: Between the Rock and the Hard Place’, International Journal
for Philosophy of Religion, 94 (2023), 317–45.<https://doi.org/10.1007/s11153-023-09883-0>
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In other words, appeals to the thesis that God has morally justifiable reasons for
allowing any given instance of evils justifies moral inaction, insofar as Timmy might
look at a robbery he could stop and, in considering God’s providence as a part of his
overall ethical moral reasoning, might think, ‘well if this robbery happens, then there
will be a good reason for it because God will have a good reason to allow it; so I am
justified in thinking there is a good reason to let it happen—namely, whatever God’s
end is in permitting this evil’. To defeat this claim, Oliveira rightly argues that one
must defend the ‘Asymmetry’ claim: for many actual instances of evil e, God has justi-
fying moral reasons for allowing e, while we do not have justifying moral reasons for
allowing e.

In this paper, I will defend the asymmetry claim and argue that Oliveira’s argument
ultimately fails. First, I will sketch Oliveira’s argument. Then, I will briefly articulate
a broadly Reformed-Thomistic model of providence (RTP) which I will deploy in this
article. Third, I will argue that this model of providence and the ethical aim of the
Christian life generate two distinct yet inter-related reasons to hold to the asymmetry
claim. Finally, Iwill canvas several theodiciesmymodel rules out and anticipate several
objections.

1. Oliveira’s symmetry argument and other similar arguments

In his article, Oliveira defines necessary evil as such: for all actual instances of evil e,
the fact that e’s occurrence is not pointless gives God justifying reasons for allowing it
if (1) e is necessary for bringing about some worthwhile greater good G or for prevent-
ing some unacceptable greater evil E, and (2) if e occurs, then either G in fact occurs or
E in fact does not. He then formulates the ‘combination argument’, according to which
one’s justified belief that God has sufficient reasons for allowing evil conjoined with
a justified belief that I cannot mistakenly cause or allow a pointless evil yields a justi-
fication for moral inaction. One can justifiably believe they are permitted to stand by
any and all evils they might otherwise permit precisely because they know that there
is a good reason for them – for if they happen, they are indispensable to God’s plan.

Oliveira applies this line of argument to three proffered theodicies. First, some
argue that some evil is necessary to some greater good, whether that greater good is
freedom per Plantinga2 or an overarching organic whole in which an evil occurrence
forms a unity that is on thewhole good.3 But if God only permits those evils fromwhich
he brings greater goods, then any evil that occurs in the actual world will be an evil
from which God will bring about a greater good. Thus, I can be sure that if I myself
allow some evil, if I believe that God has good reasons for permitting that evil to bring
about a greater good, I can be assured that a greater good will be brought about. As
such, I have a justifiable reason to permit a given evil to happen which I could have
otherwise prevented. He raises similar arguments against ‘divine right’ formulations
(e.g., God has the right to permit such evils and we do not) on the grounds that if some
evil is necessary for some greater good or for the prevention of some greater evil, and
A (an authority) has the right to allow it but not B, then B does not have a moral right

2Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1977), p. 30.
3Graham Floyd, ‘Organic Unities: A Response to the Problem of Evil’, TheoLogica, 3 (2019), 122–39.

<https://doi.org/10.14428/thl.v3i1.15243>
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to interfere with A’s allowing it. In other words, even if God has the right to permit
evils whereas we do not, then I can always appeal to allowing God’s right to permit an
evil for a greater good to stand in permitting any occurrence of evil. He then attacks
open theism and divine duty theism (e.g. God simply has a sheer duty not to interfere
with the evils he allows); as I think Oliveira’s arguments are successful against these
options, I will not pursue his argumentation here.

Others have raised similar arguments.4 The core idea of such arguments seems to
be the same: if we know that any evil that happens will bring about a greater good,
and if the occurrence of this greater good justifies God’s permission of this evil, then
there’s no reason to think it wouldn’t justify our permission of said evil. Hence, the key
premise to the argument is premise 2 above – the symmetry thesis. In developing my
argument, then, I will aim to refute this symmetry thesis. But to do this, I will need to
draw from an underlying view of providence that needs articulation.

2. A Reformed Thomist model of Providence (RTP)

It should be stated at the outset that, in articulating this vision of providence, I am not
intending to reconcile these traditions so much as synthesize them. Hence, RTP will
comprise the following claims:

(1) God decrees all that comes to pass, yet not in such a way that he authors or
produces sin nor violates the freedomof his creatures (Westminster Confession
of Faith 3.1).

(2) God executes his decree in time by actively moving his creatures to do what-
ever good they do while preserving their freedom, yet he ordains evil only by
purposefully permitting them (e.g. permitting them in order to bring about
higher-order goods).5

(3) In accordance with (2), all the good of moral agents – whether moral or meta-
physical – issues from God’s active causality, whereas all evil originates in the
creature alone and is only permitted by God.

Each of these parts will benefit from explanation. (1) simply entails that God decrees,
before the foundation of the world, what will and won’t happen in history. This def-
inition is compatible with Thomism, Reformed, and even Molinist thought.6 Indeed,
it’s been argued elsewhere that the Westminster divines had something like libertar-
ian freedom in mind when framing God’s relationship to evil.7 This is why Jonathan
Edwards model of the will received sharp criticism even from certain Calvinists;8

4Michael J. Almeida and Graham Oppy, ‘Sceptical Theism and Evidential Arguments from Evil’,
Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 81 (2003), 496–516; Stephen Maitzen, ‘Skeptical Theism and Moral
Obligation’, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 65 (2009), 93–103.

5Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, trans. by Fathers of the English Dominican Province (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago, 1952) ST I.q22.a2.

6Thomas Flint, Divine Providence: A Molinist Account (New York, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998).
7Sean Luke, ‘Not a Bare Permission: Calvin and the English Reformed on God’s Relationship to Evil’,

Journal of Reformed Theology, 17 (2023), 1–17.
8John Girardeau, The Will in Its Theological Relations (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books,

2023).
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Edwardsian determinism, in which the movement of the will is determined by factors
external to the will, was not the intent of the framers of the Westminster Confession.9

(2) states that God generates the good that any individual agent does, and yet only
ever permits evil. Yet, with the Thomistic tradition, I argue that we should affirm that
God produces good such that he moves creatures to freely perform the good when-
ever they do so. That means that there is a kind of co-operative movement of the will
by which a creature joins with God’s operative grace so as to produce a given good.
A more extensive treatment of how this might be the case can be found elsewhere.10

For instance, God might give the grace of his influence in accordance with his knowl-
edge that, if an agent is given x instance of grace, then the agent would freely do y in
the circumstance of being given x. On the other hand, when God ordains that evil will
occur, he only ever permits the evil.

(3), as a close corollary of (2), states that God is the source of all good in a creature’s
will (ST. I.q105.a4). Yet he is never the cause or source of evil. Evil, rather, is what hap-
pens when a creature willfully distorts the order God has established in creation.11

Yet God permits such evil to bring forth higher order goods.12 Thus, RTP assumes that
God decrees all that falls out in history, yet preserves creaturely free (even libertarian)
will. He moves the creature to freely do all good that they do and only permits any
evil he has decided from eternity to permit. Hence, creaturely good finds its source in
God’s efficient causality (which does not override but works in and through creaturely
willing), whereas evil occurs only when God permits the creature to will evil.

While a full description of the mechanics of divine and human interaction is out-
side the scope of this paper (and the sort envisioned here can be found elsewhere),13

a few clarifications may help to elucidate RTP. First, when God generates good in his
creatures, he does so such that the action is simultaneously God’s and the creature’s
(as argued above). In envisioning this causal activity, we might describe it along the
following lines. God is the radiant source of all good and beauty, such that all good and
beauty in theworld is in fact the emanation of God’s being on thehuman soul – like rays
from the sun. Hence, whenever anyone feels stirred to good in recognition of themoral
law, they are experiencing divine activity. That is, their conscience is a perception of

9One finds an exposition of Edwards in Guillaume Bignon, Excusing Sinners and Blaming God:

A Calvinist Assessment of Determinism,Moral Responsibility, and Divine Involvement in Evil (Eugene, OR: Pickwick
Publications, 2018).

10Steven Baldner, ‘Thomas Aquinas and Francisco Suarez on the Problem of Concurrence’, Proceedings
of the American Catholic Philosophical Association, 90 (2016), 149–61; Steven J. Duby, ‘Election, Actuality,
and Divine Freedom: Thomas Aquinas, Bruce McCormack, and Reformed Orthodoxy in Dialogue’,Modern

Theology, 32 (2016), 325–40.<https://doi.org/10.1111/moth.12257>;ThomismandPredestination: Principles

and Disputations, ed. by Steven A. Long, RogerW. Nutt, and Thomas JosephWhite (AveMaria, FL: Sapientia
Press, 2016).

11Bill Anglin and Stewart C. Goetz, ‘Evil Is Privation’, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion,
13 (1982), 3–12; Donald A. Cress, ‘Augustine’s Privation Account of Evil: A Defense’, Augustinian Studies,
20 (1989), 109–28; W. Matthews Grant, ‘The Privation Account of Moral Evil: A Defense’, International
Philosophical Quarterly, 55 (2015), 271–86; GregoryM. Reichberg, ‘Beyond Privation: Moral Evil in Aquinas’s
“De Malo”’, Review of Metaphysics, 55 (2002), 751–84.

12St. Augustine, The Enchiridion on Faith, Hope and Love, trans. by Thomas S. Hibbs (Washington, DC;
Lanham, MD: Regnery Publishing; Distributed to the trade by National Book Network, 1996), pp. 10–12.

13Sean Luke, ‘Molinist Thomist Calvinism: A Synthesis’, The Heythrop Journal, 65 (2024), 3–18.<https://
doi.org/10.1111/heyj.14273>
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the divine call and nature on the human heart in the process ofmoral decisionmaking.
God, as it were, intensifies the ‘radiance’ of his being in every perceived moral value,
moving his creatures to a response.14 For God to give some instance of grace, then, is
just for God to give himself in some particular way to his creatures, where the self-giving
of God is experienced as aesthetic delight ormoral apprehension (or both). Where God
permits evil, he simply chooses not to intensify his self-gift and lets the creature choose
as she will. Thus, to say that God ordains all of history is just to say that God decides
what will and won’t fall out in history and chooses to actively bring about the good by
giving himself in particular ways (e.g. giving particular instances of grace) and permits
specific evils in accordance with the purpose to bring about higher order goods.

3. The parity problem and the happiness consideration

Given the model of providence specified above, I argue that Oliveira’s argument fails
owing to what I shall call the ‘parity problem’ and the ‘happiness consideration’ (PP
andHC, respectively). Let us define A as a creaturelymoral agent, and all evils – natural
or moral – A is able to prevent as ep: PP may be stated as such:

(1) If RTP is true, then A has no more providence-parity-considering reason to allow ep as
she does to prevent ep.

(2) If amoral agent does not have anymore providence-parity-considering reason to allow a
preventable evil than to prevent it, then the consideration of this parity itself constitutes
a reason to prevent the evil.

(3) Therefore (from 2 and 3), if RTP is true, then the consideration of this parity itself
constitutes a reason to prevent the evil.

In other words, the consideration of reasons from divine providence seem to generate
a parity between one’s reasons for allowing a preventable evil and their reasons for
preventing it (the providence-parity considering reasons). This perceived parity then
serves as a kind of parity-breaker by itself being a reason to prevent preventable evil.

In defense of premise 1, RTP stipulates that, for any good a creature enacts – includ-
ing the prevention of evil – such good is sourced in God’s own movement and so
expresses God’s will. Hence, if a creature prevents some evil, the creature does so
through God’s grace. Thus, the prevention of ep is enacted by God through the crea-
turewhen the creature prevents ep. If this is the case, then prior to ep’s occurrence, the
creature has no more reason from the consideration of providence itself to allow the
evil’s occurrence than to prevent it. For if she prevents the evil, then she will discover
in the act of prevention that God did not deem such an evil necessary to a higher-order
good or, if it was, that such a higher-order good was not necessary to the perfection
of the universe. Premise 1 obtains, then, because the creature is equally justified in
holding two beliefs in tension from the consideration of providence alone:

Belief 1: God has sufficient reason to permit ep, and so if I permit ep, I will do so on
appeal to God’s sufficient reason which guarantees some higher order good.

14For a fuller account, see Dietrich Von Hildebrand, Ethics (Steubenville, OH: Hildebrand Press, 2020);
Dietrich Von Hildebrand, The Nature of Love, trans. by John F. Crosby and John H. Crosby (South Bend, IN:
St. Augustine’s Press, 2009).
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And
Belief 2: If I prevent ep, then thatwill show therewas nohigher order good forwhich

ep’s occurrence was necessary or, if it was, then that such a higher order good is not
necessary to the perfection of the universe.

Her consideration of providence lends equal support to either belief. Therefore,
she has no more reason to think that she ought to permit ep than prevent ep. Hence,
premise 1 obtains.

Premise 2 seems fairly intuitive. For it is anotherway of stating that, all things being
equal, an agent should prevent evil rather than permit it. But beliefs 1 and 2 have epis-
temic parity from the consideration of providence alone and so are equal with respect
to moral justification. For given RTP, in preventing ep, A would in fact be the instru-
ment by which God prevents ep and demonstrates that such an evil was not necessary
to the occurrence of a higher order good. If I have no more reason to think that per-
mitting some evil will bring about a higher order good (or prevent a worse evil) than
preventing it would prevent an evil unnecessary to the obtaining of that higher order
good, then there could be no justifiable reasonwhy I would opt to do the former rather
than the latter.

This argument on its own, it seems to me, would be sufficient to show Oliveira’s
argument to be amiss. For PP itself lends support to asymmetry, and so counters
premise 2 in Oliveira’s argument. But there’s another reason why Oliveira’s argument
does not succeed which, in fact, gives an agent good reason to do the good instead. I call
this the Happiness Consideration (HC).

Many moral traditions consider ‘happiness’ as the last end of humanity. Pascal
famously wrote that all people seek happiness without exception – even the person
who hangs himself.15 One finds a similar notion in Aristotle, with the acknowledge-
ment that people mean different things by the word ‘happiness’.16 Jonathan Edwards
writes,

The soul of everyman necessarily craves happiness. This is an universal appetite
of human nature, that is alike in the good and the bad; it is as universal as the
very essence of the soul, because it necessarily and immediately flows from that
essence …. There is no rational being, nor can there be any, without a love and
desire of happiness… for the very notion of misery is to be in a state that nature
abhors, and the notion of happiness, is to be in such a state as is most agreeable
to nature. Therefore, this craving of happiness must be insuperable, and what
never can be changed; it never can be overcome, or in any way abated …. There
are particular appetites that may be restrained, and kept under, and conquered,
but this general appetite for happiness never can be.17

A desire for happiness – denoting something like general flourishing or fulfillment –
seems to be inscribed into human nature. If there were someone who didn’t desire

15Blaise Pascal, Pensées, trans. by A. J. Krailsheimer, Rev. ed. by Penguin Classics (London; New York:
Penguin Books; Penguin Books USA, 1995), p. 425.

16Aristote, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. by Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins (Chicago: University of
Chicago press, 2011).

17Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, vol. 1 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth Trust, 2017).
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their general flourishing on any level, we’d likely think that something has gone
seriously wrong with this person – that they would be afflicted with an illness of some
sort. Happiness seems something like a general telos toward which human nature is
oriented.

While one may not be able to derive an ought from an is (though this is debatable),
one can certainly derive an ought from a goal or telos.18 For instance, if I seek tomake an
omelet, then I ought to use eggs and I ought not use dirt. Oughts are indexed to goals. And
as has been argued elsewhere, the goal of the moral life is happiness – e.g., flourishing,
well-being, thriving, etcetera. Fitzpatrick argues that moral judgments are therefore
judgments of those actions by which I uphold and promotemy own human integrity.19

Moral ‘oughts’ therefore exist in the domain of the pursuit of happiness. Now, one
might worry this smacks of ethical egoism – as though all moral striving stems from
self-interest.20 And it might in some sense. However, it should be importantly noted
that there are ways to pursue one’s own joy that are, in fact, outward facing. John Piper
in a defense of his philosophy, ‘Christian hedonism’, gives the following illustration.
Suppose I buy flowers for my wife and book a spontaneous dinner date. When she asks
me, ‘Honey, what’s the occasion? Why tonight?’, and I say, ‘Because it’s my duty’, I will
have colossally failed as a husband. On the other hand, if I say to her, ‘Because nothing
makesme happier than seeing you happy’, thenmy joy in her joywill honor her.21 Now,
I do not quote this example to advocate for Christian hedonism as such – I have reasons
why I reject the label and the potential egoistic psychology of Christian hedonism. But
it is nevertheless instructive, insofar as it shows that the pursuit of one’s well-being if
such well-being and joy is outward facing needn’t be selfish.

What is the nature of moral oughts on a Christian vision of the world? It should be
noted at the outset that Christianity is not committed to a strict eudaemonism that
rules out ethical action for its own sake.22 But it should also be noted, contra Mendham,
that Christianity does not differ from eudaemonism in making something other than
happiness the end of the moral life but by reconfiguring the very nature of happiness
and ethical action. CS Lewis famously pointed this out in The Weight of Glory:

If we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature
of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our
desires not too strong, but tooweak.We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about
with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant
child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine
what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.23

18Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2007), pp. 148–50.

19Joseph Fitzpatrick, ‘Hume’s “Is-Ought” Problem: A Solution’, New Blackfriars, 81 (2000), 216–25.
20Jesse Kalin, ‘Two Kinds of Moral Reasoning: Ethical Egoism as a Moral Theory’, Canadian Journal of

Philosophy, 5 (1975), 323–56.
21John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist, 25th anniversary reference edn (Colorado

Springs, CO: Multnomah, 2011), pp. 93–94.
22Matthew D. Mendham, ‘Kant and the “Distinctively Moral Ought”: A Platonic-Augustinian Defense,

against MacIntyre’, The Journal of Religion, 87 (2007), 556–91.<https://doi.org/10.1086/519772>
23C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses, 1st HarperCollins edn, [rev.] (San Francisco:

HarperSanFrancisco, 2001), p. 21.
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Fascinatingly, Christian ethics seems motivated largely by the promise of eternal
happiness. This does not necessarily mean that the pursuit of happiness is the only
motive in all Christian action but rather that it’s (at least) an essential component of all
Christian moral action.

But what is the nature of happiness – of true flourishing – in a Christian vision of
ethics? It seems to me, with the great tradition, that Christianity claims humans are
fulfilled and only truly flourish in union with God.24 In other words, seeing God’s beauty
and participating in that beauty – becoming truly one with God – is the chief end of
human life and all creation. But the way in which a thing participates in God depends
on the thing created, for each created thing’s perfection is its own unique assimilation
to God’s divine excellence (ST. I.q44.a4). Just as dirt might cause a worm’s nature to
flourish but not a human’s according to the different specifications of their nature, God
has shaped creatures to reflect different aspects of his moral character. The Christian
story, after all, teaches that angels are not subject to the same set of moral demands as
humans (Heb. 2:16). Creatures, then, flourish when they reflect those aspects of God’s
character which they were actually made to reflect. Humans must be attentive to the
specifications of their nature in order to know how they ought to flourish.

But how do humans gain knowledge of their nature to know their moral obliga-
tions? God’s self-revelation in Jesus is, ultimately, the supreme norm bywhich humans
learn who they are and what their nature is.25 This is why Calvin famously argues that
the knowledge of ourselves is intimately tied to and clarified in the light of the knowl-
edge of God.26 This is not, however, to cede to some divine command theory (DCT).
According to its most sophisticated versions, DCT stipulates that wrongness or moral
evil consists in disobedience to God’s commands, such that wrongness is defined by
such disobedience. The reason, then, any individual action might be wrong is because
it contravenes God’s commands – which commands perfectly express God’s nature.27

On the contrary, the account offered here stipulates that wrongness is constituted by
distorting God’s self-communication in the structure of the world. Thus, an action is
wrong just so far as it distorts the good – and therefore distorts God’s likeness in the
nexus of creation.28 God’s commands, then, reveal the structure of human nature – and
the good for humans qua humans – rather than define them as such.

Given this framework, certain refractions of God’s goodness might be appropriate
for one creature that aren’t appropriate for another. This appropriateness can depend
on either nature or role. For instance, it is appropriate for a judge to enact justice on a
criminal but it is inappropriate for me to pursue vigilante justice owing to our differ-
ence in role rather than nature in the overall creational nexus. My nature is created
and adapted to the overall nexus comprising created things and constituting creation;

24See Hans Boersma, Seeing God: The Beatific Vision in the Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2018).

25Matthew Levering, Biblical Natural Law: A Theocentric and Teleological Approach (Oxford; New York:
Oxford University Press, 2008).

26JohnCalvin, Institutes of the ChristianReligion, trans. by JohnMcNeill, vol. 1 (Louisville, KY:Westminster
John Knox Press, 1960) p. I.I.1.

27Robert Adams, ‘A Modified Divine Command Theory of Ethical Wrongness’, in Divine Commands and

Morality, ed. by Paul Helm (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1981), pp. 83–108.
28WMatthews Grant, ‘Moral Evil, Privation, and God’, European Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 9 (2017),

125–45.<https://doi.org/10.24204/ejpr.v9i1.1870>
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hence, I will flourish in accordance with God’s design for me to reflect his glory in
particularways rather than others. If true flourishing is constituted by participating in
and reflectingGod’s glory inmy creatednature, thenmymoral ‘oughts’ are constituted
in relation to that particular telos.

Before specifying how this addresses Oliveira’s argument, one more qualification
should be made. Some theorists resist teleological ethics insofar as it makes doing a
good deed for its own sake either impossible or exceptionally difficult. Oughts are, it
is claimed, means to an end.29 But this isn’t necessarily the case given every goal. For
instance, if my wife and I aim to spend time with each other, then we ought to go on a
date. But the date isn’t a means to an end external to the activity. The activity, rather, is
an instantiation of the overall telos rather than an end achieved by some other means.
It is in this sense that Christians ought to think of ‘moral oughts’ and their relation to
union with God. Given RTP, any enacted good isn’t simply something we do to press
into the life of God but is actually an assented-to union with God’s active presence,
who is the origin of the good I do. Through a perception of the good, God shows an
aspect of his life to mymind; throughmy enactment therein, I participate in God’s life
according to the enactment of the perceived good. Every enacted good, then, is a way
of pressing into the life of God. On the other hand, every act of evil is resistance to
God’s activity in the world, and every natural evil is a disordering of God’s design of
the natural world.30

This consideration gives us positive reason to opt to do the goodwe perceive, contra
Oliveira’s argument. For through the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus’s instruc-
tions for his people – which instructions reveals God’s design for humanity at large – is
for them to actively oppose anymoral evil they see and seek to remedy the suffering of
others to their ability. The role of humanity as ‘image bearers’ seems to describe human
function in terms of reflecting God’s wise rule and order into the world – thereby rem-
edying natural evil by restoring God’s order in creation.31 Since moral ‘oughts’ are
teleologically situated in the pursuit of union with God – which is the fulfillment of

29Mendham, ‘Kant and the “Distinctively Moral Ought”’.
30Though this bucks against Aquinas’s view that the consumption of a plant might be a natural evil for

the plant, I’d define ‘evil’ more pointedly along teleological lines. That is, evil is a break down in God’s
purposes imbibed in the order of creation; natural evil is an instance of such a break in the natural struc-
ture of the world, whereas moral evil is a willful rebellion against God’s purposes for moral agents. For
example, earthquakes are not evil in themselves (on my framework, since I reject – as mentioned in the
footnote – Aquinas’s claim that a human eating a plant is a natural evil to the plant); they become evil
when they kill living creatures and inflict suffering. So it’s the *disorder* that constitutes the evil – the
occurrence of an event where living creatures (in my view) were never *meant* to inhabit simultaneous
to the earthquake. However, given the absence of God’s rule from the world in light of the Fall, animal
and all sentient life no longer have the rule of God as a kind of compass which indicates the purposes of
things. Natural evil, in the way I’m thinking through things, is thus a species of the effects of moral evil.
Just as a consequence of my neglect to turn off the stove might be a burned down house, a consequence
of creaturely moral evil is the absence of God’s rule, in which the purposes of things are made manifest.
God thus permits moral evil (wrought by moral agents, human or non-human), which then have the con-
sequence of bringing a divine exile – a divine exile in which the purposes of created things are somewhat
obfuscated, just as ignoring the rule of a king in a kingdom might mean that I don’t know the purposes
for which a king has set up x or y thing in the kingdom. This, once again, could be a paper in its own right
but would – I think – expand the present work beyond its appropriate scope.

31See H. L. Bosman, ‘Humankind as Being Created in the “image of God” in the Old Testament:
Possible Implications for the Theological Debate on Human Dignity’, Scriptura, 105 (2010), 561–71; John
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humanity’s nature – we ought to prevent any evil we see according to the way our
natures are designed to reflect God’s own goodness. Now, one might object, ‘but if
you’re seeking to prevent an evil that God is not, then you’re not reflecting God’. But
this sort of objection forgets a key stipulation of RTP: any good I do and imbibe is a
participation in God’s own goodness. Thus, my efforts to prevent any evil I see reflects
a real aspect of God’s character that persists even if God chooses not to prevent an
evil: namely, God’s grief over every instance of evil and his opposition to it. While God
permits what he hates for morally sufficient reasons, he does not hate an evil any less
for it. A disharmony is still a disharmony, even if it will eventually find resolution.
Nevertheless, God reflects his true hatred of any and all evil through human beings
who oppose any and all evils through participation in God’s goodness.

Let’s summarize the argument thus far, and then apply it to the various defenses
addressed by Oliveira. Given RTP, I argue that, prior to the commencement of any pre-
ventable evil ep some agent A is able to prevent, A is equally justified in holding two
conflicting beliefs: ‘if I permit this evil, then this evil is necessary to some greater good
or the prevention of someworse evil given God’s providence’ and ‘if I prevent this evil,
then this evil is not necessary to some greater good or the prevention of some evil’.
A, therefore, has no more reason to accept the first belief over the second, and conse-
quently she has no more reason to act upon the first belief over the second. In other
words, she has no more reason to permit the evil than to prevent it from consider-
ation of God’s providence over evil. If A has no more reason to prevent an evil than
to permit it – such that her reasons to permit an evil do not outweigh her reasons
to prevent it – then she ought to prevent it. Second, A, as a human being, possesses
the sort of nature designed to reflect God’s compassion and opposition to such evils.
Her nature is fulfilled in participating in God, which happens by participating in his
character. Each enactment of God’s commands is an enactment of God’s goodness, in
which she participates in some limited way in God’s life. Since God’s self-revelation in
Jesus tells her to ameliorate any evil within her power to do so, unless she has some
outweighing reason not to, then she ought to ameliorate such evils – for moral oughts
just are the enactment of the teleological aim of the moral life, which is flourishing,
e.g. participation in God’s life. Premise 2 in Oliveira’s argument is therefore false.

4. Conclusion: False starts and answering potential objections

From the above, it should be clear that the answer given here rules out the free-
will defense. Now, one might be able to take the basic insights here (e.g., the Parity
Problem and theHappiness Consideration) and adapt them to the freewill defense. For
instance, it might be argued that God’s actualization of the best feasible world entails
the Parity Problem, insofar as one might be in the same epistemic standpoint they’re
in under RTP. Further still, HC is an entailment of a kind of natural-law Christian ethic
at large plus the affirmation that God is the origin of all the good we do (no tradi-
tion need affirm that God is the sufficient cause of all good we do). The ‘Divine Right’
answer Swinburne gives might also be modified along similar lines. But as I reject the

Frederic Kilner, Dignity and Destiny: Humanity in the Image of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 2015); Carmen Joy Imes, Being God’s Image: Why Creation Still Matters (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2023).
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assumptions underlying either answer for reasons outside the scope of this paper, I
will not pursue that line of thought here. It suffices to note that the free will defense
is not open to me.

Thus, JL Mackie is right that nothing external to God (e.g., such as free will) pre-
vented God from actualizing a world in which free agents only ever freely chose to do
the good.32 But his argument has a fatal flaw. Mackie argues that, if some greater good
can come out of a horrible evil, then God would have no reason not to let the spiral
of good and evil go on for eternity, in which ever increasing goods are brought forth
from ever increasing evils. However, it might be the case that there is an ideal propor-
tion of evil-defeating goods to such evils which provide a kind of limit. Thus, God may
be after a particular kind of harmony as such, which harmony obtains given the proper
proportion.

Onemight also argue that this response commits me to saying that God has created
the best of all possible worlds. However, this is mistaken. While I do think that such an
answer commits me to saying that God has created amaximally God-reflectingworld – a
maximally good world, the totality of world history considered – it is not clear to me
that thisworld is the onlypossibleworld.However, it does seem tome that RTP commits
me to arguing that any created world which God creates would contain evil which God
would, ultimately, defeat in the best way, axiologically speaking. I am committed to
such a position.33 However, if this argument is raised against my response to Oliveira’s
argument, then it will not show that Oliveira’s argument itself is not defeated by the
considerations sustained RTP; rather, it would be to raise a different argument. My
underlying argument has been that PP andHCdefeat Oliveira’s argument; RTP sustains
PP andHC, but othermodels of providencemight aswell. However, I’ve opted to ground
PP and HC in RTP given that I believe RTP is true and is the most theologically and
philosophically defensible mode of providence. Yet other theists may well feel free to

32Philosophy in America, ed. by Max Black (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1967).
33An anonymous reviewer has expressed worry that this entails a divine need on creation in order

accomplish divine ends and thus might be seen as a denial of divine aseity. This charge deserves a
fuller exposition – one provided for in Sean Luke, ‘Beatific Governance and the Problem of Evil’, Journal
of Reformed Theology, Forthcoming. However, a few things may be said here. The permission of evil in
time for the accomplishment of higher order goods in no way implies a dependency of God on cre-
ation for two distinct reasons. First, the necessity of evil to particular higher order goods is a contingent

necessity – contingent on God’s decision to create the world. Just as the good of the incarnation requires
a created field in which theWordmight become incarnate without entailing a dependency of God on cre-
ation, so God’s permission of evil for a higher order good is indexed to those worlds in which God creates.
Second, suppose creation is somehow necessary simply for the sake of argument. Even then this would
not entail a dependency of God on creation. Consider an ‘if p then q’ claim. For instance, if there is fire
in the room, then there is heat in the room. P here does not depend upon q for its existence but entails
q by its existence. It receives nothing from q which it does not have in itself. If all of creation is an ema-
nation of God’s nature (as implied by the doctrine of divine ideas – see Daniel Kemp, ‘Created Goodness
and the Goodness of God: Divine Ideas and the Possibility of Creaturely Value’, Religious Studies, 58 (2022),
534–46.<https://doi.org/10.1017/s0034412521000032>; Mark Allen McIntosh, The Divine Ideas Tradition
in Christian Mystical Theology, 1st edn [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021]), then the ways God displays
the excellencies on the divine nature does in no way depend on creation, but creation – and its history in
its totality – is an expression of the excellency of the divine nature. For this defense of God’s aseity even
given a necessity of creation, see Jonathan Edwards, A Treatise Concerning The End for Which God Created the

World, vol. God’s Passion for His Glory (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998).
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adapt PP and HC into another model of providence as they please in order to defeat
the Symmetry Challenge.

Ultimately, from PP and HC, Oliveira’s argument cannot be sustained. We do not
have morally sufficient reasons to permit those evils which God has morally sufficient
reasons to, but insteadmust live in unionwith him, reflecting his nature in accordance
with our purpose and order in the overall symphony of the cosmos.

Cite this article: Sean Luke, ‘Ethics Within the Divine Order – Why Oliveira’s Symmetry Challenge Fails’,
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