Instant Irenaeus
Whereas Augustine’s theodicy was “soul-deciding”, Irenaeus takes more of a “soul-making” approach. Although he never sets out to write a formal defence of God’s existence his ideas have been taken by other scholars (most notably John Hick) in order to explain why a benevolent God would allow suffering.
Humans weren’t created complete

The starting point for the Irenaean theodicy is that human beings do not start off complete with all of their good characteristics. No-one is born brave or generous or kind; these are qualities that we all need to develop. In technical language, we were all created in the “image of God” (meaning we have the ability to make moral choices and develop) but we need to grow into the “likeness of God” (ie. To develop more and more God-like qualities).
We can only grow and develop these qualities through free moral choices
One can only learn to be generous by having the chance to do generous things. One can only become brave through facing times of danger. One can only become kind through choosing to do kind things.

Moral evil is a necessary possibility if these choices are to be genuine

If we have a genuine opportunity to be kind, there must also be the possibility for us to choose to be unkind. That means that moral choices must give rise to the possibility of moral evil. This means that God could not have created a world without moral evil (unless God were to leave us in moral immaturity). There can be no Utopia because that would leave us without an opportunity to grow into God’s likeness.
Natural evil is God’s way of creating an environment for soul-making

If there were no natural evil then there would be few opportunities for soul-making. If there were no disease or famine our chances to develop compassion and generosity would be limited. God therefore created a world which included natural evil in order to facilitate our soul-making journey.

Therefore…

Evil is a “necessary evil”. God is directly responsible for evil (natural evil, anyway) and knew that moral evil would occur. Irenaeus does not argue that God is not responsible for evil (compared to Augustine). However, Irenaeus tries to show that allowing evil is what a loving God would do to allow creation to flourish. A loving parent does not wrap their child up in cotton wool, but allows them to explore the world, learn and make mistakes. Arguably, God tried to limit the problems through giving humans laws (refer to God as lawgiver and judge).
John Hick

Hick is a “modern Irenaean”. He describes the world as a “vale of soul-making” and sees evil as necessary for moral development. He also argues that God creates an “epistemic distance” between God and human beings; if humans absolutely knew God existed we wouldn’t have genuine free will. God therefore puts himself at a distance from us in order to allow us to exercise free will; evil and suffering form part of this distance.

Strengths and weaknesses of Irenaeus

The biggest strength of Irenaeus is the recognition that we learn and develop when the possibility of evil and suffering are present. Few would deny that suffering can provide an opportunity for personal growth.

However, many challenge the uneven distribution of suffering. Can God really justify a famine affecting thousands as a means to encouraging compassion and generosity? Can we justify genocide as a way of developing bravery? It seems that God uses people as a means to an end – Kant would not like this!
Furthermore, extreme suffering tends to break people rather than helping them to grow. Why could just not create us as morally mature people to start with? Or alternatively, if suffering was the price of moral development would it not have been better if God didn’t create a world at all (Dostoyevsky – The Brothers Karamazov).

The fundamental question here is whether God can be justified in allowing evil to happen. Is suffering and pain too high a price for free will?
