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Illness touches all people.  Whether one watches another suffer or suffers him-/herself, disease’s inseparability from life is common knowledge.  Illness can be a horrific experience - pain, sleeplessness, the loss of our faculties, death.  Both universal and painful, illness outwits both our attempts to fight it and to evade it.  No matter how moral a person may be, it seems as though we can be wasted at any moment, struck down by microbes invisible to all but the most advanced medical instruments.  The sixty-year old parent, sitting and staring numbly at his/her doctor’s face after receiving the news that he/she will likely die from Alzheimer’s disease or cancer, may be a model of morality, love, kindness and compassion, but their righteousness cannot save them.  What sense does this make?  How are we to understand such seemingly unjustified suffering and loss?


This is a perennial question of Christian theology.  If God, in God’s infinite power, loves us unconditionally, why does God not stop our suffering of evil?  This is the question of theodicy, or the attempt to justify an all-good and omnipotent God in the face of suffering.  John Hick asks the following – “can the presence of evil in the world be reconciled with the existence of a God who is unlimited both in goodness and in power?”
  If God is completely good, all-powerful, and loves us unconditionally, how come we suffer?  Both great and small theological and philosophical minds, kings and laymen, men and women have tackled this question.  The question pulses today no less than it did a millennia ago and has been answered in innumerable ways.  Though different theodicies explain evil in differing ways, God’s goodness, power, and blamelessness are central.  As a defense of the Christian God, a theodicy serves as a lens through which a Christian can understand the world and its plentiful suffering.    Offering us explanation and comfort in times of darkness, theodicies have been crucial building blocks for our evolving understanding of evil and its place in our world.


To preface the discussion this paper presents, I must point out that theodicy is ultimately concerned with two types of evil – moral and natural evil.  Hick writes,

There is…the important distinction…between moral and natural evil.  Moral evil is evil that we human beings originate: cruel, unjust, vicious, and perverse thoughts and deeds.  Natural evil is the evil that originates independently of human actions: in disease bacilli, earthquakes, storms, droughts, tornadoes, etc.
 

When speaking about theodicy, this distinction is central; evil can be the result of human choice or the result of that which is outside of our control.  The inquiry I put forth is concerned only with, broadly, natural evil and, specifically, disease.  One could contend that disease does not wholly belong in the category of natural evil due to the role our choices can play in our afflictions (for example, the permissive effect that smoking cigarettes has on the development of lung cancer).  Although this is undoubtedly true, I focus here on the diseases that are not currently credited to lifestyle choice or personal volition – various cancers, Alzheimer’s disease, and the like.  


Saint Augustine’s theodicy has been remarkably prominent in western thought.  Since his life in the fourth and fifth century, the western Christian imagination has been deeply informed by Augustine’s teachings.  His understanding of sin and free will, God’s goodness and the role of evil, has played an immensely influential role in western theological and philosophical development for the better part of two thousand years.  It is a mighty theological giant, a normalized theological system that feels natural.  But its normalization, the very fact that it seems so natural, obligates a critical review in light of modern scientific and philosophical knowledge.  Does Augustine’s theodicy still do the job it was created to do?  Does it offer a satisfying and viable answer to the question of evil and suffering?  With almost two thousand years of scientific and philosophical insight between our time and Augustine’s, it is imperative that we take a critical look at his theodicy of disease and ask ourselves if it makes sense in light of modern knowledge.  Thinking about God, the act of doing theology, is a highly contextual practice that originates in our experiences.  When we think about God, we do not do so in a cultural vacuum; it is situated amidst the experiences and assumptions of one’s time.  As such, we must enter the theological conversation from where we are.  Any theodicy must make sense of the evil we experience and have a firm footing in modern understandings of the world.  Traditional theodicies may prove enlightening and even helpful in light of these modern experiences of evil, but we must not treat them as though they transcend history and culture. A theodicy for today must not be a static hand-me-down, but an active dialogue between what we once thought with what we now know.


As I will argue, the theodicy we live by has ramifications for the world we live in.  In light of modern sensibilities, we must develop a theodicy that confronts injustice in our world and aids us in our work towards the flourishing of creation.  What are these modern sensibilities?  I am concerned with two – ecological and feminist sensibilities.  As will be argued, the unjust subjugation of women and nature are interconnected and their perpetuation threatens the health of our world.  Mass environmental damage, rampant sexism and the “logic of domination”
 implicit within each characterize our world and the suffering within it.  The theological, philosophical and economic oppression and exploitation of both nature and women have serious ramifications for our flourishing.  If we wish to flourish, we must seek to liberate both. 


 I argue that an ecological and feminist (ecofeminist) sensibility offers an appropriate lens through which we must examine old theodicies and construct new ones.  Does Augustine provide a theodicy that offers a satisfying answer to the problem of disease that promotes ecofeminist liberation of and healing for women and nature?  I argue that it does not.  The understanding of evil and death presented in Augustine’s theodicy must be discarded.  Instead, I will demonstrate that an ecofeminist theodicy (as developed by Sallie McFague, Rosemary Radford Ruether and J. Michael Clark) offers a satisfying theological replacement that adequately addresses the pressing issues of our time.  


This paper, then, will follow in three parts.  The following section (I) is threefold in purpose.  In section Ia, I outline Augustine’s theodicy, paying specific attention to its ramification for one suffering from disease.  Section Ib illustrates the ongoing critical conversation surrounding Augustine’s theodicy by offering my own initial critique of Augustine’s theodicy alongside two classic, non-ecofeminist critiques.  Section Ic offers both an outline of ecofeminist thought and an ecofeminist critique of Augustine’s theodicy.  Section II outlines an ecofeminist theodicy of natural evil and disease that relies on an organic model of God, process theology’s argument of God’s persuasive influence on creation, and ecologically informed beliefs about death.   I find this ecofeminist theodicy theologically coherent, spiritually satisfying, and properly sensitive to the pressing issues of our world.  Section III offers some closing reflection and points out some caveats that I believe require further exploration.

I. Saint Augustine’s Theodicy of Disease: an Overview and Critique
Ia. Augustine’s Theodicy

 
Saint Augustine’s theodicy stems from his unwavering assumption that God is completely good.  Being completely good, God cannot do evil.  As Augustine writes, “…if you know or believe that God is good (and it is not right to believe otherwise), God does not do evil.”
  Following from this premise, Augustine further contends that the entire created universe, because it was created by an all-good God, is good.  The stars, the ocean, each and every human being, rabbit, frog and insect, every aspect of physical creation is good.  As Hick writes – “as [all that exists is] the work of omnipotent Goodness, unhindered by any recalcitrant material or opposing influences, the created world is wholly good.”
  What, then, is evil?


Evil is characterized not as a force or a thing that exists over and against the good, but as an utter lack.  If Augustine assumes that God is completely good, then evil cannot come from God.  Since all that exists comes from God, evil cannot exist as a substance.  What results is Augustine’s definition of evil as privatio boni, or privation of good.  Augustine writes that “there is no such entity in nature as ‘evil’; ‘evil’ is merely a name for the privation of good.”
  To speak of evil in the Augustinian sense, then, is to speak not of a created substance, but of an absence of good, nonbeing.  Ontologically, it is the void where good once was.  Metaphysically, evil is insubstantial.  Evil, though our experience of it gives it the appearance of substance, is, in reality, an absence.  But how can something created good be void of good?  


In order to answer this question, a discussion of Augustine’s scheme of creation is required.  Augustine points out that, although it is good, a creature’s goodness relies on its adherence to God’s order of creation.  The innumerable differences that exist between created things rank them differently in relationship to God, generating a hierarchy of goodness.  As Augustine writes,

For, among those beings which exist, and which are not of God the Creator’s essence, those which have life are ranked above those which have none; those which have the power of generation, or even of desiring, above those which want this faculty.  And, among things that have life, the sentient are higher than those which have no sensation, as animals are ranked above trees.  And, among the sentient, the intelligent are above those that have not intelligence – men, e.g. above cattle.  And among the intelligent, the immortal, such as angels, above the mortal, such as men.

God, being completely good, resides at the top of this hierarchy.  The closer one stands to God, the more goodness one has.  Although all of God’s creations are intrinsically good, those toward the bottom have less good than those towards the top.  This does not imply that those towards the bottom are more evil, for evil does not physically exists.


Human beings inhabit a place in this hierarchy, and our focus is to be on God, the higher.  However, Augustine contends that our vitiated wills, corrupted by the original disobedience of Adam, are incapable of focusing on God.  Instead, we lust for things lesser than God.  As Augustine writes, “that motion of the will away from thee, who art, towards something that exists only in a lesser degree – such a motion is an offense and a sin.”
  This turn from God towards lesser things upsets the delicate and divinely ordained order of nature.  When we focus on something lesser (albeit a good, yet lesser creation), our goodness is diminished.  This loss of good is what Augustine understands as evil.  As explained by Hick, “evil enters in only when some member of the universal Kingdom, whether high or low in the hierarchy, renounces its proper role in the divine scheme and ceases to be what it is meant to be.”
  Evil is our turning from God (the eternal) and our lusting for “those things which cannot be possessed without the risk of losing them”
 (the temporal).


With the origin of evil understood as a disordered focus away from God, where does suffering come from?  Augustine is quite explicit on this point – suffering is God’s righteous punishment for evildoing.  Augustine writes, “…if we admit that God is just (and it is sacrilege to deny this), He assigns rewards to the righteous and punishment to the wicked – punishments that are indeed evil for those who suffer them.”
  Happiness and unhappiness, peace and suffering are all a result of our behavior.  Those who suffer do so because of their choices – “free will is the cause of our doing evil and…thy just judgment is the cause of our having to suffer from its consequences.”
  God is not responsible for of disobedience, but God is responsible for the suffering one will experience as a result of disobedience.


But does this not seem like a contradiction?  Does this not implicate God in our suffering?  Insofar as our suffering is considered evil, then it would seem as though God is of questionable goodness.  But Augustine points out that the casting of affliction as evil does not compromise God’s goodness or power, but is a reflection of our own limited perspective.  The universe is one of perfect balance, but the veil of sin covers our eyes making this perfection impossible to understand.


In painting his picture of the universe, Augustine writes:

…God would never have created a man, let alone an angel, in the foreknowledge of his future evil state, if he had not known at the same time how he would put such creatures to good use, and thus enrich the course of the world history by the kind of antithesis which gives beauty to a poem…there is beauty in the composition of the world’s history arising from the antithesis of contraries – a kind of eloquence in events, instead of in worlds.

In such a perfectly balanced universe, our sinning (and the suffering we endure as a result), though it appears evil, is simply one aspect of the universe that is part of a larger, beautiful picture.  “Punishment is used in such a way that it places natures in their right place…and forces them to comply with the beauty of the universe, so that the punishment of sin corrects the disgrace of sin”
 - our free choice to sin is counteracted by God’s punishment, bringing a beautiful balance to creation.


But why do we sin at all?  If suffering is caused by sin, would it not have been better if God had created us without the capacity to sin?  As pointed out by Hick, Augustine believes that all evil and suffering is attributed “directly or indirectly to the wrong choices of free rational beings.”
  If our free will is the cause of our suffering, why did God give us the capacity to choose good and evil?  Would the universe not be even more beautiful if free will (and, subsequently, the suffering that results from its misuse) were never part of the picture?


Augustine answers with an emphatic no.  Although “nothing can make the mind a companion of desire except its own free choice,”
 Augustine argues that free will is an indispensable aspect of human nature that separates us from the rest of creation.  It is our rational free will that places us so close to the top of the hierarchy of creation.  And it is in our ability to choose between the right and the wrong that choosing the right becomes so valuable and beautiful.  Just because free will opens up the possibility to sin does not mean God gave us our free will in order for us to sin.  Augustine writes,

If man is good, and cannot act rightly unless he wills to do so, then he must have free will, without which he cannot act rightly.  We must not believe that God gave us free will so that we might sin, just because sin is committed through free will…without it [free will] man cannot live rightly.

If suffering is brought about by our free choosing of the “lower”, why do we not simply choose differently?  Why do we not keep our spiritual sights on God?  Augustine answers this question by pointing to Adam’s original sin.  After disobeying God, our primordial parents were not simply expelled from Eden.  Ironically, their punishment was intrinsic disobedience.  Augustine argues that “…in the punishment of that sin [Adam’s disobedience to God] the retribution for disobedience is simply disobedience itself.  For man’s wretchedness is nothing but his own disobedience to himself, so that because he would not do what he could, he now wills to do what he cannot.”
  Our inheritance of this original sin of disobedience keeps us from choosing God.  We disobey even when we want to obey, no matter our effort otherwise.  


Augustine points to the sin of disobedience as the cause of human mortality.  Augustine writes that “if disobedient they would be justly condemned to the punishment of death.”
  As the stain of original sin is passed from generation to generation, so too is the penalty of death.  As a result, death is an unrelenting and natural part of the human experience; an evil that humanity has justly inherited.  


Death in the Augustinian sense is two-fold: the death of the body and the death of the soul.  The death of the body, though Augustine calls it evil, has ambiguous meaning.  Although experienced as evil, Augustine asserts that death serves a good purpose if employed by God as a test of faith.  The reality of death is a fact for both the saved and the damned, but “the punishment of sin [which is death] has been turned by the great and wonderful grace of our Saviour to a good use, to the promotion of righteousness.”
  Using the example of the martyr, Augustine writes that death is now an instrument of virtue:

Then death was purchased by sinning; now righteousness is fulfilled by dying.  This is true of the holy martyrs, who are presented by their persecutors with this choice; either to abandon their faith, or to suffer death.  The righteous prefer to endure for their belief what the first sinners suffered for their unbelief….so [the first sinners] died because they sinned; the [righteous] do not sin, because they die.  The effect of the fault was to bring the offenders under punishment; the effect of their punishment is now to prevent the incurring of guilt.
 

Death, then, serves a different purpose for the faithful.  Although Augustine never rescinds his belief that death is basically evil, he asserts that death, when encountered by one blessed with grace, “become[s] the means by which men pass into life.”
  Although death is the end of physical life, it becomes the gateway to eternal life with God.


The death of the spirit is weighted much more heavily.  Whereas the death of the body takes place when the soul leaves the body, the death of the soul takes place when the soul is abandoned by God.  It is this death that is experienced in Hell and that results from an irreparable breach in one’s relationship with God.  The death of the soul does not hold the same ambiguities as the death of the body.  As Augustine writes, “It can…be said of the first death that it is good for the good, bad for the bad; but the second death does not happen to any of the good, and without a doubt it is not good for anyone.”
  The second death is the death of the damned.  


With the main tenets of Augustine’s theodicy laid out, how can we understand the suffering of disease?  For those suffering, it is not uncommon to feel an absence of God or, at the very least, doubt God’s goodness.  In light of such spiritually turbulent afflictions, what can an Augustinian theodicy offer?  How does God relate to a cancer or an Alzheimer’s patient?


Augustine’s system of divine punishment and perfect universal balance dictates that any suffering, regardless of its cause, is justly ordained by God; the suffering of disease is nothing more than just punishment.  When a loving mother stricken with cancer lifts her eyes to the sky and cries to God for an explanation, Augustine’s answer is clear; our wills, condemned by God’s just judgment to forever be disobedient to our souls, freely causes bodily suffering.  In fact, bodily pain and spiritual pain is considered to be one and the same – “the so-called pains of the flesh are really pains of the soul, experienced in the flesh and from the flesh.”
  Disease and bodily suffering, therefore, are reflections of our vitiated and corrupt wills.  Regardless of the circumstances of our illness, we need not look any further than our disobedience for an answer to the question “why me”. 


Our suffering is part of a broader and fuller creation that we cannot comprehend.  If we could only understand suffering as part of the universe’s balanced perfection, we would not call disease and suffering evil.  Rather, we would understand that true evil was that disobedience that brought us illness and suffering in the first place; we would have God’s perspective.  Of course, our innate disobedience prescribes that we cannot attain God’s perspective.  We curse the illness we suffer and not the sinful choices that brought it about.  Our failure to understand the justice in our suffering perpetuates the cycle.


What of those people who are models of morality?  They fall into disease’s grip just as often as those who seem morally bankrupt.  Surely these people don’t deserve such pain and suffering!  Or do they?  Augustine contends that the suffering of innocence (under which title I am placing those suffers of illness on whom I am focused), though it seems unjust, is as just as the punishment of the outwardly wicked.  If the guilt for Adam’s original disobedience is shared by all of humanity, then no one is truly innocent.  Those who seem to have unjustly fallen ill are not unjustly suffering.  They bear the mark of original sin and, as such, are not immune from God’s just punishment.  There is no innocent suffering; all deserve God’s just chastisement and humbling for all are wrong with God.

Augustine also argues that suffering can serve as a corrective measure for someone other than s/he who suffers.  Augustine writes that “since God works some good by correcting adults tortured by the sickness and death of children who are dear to them, why should this suffering not occur?  When the sufferings of children are over, it will be as if they had never occurred for those who suffered.”
  Expanding this to include innocent suffers of illness, Augustine’s theodicy of illness not only assumes that “innocent suffering” is an oxymoron, but that one can be wasted by disease for the correction of another.


One last question remains.  If punishment and suffering is given as a means of correcting a sinful individual, what of those whose illnesses end in their death?  Surely their lesson could not be considered learned.  Aside from Augustine’s contention that the suffering of one may take place for the correction of another, how might we understand the sufferer’s experience?  Can God be considered just if suffering is bestowed on one who does not have the chance to reap the benefits?  


In Augustinian thought, the death of the body (whether as a result of illness or not) is not the end of the story.  It is the first death, the death that all human beings experience as the price of our original disobedience.  The second death, the death of the soul, is God’s abandonment, a death that is complete, and the death Augustine points to as the real danger.  As a test of faith, pious perseverance is required when facing illness for our lack of faith lead’s to God’s abandonment.  The faithful sufferer whose illness brings death does indeed reap the benefits of their punishment, for death is their ticket into heaven.  It is not physical death, but a lack of faith that troubles Augustine.

Ib. Some Classic Critiques


Although Augustine’s theodicy of natural evil has proven especially resilient to challenge and change throughout western Christian history, it does not go without its dissenters.  Critics include theologians and philosophers from many different schools of thought, both feminist and non-feminist.  I agree with these critics in asserting that a purely Augustinian approach to natural evil is ultimately unsatisfying.  In what follows I will outline two basic twentieth century non-ecofeminist critiques of Augustinian theodicy to illustrate that the task of deconstruction and challenge is not solely an ecofeminist undertaking, but that of a wider intellectual community.


The first voice of dissent is that of Radoslav Tsanoff, a philosopher who points out some of the internal contradictions in the Augustinian theodicy.  Challenging the Augustinian notion that humans rightly cannot choose good, he asks if it was impossible “for God to create an Adam who could freely choose good as he did create one who freely chose evil.”
 Tsanoff questions God’s role in Adam’s tendency to choose evil over good.  In addition, Tsanoff questions the Augustinian precept of inherited disobedience.  He asks why, “if Adam deserved the evil consequences of his freely chosen course…[it is so] with the rest of us.”
  If we suffer eternally as individual sinners, it does not seem morally justifiable that we are judged for the sins of our original parents.  Even if we identify Adam not as an individual but as a representation for humanity, we are confronted with a contradiction that Augustine largely ignores – “it is hard for original sin and moral freedom to keep company in the same logical head.”
  If we are creatures of free will (as Augustine contends), it is illogical to say that we can never chose the good.  If we cannot choose the good, then how can we have free will?  This obvious tension is helpful in pointing out a need to rethink Augustine’s basic arguments regarding human nature.


The second voice of dissent comes from John Hick.  His critique is two tiered.  He points out that Augustine’s theory of evil as privatio boni, although metaphysically understandable, is ultimately unsatisfying as an explanation for our lived experience of evil.  Evil is, after all, something that we experience as a positive force.  As Hick writes, “empirically, it [evil] is not merely the absence of something else but a reality with its own distinctive and often terrifying quality and power.”
  In fact, evil is only understood as evil when it exerts power in our lives.  We do not call disintegration evil when it does not have a detrimental effect upon our existence.  After all, it would seem absurd to equate the natural decay of plants in virgin jungle with evil.  We label as evil only those things that bring pain and suffering, and this pain and suffering is positive.  It is ultimately unhelpful, then, to understand evil as solely privative.


Hick also argues that Augustine’s most basic presuppositions are incongruous with the Biblical message.  The relationship between God and humanity, as painted by Augustine, is largely impersonal/subpersonal.  In Augustine’s scheme, humanity is valued only for their role in the completion of “a dependent realm which exists to give eternal expression to God’s glory.”
  He also points to Augustine’s aesthetic universe and his principle of moral balance as an impersonal construction.  In all of these cases, Augustine is not concerned with the finite individual’s relationship with God.  Instead, humanity is a cog that is punished solely to bring about a larger beauty.  The impersonal juridical understanding of divine punishment and human suffering regards sin “as a quantity rather than as a breach of personal relationship.”
  But Hick contends that this impersonal God is not the God we meet in the New Testament.  As he points out, “the central stream of the Augustinian theodicy-tradition operates within a framework that is seriously inadequate for the consideration of God’s relationship to His creation as this has been revealed to us in the person and work of Jesus Christ.”
  The Incarnation of God as human dictates that we think of God and our relationship with God in personal terms.  In Jesus Christ “we see the divine love for persons expressed in activities of healing, teaching, challenging, forgiving – activities that are wholly personal in character.”
  What is important is our relationship with God.  Sin, in this sense, is our failure in this intimate personal relationship.


In addition, I have a critique of my own.  In an Augustinian framework, what is the sufferer to think of their place in the world?  What are they to think of their responsibility to humanity and the earth?  If our wills are so vitiated that we cannot chose the good, how are we to act in the world?  The suffering of disease illustrates for Augustine our impotence in achieving good; even those most loved and cherished among us have wills incapable of bringing about the good and are thus punished with bodily suffering.  But, as evidenced by many around the world, humanity can and does will the good in attempts to achieve peace.  Augustine’s argument regarding the inherent sinfulness of all people does not seem to hold up in light of this fact.  Disease, understood by Augustine as a sign of our corrupted wills, must be understood in a different way.   A humanity that is unable to will the good is ultimately a humanity that is unresponsive to the suffering in the world.  And our lack of response permits even more suffering.  It is the sufferings of the world, both human and nonhuman, that concern ecofeminists.  If we are not able to will the good, then why attempt to enact change that will preserve our world and those creations that inhabit it?  
Ic. An Ecofeminist Critique


Having discussed Augustine’s theodicy, its classic critiques and my own initial critique, I will now explore what critical perspective ecofeminism offers – a critique that is pregnant with insights to and possibilities for repairing our broken relationship with the world.  If our understanding of evil effects how we act in the world, then a theodicy sensitive to both ecological and human wellbeing is of paramount importance to the continued health and flourishing of our world.  After all, “we have no home outside of earth.”
  A theodicy of natural evil and disease must be constructed with these sensitivities in mind if we are to make any progress.


In what follows, I will outline why ecofeminists contend that Augustine’s theodicy is inadequate at achieving these sensibilities. I will first offer a short introduction to ecofeminist thought that will outline both its practical/economic and its abstract/theoretical basis.  I then offer an ecofeminist critique of Augustine’s theodicy of natural disease.  I will demonstrate that Augustine’s theodicy is a theodicy that inadequately addresses the ecological and human issues of our world.


Karen Warren writes that ecofeminism is defined by the “claim that there are important connections between the unjustified dominations of women, people of color, children, and the poor and the unjustified domination of nature.”
  Across all disciplines ecofeminists widely acknowledge the “patriarchal conceptual framework”
 that validates the subjugation of the subordinate by the dominant, or, in ecofeminist terms, the casting of women and nature into the subordinate role of Other.  Uncovering both the empirical and theoretical correlations between these forms of domination, ecofeminists hope to achieve liberation for nature, women, and all Others.


 Ecofeminists hold to the broader tenet of feminism that our culture is patriarchal and justifies “the subordination of women by men.”
  This unnatural subjugation results in the historical undervaluing of women and the feminine.  Using gender as an interrogative category, all feminists seek to uncover male bias, understand it, and deconstruct it in hopes of creating a more equitable world for both men and women.  Without arriving at a consensus regarding the nature of gender, feminists agree that the values attributed to men and women are socially constructed:  women, in a patriarchal system, are not whole persons and are conceptualized as derivative; only men, for whom the society is structured, are normal, completely persons.  Ecofeminists push this argument further in their claim that women and nature share connections in their subjugation, asserting, for instance, that women around the world typically “suffer disproportionately higher risks and harms than men.”

The connection between the subjugation of women and nature is evident in both empirical and abstract/theoretical ways.  In terms of empirical interconnections, Warren and Ruether point out a number of economic correlations between the devaluation of nature and the subjugation of women.  Desertification (the depletion of plant life that results from forest clear-cutting, pollution, and soil taxation), toxins resulting from the dumping of harmful chemicals, and human overpopulation are all ecological harms that have both their cause and their effect in the unjust domination of women and nature.  

Women, constituting half of the world farmers
 and charged with the double responsibility of home management and resource provision, occupy a precarious position.  The desertification of farm land not only impedes their ability to sustain themselves physically and economically, but also forces women to travel longer distances in search for resources like fuelwood and water.  Depending on the area, a woman forced to walk long distances may be vulnerable to the elements and possible civil strife.  Although male farmers undoubtedly experience the consequences of desertification, the dangers women encounter are far greater.


Pollution and toxic dumping also has a disproportionately negative affect on women.  The identification of women with household management in both developed and developing countries place women in direct contact with toxins that result from cooking and cleaning.  In poorer countries, women “spend much of their time cooking…in unventilated areas”
 and, as a result, show a higher rate of related diseases than do men.  Dumped toxins, like formaldehyde, tend to be of much larger detriment to women than to men in the dangers they pose to pregnancy and child-birth.


Lastly, overpopulation illustrates the connection between the domination of women and nature.  Overpopulation’s detrimental effect on the environment can be linked to the undervaluing of female children.  Since female children tend to be undervalued in many cultures, the birth of a female child “means that families cannot rest content with having produced two children, if both of these children are female.”
  The result is the production of more children, the widening of the poverty gap, potential infanticide of female children and a greater stress on the earth’s support systems.


In addition to empirical observations, ecofeminists uncover abstract/theoretical interconnections.  These correlations are created and legitimized by an oppressive normalized patriarchal conceptual framework that permeates our society.  This framework is a socially constructed system that legitimizes dominant-subordinate relationships of exploitation.  Warren finds a number of prevalent features in this framework, including value-hierarchical thinking, the encouraging of oppositional value dualisms, the maintenance of privilege for those who are socially powerful, and it’s sanctioning of a logic of domination.
  Ecofeminists point to these features to illuminate the correlations between the domination of women and nature.  In being cast as the lesser, women become of lesser value than and oppositional to men; nature becomes of lesser value than and oppositional to culture.  In casting women and nature into such socially undervalued positions, they are denied the privileges enjoyed by men (as agents and creators of culture).  And, as Warren writes, the prevalence of “a logic of domination [that] assumes that superiority justifies subordination”
 ensures the perpetuation of such inequalities.  This way of thinking satiates the most basic assumptions and habits of our culture (including our linguistic, literary, and religious traditions)
.


Ecofeminists have sound reason for critiquing the theoretical basis and practical ramifications of this patriarchal framework and offer an alternative way to understand the world.  Ecofeminists argue that all members of a biological community “function to sustain a healthy web of life.”
  A sway in the health of any aspect of the physical world, whether animal, vegetable, or mineral, ripples out and affects the entire ecosystem.  These interlacing communities, these web-like interactions between species, emphasize relationship over isolation.  Ecofeminists tend to see the earth as a pulsating and diverse web of life, an organism unto itself.  Human exploitation and its homogenizing effects tend to undermine the health of this diverse and complex system.


Ecofeminists assert that human beings, in their exploitation of the earth, have transgressed their place in the biological community/organism that is our planet.  Our cities act as refuges from the natural world, we eradicate native plants for the sake of one invasive crop and we decimate whole populations of predators for the sake of livestock.   By asserting our independence from, disinterest in, and mastery over the entire natural world, we play the part of God without a perspective of the whole.  By compromising the biodiversity that sustains life for all, we push our planet’s life-support system to the point of collapse.  Ecofeminists implore humanity to realize our place in the planet’s living web, for if we kill it we kill ourselves 


With an outline of ecofeminist thought complete, our attention can turn to an ecofeminist treatment of Augustine.  Is Augustine’s theodicy of natural evil and disease useful in an ecofeminist imagination?  Although some of Augustine’s ideas may be useful, I contend that the majority of his thought it too saturated with value-hierarchical thinking and opposition value binaries to be of serious use.


I must first point out some areas of agreement between Augustine and ecofeminism.  Not only does Augustine believe in the goodness of all created things, but he also finds goodness in their seemingly infinite differences.  Similarly, ecofeminists value all living and nonliving beings, in their seemingly infinite numbers, as valuable in their own right.  Sallie McFague underscores the worth of all creation as not just divine instruments but as intrinsically valuable parts of a web of life.  As she writes, we “need to replace the utilitarian attitude toward other beings that accompanies anthropocentricism with a perspective that values them intrinsically… [because] they exist within the vast, intricate web of life in the cosmos, of which they and we are all interdependent parts”
.  In the eyes of both Augustine and McFague, all of creation and all of creation’s nuanced differences are good.  


The goodness of Augustine’s creation, however, translates into a value-hierarchy.  His schema for creation uncovers a profound ecofeminist critique of Augustine’s understanding of the physical world.  A map of creation that places God, completely good and immaterial, at the top of a pyramid of material beings of decreasing goodness illuminates a problematic mind/body binary that describes the “mind or consciousness is primal, eternal, good” and the “body or visible corporeality is secondary, derivative, and the source of evil, in the form of physical sensation to be mastered by the mind.”
 


Ecofeminists point out that this highly genders mind/body binary lies at the root of the problematic male/female and culture/nature binaries that legitimize the latters’ domination.  Women, nature and the body, falling in the second half of these binary pairs, are identified with baseness, mortality, and instability.  As the whore, the sentimental, and the weak, women and nature become derivatives of the complete and real – mind, men, culture.  Men, culture, and the mind, falling in the first half of these binary pairs, are identified with rationality, immortality, and transcendence.  As such, men are the heads of the household, the state, and creation.  This symbolism of “the rational soul as ‘masculine’ and the body and its passions as ‘feminine’”
 persists in western Christianity and is heavily influenced by Augustine’s schema of creation.  Men and culture, identified with the mind and being closer to God, are afforded privileges not offered to those identified with the moral body.  Ruether points out that Augustine’s use of neo-Platonic philosophy creates a neo-Platonic/Christian synthesis that saturates mainstream theological thought to the present day.   Insofar as God remains utterly transcendent, a theology and theodicy that values the material world (i.e. the second half of patriarchal binaries – women, nature, body) will never come to complete fruition.  


An ecofeminist approach to Augustine’s theodicy of natural evil heavily critiques Augustine’s approach to death.  Augustine’s understanding of the Fall includes the belief that our mortality results from our disobedience.  Death, then, is not natural; it is a product of our own doing and is our punishment.  Ruether points out that this places an immense and detrimental amount of guilt on our shoulders.  She writes that “what mortality is not is sin, or the fruit of sin.”
  If mortality justly punishes us, then a theodicy of disease places the blame on the shoulders of the sufferer.  This approach lacks concern for bodily suffering.   If a vitiated will justly deserves to suffer, the experience of pain and affliction has no theological recourse.  This further strengthens the mind/body dualism that ecofeminists contend as the basis for all oppression.  In turning the body into a means to an end, it denies the body’s intrinsic value.  An ecofeminist critique would assert that this furthers the divide between men-culture and women-nature, feeding the flames of oppression that ecofeminism seeks to extinguish.


Augustine’s eschatology (a fair representation of traditional Christian eschatology) is also heavily critiqued by ecofeminists.  Upon death, an individual and immaterial soul separates from its material body and flies away to heaven, a location utterly apart from physical reality, to join the immaterial God.  It is this life with God that is sought, and “this life is best seen as a preparation for the next.”
  Ecofeminists argue that this escapist eschatology damages nature and women.  As Ruether writes, “the evaluation of mortal life as evil and the fruit of sin has lent itself to an earth-fleeing ethic and spirituality, which has undoubtedly contributed very centrally to the neglect of the earth, to the denial of our commonality with plants and animals, and to the despising of the work of sustaining the day-to-day process of finite but renewable life.”
 Clark contends that “our traditional understandings of eschatology – of death as not death – have had extremely negative environmental consequences.”
  In our desire for transcendence, we categorize physical reality as different from and of less importance than the reality of heaven.  Insofar as this belief holds power in the religious imagination, nature will forever be separate from heaven and, consequently, of no importance in God’s grand scheme.  With so much emphasis placed on the escape of physical (read “imperfect”) reality, through death, into the next world of the immaterial (read “perfect”), no wonder patriarchal culture traditionally devalues the body and anything identified with it. 


In addition, the linear thinking equated with this eschatological worldview suggests that, in the end, the natural world will not matter.  At the end of days it will be destroyed and replaced.  Clark stresses that “transcendent eschatological spirituality not only disvalues and disdains the earth, but the linear thinking which informs such spirituality actually looks forward to the total demise of the earth.”
  Nothing keeps humanity from living in a way that is sustainable and ecological.  If the earth will ultimately be replaced, why not exploit it for our present benefit?


In short, an ecofeminist critique of Augustine’s theology and theodicy uncovers many problematic areas.  His understanding of both life (his understanding of creation and its goodness) and of death (his understanding of mortality and eschatology) is saturated in value-hierarchical thinking and oppositional value dualisms that further the conceptual divide between mind-men-culture and body-women-nature binaries.  Augustine constructs a conceptual distance between the mind and body within the hierarchy of creation and images a real distance between them after death.  As such, his theodicy is incompatible with an ecofeminist framework that seeks to deconstruct these harmful binaries and heal the relationships between human beings and between humanity and creation. 


An ecofeminist critique of Augustine’s theodicy now complete, the problems with such a system becomes apparent.  We must construct a theodicy sensitive to environmental and human concerns.  Regardless of how theologically prevalent Augustine’s theodicy has been, it is crucial that we let it go and turn our attention to a new, ecofeminist possibility.  If we do not, I question our ability to revive a world slowly falling deeper and deeper into unconsciousness.

II.  An Ecofeminist Theodicy 


With a distinctly ecofeminist critique of Saint Augustine’s theodicy discussed, our attention can at last be turned to this paper’s guiding question – what constitutes an ecofeminist theodicy of disease?  How can we understand affliction in a way that promotes the healing of those subjugated by patriarchy’s oppressive conceptual framework?  Section IIIc argues that an ecofeminist understanding of the world is crucial for the liberation of all oppressed Others.  How can we develop a distinctly Christian understanding of disease that fosters this liberation?  Sallie McFague, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and J. Michael Clark are three Christian theologians who have developed ecofeminist theological systems that offer answers.


What is God’s role in suffering?  Hick argues that evil cannot simply be metaphysically explained away as privation.  Ecofeminism claims that bodies (and their suffering) matter.  An ecofeminist theodicy must provide an answer that recognizes the powerful and experientially positive force that disease plays in our lives.  Any attempt to do otherwise escapes reality, something ecofeminism prohibits.  If an ecofeminist theodicy of disease seeks to justify an all-good and all-powerful God, this must be done in the experienced world, acknowledging what modern scientific knowledge teaches.  Insight into the microscopic world of bacteria demonstrates disease’s positive presence in the world.  To explain disease as merely privation blatantly ignores scientific knowledge.  

Understood as a positive force, an obvious question arises - how can an ecofeminist theodicy reconcile this positive presence with the all-good Christian God?  To answer this question, I will explore McFague’s organic model of God and the common creation story.  McFague writes about an organic, panentheistic model of God.  A panentheistic model of God is a model that emphasizes God’s presence in all things.  She writes that, in such a model, “what is bedrock for the universe – matter, that of which everything is made – might be, in fact perhaps ought to be, applied to God as well.”
  McFague argues that traditional Christian thought has made a grave mistake in stressing God’s transcendence over and above God’s immanence.  As noted earlier, such an understanding emphasizes the neo-Platonic mind/body dualism and strengthens the body-hating conceptual framework that harms both women and nature.  God is not pantheistic.  God is not “exhausted by finite things.”, yet God is “in all finite creatures and apart from God there is nothing.”


McFague cites Exodus 33:32b as an illustration.  Moses, upon asking God to show him God’s glory, is told that “you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen.”  McFague claims that this text serves as an analogy to God’s presence in all of creation.  We cannot see God’s “face,” for God is utterly transcendent.  But perhaps we can see God’s “back” reflected in an entire planet, an entire universe.  A pine tree and a small child, the sun and the moon, in all of their differences, are reflections of the divine.  Created beings are not God, but they reflect God. As McFague writes, “God is not present with us in just one place (Jesus of Nazareth, although also and especially, paradigmatically there), but in and through all (emphasis added) bodies, the bodies of the sun and moon, trees and rivers, animals, and people.”
  


Such a model of God underscores an important ecofeminist tenet – the interconnection of all things.  McFague’s discussion of the common creation story offers a helpful illustration.  As “[a] story [that] emerg[es] from the various scientific claims that some fifteen billion years ago the universe began with a big bang”, the common creation story points out that all of the universe “is related, woven into a seamless network, with life gradually emerging after billions of years on our planet.”
  In other words, the same explosion produced all that has ever existed.  All things share an interrelation and interdependence in their common ancestral roots.  If the Big Bang produced the building blocks for all that exists, then the entire universe takes on an ecological character of interconnection.  But this emphasis on interrelation does not disallow difference.  As McFague writes, “whether we turn to the macrocosm or the microcosm, what we see is an incredibly complex, highly individuated variety of things, both living and nonliving.”
  Although interconnection and interdependence underlie the universe, all creations are unique.  As such, the common creation story questions our self-proclaimed separation from the natural world and its ecosystem, for it demonstrates that all are interconnected and all are unique.  Separating ourselves from the natural denies this reality, but it does not change it.  The universe is one of radical unity and difference that, as a product of the interplay between evolutionary chance and natural law, is still being created.


If McFague’s organic model of God is adopted, how does it inform a theodicy of disease?  Where does disease come from?  These three ecofeminist theologians agree that disease does not come from God.  They further argue that disease is not necessarily evil.  These ecofeminist theologians challenge our traditional anthropocentric understanding of evil which teaches that “natural evil is…limited to what happens to me and mine.”
  They argue that those illnesses that we deem evil are not objectively evil, for we would not exist had it not been for the complex evolutionary processes that have brought us to the point we are today.  McFague points out that just as “all life…is a chance happening…so also are birth defects, cancer cells, and AIDS.”
  In light of the common creation story’s message of interconnectedness, McFague argues that we can no longer get away with anthropocentric concepts of evil.  Although God has traditionally been thought to be concerned with the wellbeing of humans, an enlargement of vision is required for a truly ecological perspective.  One must develop an understanding that “I am not and we are not the only products of evolution nor the only creatures whose good is a matter of divine concern.”
  This enlargement of vision is crucial for the development of an ecological consciousness - a consciousness that understands that natural evil is not necessarily evil, but necessarily good for the flourishing of creation.  Evil, instead, is “a limited horizon, the inability to identify with others outside the self, the refusal to acknowledge that one is not the center of things”
, the failure to live in respectful and healthy relationship with creation, and the valuing and care of only oneself or one’s species .


This explanation of disease, though scientifically verifiable, seems to fall into the same trap as Augustine’s – it does not give adequate attention to the experience of disease.  If disease simply belongs to the random and complex ecological processes that sustain the integrity of the planet, then a personal God’s absence is as noticeable in an ecofeminist theodicy as in an Augustinian theodicy.  But this is not the case.  Whereas Augustine credits the victim with his/her suffering, ecofeminism understands that the suffering of disease is a natural process that does not go unnoticed by God.  Far from being unimportant or trivial, affliction is an important component of an ecofeminist theodicy that emphasizes bodily wellness.  Understandably, an ecological cosmology and an appreciation for individual suffering bodies seem difficult to reconcile.  As Clark asks, “how do I resolve the very personal confluence of sexual embodiment and mortality?”
  How can my personal suffering matter in a model that stresses the universal value of all life (bacteria included)?  Clark offers a compelling answer - a mixture of protest theology and process theodicy, a belief that “the divine both co-suffers evil with us and empowers us to combat [suffering].”
  


Process theology, at its most basic level, emphasizes God’s immanence.  Drawing on recent physics, God is not a distant clockmaker, but the very “energy-events”
 that saturate and drive creation.  All three of the ecofeminist theologians discussed in this section draw heavily on this conceptualization of God.  As Clark writes about God, “in process theology terms, such a radically near-at-hand divine is utterly interspersed and interwoven with/in the energies of our very bodies and all the events of our lives; [God] is that which literally holds together the dynamic fabric of life, the very web of Being.”


If God saturates creation, God’s power must be reconceptualized in a way different from traditional coercive/monarchical models.  Process theology posits that God influences the world through persuasion.  By understanding creation as the process of energy-events, process theologians contend that “[God] constitutes himself so as to provide each occasion with an ideal for its self-actualization, and it is in relation to that ideal that each human energy-event forms itself.”
  Each energy-event strives for an ideal.  This ideal is God’s persuasive power; God is “the One Who Calls us beyond all that we have become to what we might be.”

Such a radical immanence means that our choices, the energy-events of creation, become part of God’s Consequent Nature – “not only does God influence every occasion of experience, but also, he is in turn affected by each.”
  Our failure is experience by God.  A sense of solidarity results between human beings and God that is largely absent from more traditional models and offers a comfort that Augustine’s cold and distant king-God cannot.  A God who is radically immanent suffers with us.  McFague echoes Clark’s sentiments when she writes that, in an organic model of the world as God’s body, “whatever [emphasis in original] happens,…happens to God also and not just to us.”
  God offers comfort in co-suffering.  As Clark writes, “I recognize that such ‘divine impotence’ or absence need not preclude divine cosmic caring or presence as well.”
  The suffering we encounter as a result of disease is not transparent, but is legitimized and respected by God. 

A critic of process theodicy may point out that a God whose power is purely persuasive is simply impotent, but Clark asserts that God is active in the world in ways different than traditionally coercive understandings of divine power.  Drawing on protest theology, Clark argues that God’s persuasive power is evident in our anger.  “Faith”, Clark writes, both “affirm[s] care and angrily protest[s] the reality of suffering.”
  Anger is an enactment of God’s love and care.  The anger we feel in response to our or our loved one’s affliction is good – “the divine is certainly strong enough to accept and understand our anger.”
  However, Clark warns that, in process theology’s terminology, anger as an energy-event has a specific ideal aim in mind – resistance to oppression, mutual love, and care for bodies.  Anger expresses God’s love and care insofar as it is constructive, but one must be careful with their anger, for “anger can also alienate us from divine companionship.”
  When anger is expressed in constructive ways, a deeper appreciation and experience of life can result – a deepened relationship with family, increased intimacy and an enrichment of life in ways previously ignored or considered impossible become possible.  Anger can even instill a will to survive that may be otherwise absent.  True, such anger may cut the sufferer off from divine nourishment, but this traps only s/he who refuses to enlarge their perspective.  A narrow, anthropocentric horizon (and the ecological shortsightedness that ensues) results in feelings of divine alienation and abandonment.  Once one’s horizon widens, the many ways in which such anger can be constructively applied to bettering oneself and the world can ultimately enrich the sufferer in ways that have been previously unimaginable.

One more question seems pertinent to our discussion – what does it mean to die?  As is discussed in Section Ic, eschatological beliefs play an influential role in our interactions with the world.  The escapist and individualistic Augustinian eschatology is useless when we are concerned with the well-being of physical creation.  Ecofeminist theologians offer a different way to conceive of dying that places a new emphasis on the physical world.

McFague’s organic model of the world as God’s body offers a comforting eschatology that does not rely on an otherworldly heaven.  If we have faith in the panentheistic model of God , we do not have to go anywhere else when we die.  As McFague writes, “in the organic model we are with God whether we live or die, for whether our bodies are alive or return to the other form of embodiment from which they came, they are within the body of God.”
  Heaven exists here, not somewhere else.   Similarly, Ruether writes that “the substances of our bodies live on in plants and animals, just as our own bodies are composed from minute to minute of substances that once were parts of other animals and plants…our kinship with all earth creatures is global, linking us to the whole living Gaia [God, whose body is the world] today.”
  Harming the world harms both God and heaven.  If we understood dying in this way, we would surely think twice before exploiting the world that sustains us in this life and in the next.

Although popular in traditional western thought, Ruether further argues that we must develop an understanding of human life that is not starkly individualistic and atomistic.  We are individuated subjectivities, but we are not just that.  Our individual subjectivities may die, but that does not necessarily constitute our death.  As Clark writes,

Death is [emphasis in original] the final word for our individual, embodied subjectively experiencing, phenomenal selves.  At the same time, death is not [emphasis in original] the final word for our lives…whose impact and influence within and upon the relational network or web of life and Being continues effectively beyond our deaths.

Our nature is one of both interconnectedness and individuality.  We exist both as individual subjectivities that die and as confluences of physical creation that do not.  Ruether stresses this crucial aspect of an ecofeminist spirituality, writing that “we are called to affirm the integrity of our personal center of being, in mutuality with the personal centers of all other beings across species and, at the same time, accept the transience of these personal selves.”
  Clark echoes a similar sentiment, stating that our challenge “learn to trust through our fear of the unknown and our grief at leaving embodied relationships and experiences.”
  We must accept our own impermanence and the impermanence of others and, in so doing, learn to “value again the personal center of each being.”
  A much richer existence awaits those who temper staunchly individualistic self-perceptions with ecological interconnectedness and subjective impermanence.


To close, what is an ecofeminist theodicy of disease?  It is one that values the physical world and our embodied experience.  Whereas an Augustinian approach to suffering and disease believes our pain to be our just punishment from God, an ecofeminist theodicy tells us that disease is not our fault and not God’s fault.  It is not a calculated assault, but a natural process that, though subjectively painful, is a value-neutral experience that is required for the integrity and continued flourishing of creation.  God, far from the punishing monarch of the Augustinian theodicy, is all-good and all-powerful, albeit it nontraditional ways.  God is an all-good co-sufferer who offers a powerfully persuasive and constructive anger that pushes us to move beyond what is to what could be.  Our physical death no longer serves to legitimize wanton exploitation of the undervalued because the death of our subjectivities no longer negates our need to care for creation.  There is only one world – our world, which houses an unimaginable amount of life.  When we die, we do not cease to exist in this world, but find ourselves embodied in different forms.  Our subjectivities may be forever gone, but their effect on the relational web that is creation is felt long after our physical disintegration.  In this way, we do not die.  We live forever in the world, in the body of God.  
III. Conclusions and Caveats

As demonstrated, Augustine’s theodicy of disease is out of touch with the needs of our world.  At its most basic level it alienates the vast majority of creation.  Ecofeminist thought corrects this bias and heals those parts of creation that are in the sorest need of attention – the underprivileged, the derivative.  The liberation of women and nature, of all underprivileged and exploited creations, is crucial if we wish to heal our world and bring into being a society that is, in an ecofeminist sense, truly Christ-like.  Ecofeminism offers a theodicy of disease that promotes the valuing of the earth without disregarding the pain of the individual, beloved sufferer.  The healing it offers is twofold – the healing of the earth and of the self.

Much more work is required to construct a complete ecofeminist theodicy.  At present, my focus on natural evil and disease has largely ignores moral evil.  Without a doubt, moral evil is a powerful and destructive force in our world that deserves a concentrated ecofeminist effort.  Although I do not offer one here, the development of an explicit ecofeminist theodicy of moral evil holds immense potential and will be of great value. 


In closing, I have one reservation.  Ruether writes that “the dismantling of this system of destructive power demands real ‘conversion’, a metanoia [emphasis in original], or change of heart and consciousness.”
  A change in heart must take place in order to bring about the systemic changes required for a cultural shift in consciousness.  Just where does this metanoia come from?    Whereas Augustine argues that human beings are unable to choose the good, ecofeminists argue that human beings can and do chose the good.  But in a culture so inundated with destructive assumptions about life, how can such a change be fostered?  I wonder how, in a culture whose understanding of life is so steeped in death-centered philosophies and theologies, an ecofeminist enlightenment of the scale required to save ourselves and our world, can take place.  Will this metanoia arrive in an instant as divine revelation?  If so, does this not strengthen the transcendent image of God that ecofeminism is so suspicious of?  These are question that will have to be answered if an ecofeminist framework (whether Christian or not) is to be adopted on a wide scale.  If they are not answered, I am afraid that our prayers for healing will be drown out by machines of injustice and exploitation.  I hope that our pleading whispers will not be lost in such a deafening cyclone. 
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