
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The Argument from Divine Hiddenness: An Assessment 

 

Ross Parker, Ph.D. 

 

Mentor: Trent Dougherty, Ph.D. 

 

 

The argument from divine hiddenness against God’s existence has become one of 

the most important atheistic arguments in the contemporary philosophical literature. In 

this dissertation I offer an assessment of this argument. Specifically, I provide some 

needed conceptual clarity to the discussion of the argument from hiddenness and respond 

to various strands of the contemporary discussion of the argument.  In the first chapter I 

argue that the argument from hiddenness is best understood as a family of arguments, and 

I give an account of what binds these arguments together. In the second chapter, after 

surveying extant presentations of arguments from hiddenness, I provide a conceptual map 

of various ways an argument from hiddenness can be presented. I then in the third chapter 

I develop a Schellenbergian argument from the existence of inculpable nonbelief which 

serves as the focus of my critical evaluation. In the fourth chapter I address the 

relationship between that argument from evil and the argument from hiddenness. 

Chapters five and six offer critiques of two recent attempts to respond to the argument 

from evil. Then in the seventh chapter I develop my own response to the Schellenbergian 

argument from hiddenness, arguing that God would be justified in allowing temporary 



inculpable favorably disposed nonbelief because of various goods that make possible or 

are made possible by the existence of nonbelief. 
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ANALYTIC TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE: The Argument from Divine Hiddenness    

 

§1.1: Introduction to the Dissertation 

 

I provide a brief and intuitive statement of the argument from hiddenness. 

I then give a brief overview of the chapters of the dissertation.   

 

§1.2: Some Preliminary Issues 

 

This section addresses the following issues: I first state that I will use the 

term “God” as an honorific title and not as a proper name, referring minimally to 

a being who is all-powerful, all-knowing, perfectly good, worthy of worship, and 

creator of the universe. This allows theists and atheists to talk about what God 

would and would not do. Second, I discuss the phrase “argument from divine 

hiddenness,” pointing out that it’s not the best title for the argument since it seems 

to imply that God exists (though I continue to follow the literature and use the 

terminology of divine hiddenness following the literature). Third, I acknowledge 

that I will be drawing on the resources of the Christian tradition in my evaluation 

of the argument from hiddenness.  

 

§1.3: An Analysis of Arguments from Hiddenness 

 

This section defends my claim that the argument from divine hiddenness 

is a family of arguments with the following common core: arguments from 

hiddenness argue (i) that states of affairs describable as instances of divine 

hiddenness (ii) are incompatible or in evidential tension with a perfectly good 

God. Concerning (ii), to have an argument from hiddenness for God’s 

nonexistence, hiddenness must be something that is unexpected, surprising, or 

incompatible with God’s existence. Concerning (i) I argue that divine hiddenness 

is best understood as a lack of epistemic support for truths about God necessary 

for being in a loving relationship with God (with an epistemic lack concerning the 

existence of God as the most important of these truths). Below is a summary of 

my argument for this understanding of divine hiddenness: 

 

ASSUMPTION: The divine hiddenness connected to arguments from hiddenness is 

epistemic hiddenness. 

(1) It is not the case that the following is a sufficient condition for divine 

hiddenness: there is some proposition about God such that someone lacks 

epistemic support for that proposition. 
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(2) Divine hiddenness is broader than lack of epistemic support for the 

proposition <God exists>. 

(3) If (1) and (2), then divine hiddenness is a lack of epistemic support for some 

sub-set of propositions about God. 

(4) The best account of divine hiddenness is to understand divine hiddenness as a 

lack of epistemic support for truths about God important for being in a 

personal relationship with God. 

 

§1.4: Conclusion 

 

CHAPTER TWO: A Historical and Conceptual Overview of the Argument from Divine 

Hiddenness 

 

§2.1: A Survey of Arguments from Divine Hiddenness 

 

I overview the extant statements of atheistic arguments from the existence 

of divine hiddenness. I do this in order to give a survey of the literature on the 

argument, as well as to provide support for the account of what constitutes an 

argument from hiddenness defended in §1.2. 

 

§2.1.1 The Discussion of Divine Hiddenness before the Modern Period 

 

Though arguments from hiddenness are not often made in the 

history of philosophy, there was a fair bit of discussion concerning the 

issue of divine hiddenness (I consider Anselm’s discussion of hiddenness). 

I offer two considerations for why arguments from hiddenness were not 

made throughout the history of philosophy: (1) If one is to give an 

argument from hiddenness, then one must claim that divine hiddenness is 

in evidential tension with the existence of God. But many accounts of God 

on offer in ancient times consider God as unconcerned with human 

existence, which means there’s no evidential tension between God’s 

existence and divine hiddenness. (2) Many Theistic thinkers believed that 

they had strong evidence for God’s existence. So they approached divine 

hiddenness as something that must be compatible with God’s existence, 

instead of seeing it as a evidence against God existence.  

 

§2.1.2 Summaries of Arguments from Divine Hiddenness 

 

I summarize arguments from hiddenness given in the following 

works: Berkeley 1710; Butler 1736; Nietzsche 1881; Hepburn 1963; 

Hanson 1971; O’Hear 1984; Schellenberg 1993; Schellenberg 2007; 

Schellenberg 2004 (analogy argument); Schellenberg 2007 (four 

arguments from specific kinds of nonbelief); Drange 1993, 1998; Maitzen 

2006; Rowe 1996, 2001 
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§2.1.3 Differences and Commonalities in the Arguments from Divine 

Hiddenness 

 

Concerning the arguments outlined in §2.1.2, there are differences 

in the understanding of God argued against, the type of hiddenness that 

motivates the argument, and the amount of hiddenness that is taken to be 

problematic (other differences could be identified). But there are important 

similarities – all argue from the existence of epistemic lack concerning 

relationally-necessary truths about God, all assume an omniscient, 

omnipotent, and omnibenevolent God, and all claim that hiddenness is in 

some way in evidential tension with God’s perfect goodness.  

 

§2.2: The Conceptual Space of Arguments from Hiddenness 

 

In this section, after noting that the extant defenses of arguments don’t 

come close to covering the different variations of arguments from hiddenness one 

could give, I give a schema for thinking about the various possible arguments 

from hiddenness that could be given. I propose 7 distinctions that serve as axes 

for variations of arguments from hiddenness: 

 

 Distinction 1: How should we understand divine hiddenness; i.e., what 

relationally necessary theistic belief is being claimed to lack epistemic 

support? 

 Distinction 2: What is the extent of the divine hiddenness being claimed to 

exist? 

 Distinction 3: What is the appropriate amount of evidence that should be had 

concerning the relationally necessary theistic belief? 

 Distinction 4: Who ought to be expected to have the appropriate amount of 

evidence concerning the relationally necessary theistic belief? 

 Distinction 5: At what point in life should the people who are expected to 

have the appropriate evidence concerning the relationally necessary theistic 

belief be in possession this evidence?    

 Distinction 6: What understanding of God is being argued against? 

 Distinction 7: Is the claim that God and the existence of divine hiddenness are 

logically incompatible, or is it that the existence of divine hiddenness is good 

evidence against the existence of God? 

 

§2.3: Conclusion 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE: A Defense of the Argument from Inculpable Nonbelief          

 

In this chapter I present a defense of a specific iteration of an argument from 

hiddenness – what I refer to as the Schellenbergian Argument from Inculpable Nonbelief  

(AIN). 
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Theological Premise:  (1) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

exists, then inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does 

not occur. 

Existence Premise: (2) But inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does occur.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

does not exist. 

This argument is heavily indebted to arguments defended by Schellenberg, though it 

doesn’t follow any one of his presentations. 

 

§3.1: In Defense of the Theological Premise 

 

The basic structure of an argument that God would not allow inculpable 

nonbelief is to show that it is the kind of thing that would not be expected on the 

assumption that God exists. A perfectly good God would only allow good states 

of affairs, unless bad states of affairs were necessary for making good states of 

affairs possible or actual. So support for (1) will take the form of reasons to think 

that inculpable nonbelief is a bad state of affairs that God would not allow. 

 

The case for (1) is rooted in God’s perfect love. God’s love includes a 

desire for the good of every person and a desire for union with every person for its 

own sake. The specifics of the Schellenbergian argument for (1) take the 

following form: 

 

(1a) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t is in a 

position to do so (i.e., can at t do so just by choosing to), except insofar as H is 

culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at t. 

(1b) Any human H is in a position to relate personally to God only if H at time t 

believes that God exists. 

(1c*) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t believes that 

God exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that makes God’s 

existence epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary 

position for relating to God at t. 

 

(1c*) can be seen as Schellenberg’s precisification of (1).  

 

Concerning the question of what it means to be in “culpably contrary 

position for relating to God” I modify Schellenberg’s account and present the 

following account: 

 

Any human H is culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at time 

t if and only if either H has actively rejected evidence for God’s existence 

at t, or H recognizes that he hasn’t adequately investigated the evidence 

for and against God’s existence up to t. 
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I end the section by addressing the question – Should the theological 

premise be understood as a necessary premise? Schellenberg (2005, 2007) says 

yes, but this is too strong. God’s desire for the good of the beloved and union with 

the beloved is a necessary truth, but this can only ground the pro tanto goodness 

of belief that God exists. So I follow Schellenberg 1993 claiming that (1) should 

be understood as a claim about what is in fact the case in our world rather than a 

necessary truth.  

 

§3.2: In Defense of the Existence Premise 

 

In light of the way I specify the theological premise I fill out the existence 

premise as 

 

(2) But there are some humans who at some time t are (i) capable of 

relating personally to God and (ii) not culpably in a contrary position for 

relating to God yet (iii) do not believe that God exists.  

 

I then outline Schellenberg’s case for the existence of inculpable nonbelievers. 

 

§3.3: Conclusion 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: The Argument from Divine Hiddenness and the Argument from Evil 

 

In this chapter I address the relationship between the argument from divine 

hiddenness and the argument from evil. I argue that the argument from hiddenness should 

be seen as a specific version of the argument from evil. 

 

§4.1: The Argument from Evil 

 

Here I examine several different accounts of “evil” at work in an account 

of the argument from evil. Specifically, I look at Stump’s account of human evil 

as failure to flourish and/or have the desires of one’s heart, extending her account 

to include the failure to flourish of animals. I then argue that this understanding of 

evil does not account for the tradition of evil as privation of good; traditionally 

any lack of good that teleologically should found in a living thing is an evil. 

Following Swinburne I argue that evil should be understood as any bad state of 

affairs, and I understand arguments from evil to be arguments based on bad states 

of affairs that God would not have reason to permit. 

   

§4.2: Commonly Acknowledged Connections between the Argument from Evil 

and the Argument from Divine Hiddenness 

 

Here I note that it’s generally acknowledged that there are important 

connections between AE and ADH. AEs and ADHs can both vary on the type of 

evil/hiddenness and the amount. Many philosophers also distinguish logical 

versions and evidential versions of AE, and that distinction carries over to ADH. I 
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then note the connection between contemporary AEs and the ADH with suffering 

being worse because God seems not to be evident to many who experience 

inscrutable suffering.  

  

§4.3. The Argument from Hiddenness is a Version of the Argument from Evil 

 

§4.3.1: The Positive Case 

    

The argument of this section can be stated as follows:  

 

(1) An argument is an argument from evil iff it begins from the 

existence of bad states of affairs that a good God would not (or 

likely would not) permit and concludes that God does not exist. 

(2) The argument from hiddenness is an argument that argues from the 

existence of a bad state of affairs that a good God would not permit 

and concludes that God does not exist. 

(3) So the argument from hiddenness is a version of the argument 

from evil. 

 

§4.3.2: Van Inwagen’s case for conceptual independence 

 

Van Inwagen gives a thought experiment to motivate the claim that 

the ADH is not dependent on evil. He then argues as follows: 

 

(1) There is a possible world U, such that in U there no suffering, but 

in U an argument from divine hiddenness for God’s nonexistence 

could still be formulated.  

(2) If the argument from hiddenness is a version of the argument from 

evil, then there could not be a possible world with no suffering in 

which an argument from divine hiddenness could be formulated. 

(3) So the argument from evil and the argument from hiddenness are 

conceptually distinct.  

 

I respond by first arguing that if lack of belief in God is not objectively 

bad for Utopians, then there isn’t any reason to think that nonbelief would be 

incompatible with God’s love. So to make nonbelief something that would be 

incompatible with God’s existence, it would need to be something that was 

objectively bad for the Utopians. 

 

§4.3.3 Schellenberg’s case for conceptual independence 

 

The first consideration that Schellenberg considers is that the AE 

and ADH are both concerned with pain and suffering. Schellenberg 

responds that the ADH is not predicated on the suffering of inculpable 

nonbelievers. In response, I argue that even if the ADH is not concerned 
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with subjective suffering, it’s based on the objective suffering of the 

inculpable nonbeliever.  

 

The second consideration that Schellenberg considers is that AE 

and ADH both focus on bad things. Schellenberg responds by saying that 

his ADH focuses on the fact that a loving God would not allow inculpable 

nonbelief, not that nonbelief is bad for humans. In response, I argue that 

though divine love desires union with the beloved, it also desires the good 

of the beloved and God’s love cannot be bifurcated to just focus on the 

desire for union. Second, I argue that the state of affairs of a perfectly 

loving God not loving a person is itself a bad state of affairs, so contra 

Schellenberg’s claim, his argument does focus on things bad. 

 

Finally, Schellenberg considers the claim that AE and ADH both 

focus on things contrary to God’s moral character. In response, 

Schellenberg claims that this is too broad an understanding of the AE. He 

claims that if we had reason to think that God would provide times of 

supreme well-being for humans, then we could argue against God’s 

existence if God only provided humans with extreme happiness. But this 

would clearly not be an argument from evil. In response, I claim that it 

doesn’t seem at all problematic to call the argument given above an 

argument from evil in light of the account of arguments from evil 

defended above.  

 

§4.4: Conclusion 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: An Inadequate Response to Arguments from Divine Hiddenness 

 

One way to respond to the AIN defended in ch. 3 (and most other forms of ADH) 

is to deny that God’s love is extended to all people and maximally intense for all persons. 

Jeff Jordan has argued against the truth of  

 

(L) If God is perfect, then God’s love must be maximally extended and equally 

intense. 

 

I argue that Jordan’s case against (L) is best understood as two conceptually distinct 

arguments. I then argue that both of Jordan’s arguments are unsuccessful. 

 

§5.1: Jordan on (L), the Nature of Love, and Intensity of Love 

 

Here’s my statement of Jordan’s understanding of the necessary 

conditions of love: 

 

(NCL): For all persons S and P, if S loves P, then (i) S has a disinterested 

concern for P and (ii) S takes as his own or identifies with the interests of 

P. 
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Jordan’s understanding of the connection between concern for the beloved 

and identifying with the interests of the beloved is 

 

(C&I): For all persons S and P, the greater the concern S has for P, the 

more S takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P. 

 

Jordan’s account of the intensity of love can be summarized as follows: 

 

(IL) For all persons S and P, the greater the intensity of S’s love for P, the 

more S takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P. 

 

§5.2: Jordan’s Divine Perfection Argument against (L)  

 

Jordan defends the following three principles of perfect being theology: 

 

(PT)  For any property F, God has F if having F increases the positive 

metaphysical status of God; and, God has F to that degree which 

maximally contributes to the positive metaphysical status of God when 

conjoined with all the other properties God has (57). 

 

(CP) For all properties F & F', and individuals S, if F is a great-making 

property, and F' is an entailment of F, and S has F' solely in virtue of 

having F, then having F' cannot be worse-making (a defect) for S (59).  

 

(TD) For all properties F, if F is a deficiency (intrinsically bad) when had 

by a human, then F cannot be a great-making property when had by God 

(58). 

 

He then defends the following argument: 

 

Divine Perfection Argument: 

(DP1) For all properties F, if F is a deficiency (intrinsically bad) when had by a 

human, then F cannot be a great-making property when had by God 

[Jordan’s (TD)]. 

(DP2) The property of loving every person with equal maximal intensity would 

be a deficiency (intrinsically bad) if had by humans. 

(DP3) Therefore, the property of loving every person with equal maximal 

intensity cannot be a great-making property when had by God.  

(DP4) If the property of loving every person with equal maximal intensity cannot 

be a great-making property when had by God, it would be a deficiency 

(intrinsically bad) when had by God.  

(DP5) Therefore, the property of loving every person with equal maximal 

intensity would be a deficiency (intrinsically bad) when had by God.   

(DP6) Therefore, it is not the case that God’s love must be maximally extended 

and maximally intense.  
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(DP7) If (L), then God’s love must be maximally extended and maximally 

intense. 

(DP8) Therefore, (L) is false. 

 

§5.3: Jordan’s Nature of Love Argument against (L) 

 

In responding to potential objections to the Divine Perfection Argument, 

Jordan offers a response to an objection that I take to constitute a separate 

argument for (L), independent of the perfect-being principles he has defended. 

 

The Nature of Love Argument 

(NL1) For all persons S and P, if S loves P with maximal intensity, then S must 

take as his own or identify with all of P’s interests.  

(NL2) For some humans S and P, S and P have incompatible interests. 

(NL3) No one can take as his own or identify with incompatible interests.  

(NL4) Therefore, no one (including God) can love every human with maximal 

intensity. 

(NL5) If (L), then God must love every human with maximal intensity. 

(NL6) Therefore, (L) is false. 

 

§5.4: Evaluating the divine perfection argument against (L) 

 

I begin by criticizing (DP4), arguing that Jordan has only given reason to 

accept  

 

(DP4*) If the property of loving every person with an equal intensity cannot be a 

great-making property when had by God, it would either be (i) an 

intrinsically bad property when had by God, or (ii) a neutral property 

when had by God.  

 

(DP5) would then need to be revised as 

 

(DP5*)  The property of loving every person with an equal intensity would not be 

a neutral property when had by God, so it would be intrinsically bad 

when had by God.  

 

I argue that Jordan has given no reason to accept this modified premise, and that 

from his account we can actually construct an argument against (DP5*). I go on to 

offer brief criticisms of (DP1) and (DP2). 

 

§5.5: Evaluating the Nature of Love Argument against (L) 

 

I argue that two of the argument’s key premises – (NL1) and (NL3) – can 

be challenged, depending on how two key concepts in the argument should be 

understood: (i) interest of a person, and (ii) identifying with an interest of a person 
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§5.6: Conclusion 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX: A Critical Evaluation of Rea’s Response to the Problem of Divine 

Hiddenness 

 

Michael Rea presents and defends an argument from divine hiddenness which he 

thinks encapsulates the problem of divine hiddenness, and then develops a detailed and 

nuanced response to this argument. Importantly, Rea claims that his response to his 

argument from hiddenness does not depend on the commonly held theistic view that God 

allows hiddenness to secure human goods. Rea proposes that what justifies God in 

allowing hiddenness is the good of God acting in accord with the divine personality. 

Further, Rea contends that hiddenness is compatible with God’s concern for all people 

because God has provided a widely and readily accessible way to experience his presence 

despite divine hiddenness – humans can have mediated experiences of God made 

available via Christian scripture and liturgy.  

 

I understand Rea’s case to consist of three theses (my summaries, not his): 

 

T1 The good of divine acts which express God’s personality justifies divine 

silence (making Rea’s greater good account compatible with NO HUMAN 

GOOD). 

T2 Even if God does not permit divine silence in order to secure human goods, 

divine silence is compatible with DIVINE CONCERN so long as DIVINE SELF-

DISCLOSURE is true. 

T3 DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is true: Biblical narratives and liturgical acts are 

means by which we might find and experience the presence of God in the 

midst of divine silence. 

 

I argue against all three of these theses.  

 

§6.1: Rea’s argument from hiddenness  

 

Rea’s statement of the argument (making explicit his stipulative definition 

of divine silence). I refer to it as Rea’s Inconsistent Triad (RIT): 

 

P1*:  God has allowed INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE. 

P2*:  It would be bad for an omnipotent, omniscient God to allow INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE. 

P3:  God, being perfectly good, cannot do anything that is bad.  

 

Rea states what he means by INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF 

RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE as 
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INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE: For many people, the available a priori and empirical 

evidence in support of God’s existence is inconclusive: one can be fully aware of 

it and at the same time rationally believe that God does not exist.  

 

ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE: Many people – believers and unbelievers 

alike – have never had an experience that seems to them to be a direct experience 

or awareness of the love or presence of God; and those who do have such 

experiences have them rarely.  

 

§6.2: Rea’s Response to RIT 

 

In this section I overview Rea’s arguments for T1, T2, and T3 listed above. 

 

§6.3: Evaluating Rea’s Presentation of the Argument from Divine Hiddenness 

 

There’s a problem for Rea’s presentation of the argument from 

hiddenness: INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE can 

be true while every person has knowledge-level justification for belief that God 

exists and that he cares for them. So Rea’s account of divine silence must be 

modified: 

 

INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE & LACK OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE*: For many people, 

their available a priori and empirical evidence in support of God’s existence is 

inconclusive (they can be fully aware of it and at the same time rationally believe 

that God does not exist), and they have never had an experience that seems to 

them to be a direct experience or awareness of the love or presence of God.  

 

Rea’s updated argument would be 

 

P1#: God has allowed INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE & ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE*. 

P2#: It would be bad for an omniscient, omnipotent God to allow INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE & ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE*. 

P3:  God, being perfectly good, cannot do anything that is bad.  

 

§6.4: Evaluating T1 

 

Rea’s argument for (T1) has two components. First, Rea attempts to 

undercut the inference from divine silence to the conclusion that God is unloving 

or unconcerned for humanity. Second, Rea puts forward the hypothesis that divine 

silence is a result of divine action that expresses God’s personality, and since God 

expressing his personality is intrinsically good, this good might justify divine 

silence without any reference to human goods. 

 

§6.4.1: Interpreting Divine Silence 
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Rea’s argument:  

INTERPRETATION SKEPTICISM ARGUMENT 

(IS1) In order to understand someone’s behavior, one must know 

substantial information about the person’s beliefs, desires, motives, 

dispositions, and overall personality.  

(IS2) But when it comes to God, we know very little about these factors. 

(IS3) So we cannot understand why God is silent.  

(IS4) So we shouldn’t interpret divine silence as expressing lack of love or 

concern.  

 

Against (IS1) I argue that we can know enough to give basic interpretations of a 

person’s behavior just by knowing that they are a normal human who desires 

pleasure, loves, etc. Against (IS2) I argue that Rea admits that we know  

 

DIVINE CONCERN: God strongly desires to promote the well-being of all 

his rational creatures, both now and in the afterlife (77). 

 

This gives us sufficient knowledge of God from which to defend P2# as plausible. 

 

§6.4.2: Rea’s Defense of his God-justifying Good 

 

Rea appeals to a possible unknown aspect of the divine personality 

that justifies God in acting in such a way that divine silence results. I 

argue that since reasons have been given for the claim that divine silence 

is incompatible with divine love, and because Rea’s INTERPRETATION 

SKEPTICISM ARGUMENT is not successful, the onus is on the opponent of 

the argument from hiddenness to give some reason to think that there is a 

good that justifies God in allowing hiddenness. Simply appealing to the 

possibility of an unknown divine motivation fails to count as a defense of 

a God-justifying good. 

 

§6.4.3 Another Problem for Rea’s God-justifying Good 

 

Rea admits that the good of God acting from the divine personality 

justifies hiddenness only if DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is also true: 

 

DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE: God has provided some widely and readily 

accessible way of finding him and experiencing his presence despite 

silence. 

 

But if DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is a necessary condition for justifying 

divine silence, then for Rea what justifies divine silence is the good of 

God living out the divine personality in conjunction with the availability 

of means to find God and experience him despite divine silence. So even if 

my criticism of T1 is unsuccessful, Rea’s account of what justifies God in 

allowing divine silence is only as good as his case for T2 and T3.  
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§6.5: Evaluating T3 

The fundamental problem for T3 is that people who experience divine 

silence do not have epistemic reason to justify belief that God exists, which means 

they don’t have reason to take the biblical narratives as reporting real experiences 

of God. Since this is so, those who experience divine silence should not believe 

that the biblical narratives are reporting real experiences of God. And this, 

according to Rea’s own account, would keep them from being able to have a 

mediated experience of God via the biblical narratives.   

 

§6.6: Evaluating T2 

 

The problem for T2 is that a gap exists between DIVINE CONCERN and 

DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE. DIVINE CONCERN claims that “God strongly desires to 

promote the well-being of all of his rational creatures.” But DIVINE SELF-

DISCLOSURE only claims that God has made a way to experience him that is 

“widely and readily accessible.”  

 

In order for DIVINE CONCERN to be compatible with divine silence, the way 

made available to experience God needs to make God accessible to all those who 

experience divine silence. It seems implausible, however, to think that all people 

for whom God is hidden currently have access to Christian Scripture and liturgy 

(to say nothing of people in the past). 

 

§6.7: Conclusion 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: A Cumulative Case Response to the Argument from Inculpable 

Nonbelief 

 

In this chapter I argue against the argument I presented and defended in Ch. 3: 

 

ARGUMENT FROM INCULPABLE NONBELIEF (AIN) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, 

then if any human H is at time t capable of relating personally to 

God, H at t believes that God exists on the basis of internally 

accessible evidence that makes God’s existence epistemically 

probable, except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary position for 

relating to God at t. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are some humans who at some time t are (i) capable 

of relating personally to God and (ii) not culpably in a contrary 

position for relating to God yet (iii) do not believe that God exists.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God does 

not exist. 

 

I argue that the theological premise as stated is false. I then modify the argument to argue 

from the existence of inculpable favorably-disposed nonbelief (I refer to the modified 
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argument as the AIFDN). I argue that for this argument, we have reason to reject the 

theological premise as well.  

 

§7.1: What is Required to Reply to the Argument? 

 

Here I argue that since the theological premises of the AIN and AIFDN 

are not presented as necessary truths, describing a possible world where a case of 

inculpable nonbelief is compatible with the existence of a perfectly loving God is 

insufficient. I need to argue that we have reason to think that a loving God would 

allow inculpable nonbelief in a world like ours. I then point out that because the 

claim of (1) is that God would not allow any cases of inculpable nonbelief of any 

duration, my task is to show that at least one case of inculpable nonbelief is 

compatible with a God of perfect love. I then address the question of whether I 

aim to give an account of God’s possible reasons for allowing hiddenness or 

God’s actual reasons for allowing hiddenness. Drawing on Pruss’s defense of 

omnirationality, I argue that if there is a possible reason for God allowing 

inculpable nonbelief, that reason will be part of God’s reasons for actually 

allowing the inculpable nonbelief. Finally, I argue that to show that God is 

justified in allowing a case of inculpable nonbelief, the requirement should not be 

that the goods that result from the inculpable nonbelief require be greater than the 

goods of belief. I claim that goods are broadly incommensurable, such that if 

there are goods that result from God allowing inculpable nonbelief, and it is not 

the case that preventing the nonbelief would be all-things-considered better, then 

God would be justified in allowing the inculpable nonbelief.   

 

§7.2: Responding to the AIN 

 

§7.2.1: A Consideration of the Existence Premise 

 

Despite the fact that the Christian tradition gives some reason to 

reject claims of inculpable nonbelief, since the AIN claims that inculpable 

nonbelief occurs when any person who (i) is capable of a personal 

relationship with God and (ii) who is not culpably in a contrary position 

for relating to God lacks belief for any amount of time, it seems 

reasonable to think that inculpable nonbelief occurs. 

 

§7.2.2: Rejecting the Theological Premise of the AIN  

 

My argument here is that if God knows that a person will not (or 

likely will not) respond to belief that God exists by entering into a 

relationship with God, God has little reason to provide evidence of his 

existence. This reason is overridden by the potential bad state of rejecting 

God or responding to God with indifference, and this means that God is 

justified in allowing inculpable nonbelief for those who are disposed to 

not enter into a relationship with God upon coming to believe that he 

exists. 
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 §7.3: Responding to AIFDN 

 

In light of the conclusion of this section, the argument must be modified as 

follows: 

 

ARGUMENT FROM INCULPABLE FAVORABLY DISPOSED NONBELIEF (AIFDN)  

Theological Premise:  (1') If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

exists, then if any human H is at time t capable of relating 

personally to God and is favorably disposed to entering into 

a loving relationship with God, H at t believes that God 

exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that 

makes God’s existence epistemically probable, except 

insofar as H is culpably in a contrary position for relating to 

God at t. 

Existence Premise:  (2') But there are some humans who at some time t are (i) 

capable of relating personally to God, (ii) favorably 

disposed to enter into a personal relationship with God, and 

(iii) not culpably in a contrary position for relating to God 

yet (iv) do not believe that God exists.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

does not exist. 

 

§7.3.1 Evaluating the Existence Premise 

 

Now that the existence premise is more precise, it’s more plausible 

to deny it. But I grant it for the sake of argument. 

 

§7.3.2 A Consideration of the Value of Theistic Belief for the Favorably 

Disposed 

 

I argue that the disvalue of temporary IFD nonbelief, though 

always a bad state of affairs, is significantly mitigated on the assumption 

that eternal conscious relationship with God will be made available to the 

IFD nonbeliever in the future. 

 

§7.3.3 Relating Personally to God without Theistic Belief 

 

I argue that one can have a personal relationship with God even if 

one does not believe that God exists. I defend two accounts of how this is 

possible: having an awareness of God that can ground de re beliefs about 

God, and hoping that God exists. Schellenberg has replied to this kind of 

response to his argument by claiming that considerations of divine love 

support the claim that God would ensure that explicit personal 

relationship would be always available (where explicit relationship is 

based on belief), so the AIFDN can be modified to change references to 

“relating personally to God” to “explicitly relating personally to God.” 
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In response, I argue that since humans can relate personally to God 

without belief that God exists, though explicit relationship with God is 

better than a relationship based on de re awareness or hope, it is not 

significantly better.  

 

§7.3.4 The Cumulative Case Response to the Theological Premise 

 

I outline a number of goods that IFD nonbelief makes possible or 

are made possible by IFD nonbelief. My claim is that it’s plausible to 

think that a conjunction of these different goods justify God in allowing 

certain cases of temporary nonbelief. 

 

§7.3.4.1 Nonbelief and the Good of Moral Freedom  

 

 I follow Swinburne and Murray in arguing that it is a good 

for humans to have morally significant freedom so that they can 

have a role in forming virtues in themselves. It seems that 

believing that a perfectly good God exists would provide a strong 

incentive to do the good rather than the bad. So coming to believe 

that God exists would limit the range of some people’s exercise of 

their moral freedom. So there is a greater range of moral freedom 

for many people that results from their nonbelief in God.   

  

§7.3.4.2 Divine Hiddenness and Intellectual Probation  

 

Drawing on the work of Bishop Butler I argue that a 

nonbeliever has the opportunity exercise virtue in seeking after the 

truth concerning God’s existence that would not be possible if God 

ensured that the person never experienced IFD nonbelief.  

  

§7.3.4.3 Divine Hiddenness and the Goods of Social Dependency  

 

Following Evans, Collins, and others I argue that it’s good 

for humans to have responsibility for one another, including in the 

cognitive realm. By allowing IFD nonbelief, God gives people 

opportunity to help nonbelievers come to know that there is a 

perfectly good God, as well as allowing for important relational 

connections to develop because of the ability to help one another 

come to have evidence for God’s existence.  

 

§7.3.4.4 Divine Hiddenness and the Good of Learning for Oneself   

 

It is good for a person to learn an important truth for 

oneself through one’s own experience. But if God prevented IFD 

nonbelief, then these people could not come to learn that God 

exists for themselves through their own inquiry.  
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§7.3.4.5 Divine Hiddenness and Desiring to Know God 

 

There is a unique good that comes from desiring an explicit 

relationship with God. It seems that we humans come to appreciate 

things more if we go through periods of time where we desire them 

but don’t have them. But if God ensured that IFD nonbelief never 

occurred, then these people would not be able to desire an explicit 

relationship with God.  

 

§7.3.5 Conclusion of My Evaluation of the AIFDN 

 

In light of what I argue in §7.3.2, §7.3.3, & §7.3.4, we have reason to 

reject the theological premise of the AIFDN.  

 

§7.4: Responding to Schellenberg’s Accomodationist Strategy 

 

§7.4.1 The Accomodationist Strategy Stated 

 

I outline Schellenberg’s case that any type of good that is put 

forward for justifying hiddenness can be achieved from within the state of 

belief that God exists.  

 

§7.4.2: Critical Evaluation 

 

I show how the accomodationist strategy fails to undercut the value 

of the goods outlined in §7.3.4. My main reply is that Schellenberg’s 

understanding of the types of goodness is to course-grained. When we 

recognize that, e.g., the good persevering in seeking evidence for God’s 

existence is a species of the genus persevering in seeking after evidence 

for an important truth, then we can see that God would have reason to 

allow people to instantiate these particular species of goodness. 

 

§7.5: Conclusion 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

The Argument from Divine Hiddenness 

 

§1.1: Introduction to the Dissertation 

In this dissertation I aim to offer an analysis and evaluation of the argument from 

divine hiddenness for the nonexistence of God.  In recent philosophical discussion, 

spurred on primarily by the work of J. L. Schellenberg, the existence of divine 

hiddenness has served as the basis of an influential argument against the existence of a 

perfectly loving, all-powerful, and all-knowing God. In the context of discussions of this 

argument, “divine hiddenness” has come to refer primarily to persons who are 

epistemically justified in not believing that God exists, and their justified nonbelief is not 

the result of their culpable actions.  

The fundamental shape of the argument from divine hiddenness can be stated 

fairly informally and succinctly.
1
 Divine hiddenness seems to be a problem for traditional 

theism. First, if a morally perfect God exists—a God who is loving, just, and good—then 

this God would want all people to be in a relationship with him. This would be God’s 

goal both because of the objective good that comes to humans from knowing God and 

because it is the nature of love to desire a relationship with the one loved. Second, it 

seems that a necessary condition for having a relationship with God is believing that God 

exists and believing certain important truths about God. Yet there are many people who 

                                                 
1
 This informal statement of the argument from hiddenness is similar to the one given in Trent 

Dougherty and Ross Parker, “Hiddenness of God,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy Online, ed. 

Edward Craig (London: Routledge, Forthcoming). 
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do not believe that God exists or truths about God required for having a relationship with 

Him, and many of these nonbelievers seem inculpable or nonresistant in their nonbelief. 

The existence of these nonbelievers therefore seems incompatible with, or at least in 

evidential tension with, the existence of a morally perfect God. Though there are many 

possible formulations of the argument from divine hiddenness (as I hope to show in 

§2.2), a general statement of the argument from divine hiddenness can be given as 

follows: 

Theological Premise:  (1) If an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent God 

exists, then divine hiddenness does not occur. 

Existence Premise:  (2) Divine hiddenness occurs. 

Conclusion:  (3) An omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent God 

does not exist.  

 

There has been a lively and important exchange of ideas in the last twenty years 

concerning the argument from hiddenness, but much philosophical work on this argument 

remains to be done. The goal of this dissertation is broadly two-fold. First, I hope to 

provide some conceptual clarity for the discussion of the argument from hiddenness. 

Second, I hope to offer constructive contributions to the conversation concerning divine 

hiddenness. These two goals are intermingled in the following chapters. In the remainder 

of chapter one, after addressing some preliminary issues of terminology and method, I 

develop an account of what constitutes an argument from hiddenness, focusing on giving 

an account of what states of affairs are best understood as cases of epistemic divine 

hiddenness. In chapter two I provide a historical overview of atheological arguments 

from divine hiddenness, and then attempt to provide a conceptual map of the various 

possible arguments from hiddenness. In chapter three I develop a version of the argument 

from divine hiddenness dependent on the work of J. L. Schellenberg, which I refer to as 
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the Argument from Inculpable Nonbelief (AIN). This argument provides a specific 

argument for the critical evaluation that follows to focus on. Chapter four addresses the 

question of the relationship between the argument from divine hiddenness and the 

argument from evil. Here I argue, contra Peter van Inwagen and J. L. Schellenberg, that 

the argument from hiddenness should be understood as a particular version of the 

argument from evil. In chapters 5 and 6 I critique two recent theistic attempts to develop 

a response to the argument from hiddenness. In chapter five I consider Jeff Jordan’s 

argument that God’s love cannot be maximally extended and equally intense for all 

people, which if true would undercut the argument that a perfectly loving God would not 

allow divine hiddenness. I argue that what Jordan presents as one argument is in fact two: 

the first is invalid as stated, and when modified to be valid, is unsound; the second 

contains ambiguity, and when the argument is disambiguated there is reason to reject one 

of the key premises (depending on the disambiguation). In chapter six I consider Michael 

Rea’s recent attempt to respond to a version of the argument from hiddenness by arguing 

that God expressing the divine personality justifies God allowing divine hiddenness so 

long as God makes his presence available to those who experience hiddenness via 

mediated experiences of God. I argue that there are good reasons to reject all three of the 

theses Rea defends in developing his response. Finally, in chapter seven I argue that the 

AIN presented in chapter three is unsound because we should reject its theological 

premise which asserts that a loving God would not allow cases of inculpable nonbelief, 

so if the argument is to be successful it must be modified. I then argue that the modified 

argument – the argument from Inculpable Favorably-Disposed Nonbelief – is unsound by 

defending a number of goods that lead to or result from hiddenness which together 
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provide a cumulative-case account of why God is justified in allowing cases of inculpable 

favorably-disposed nonbelief.  

 

§1.2: Some Preliminary Issues 

I begin by addressing several important introductory issues having to do with my 

evaluation of and response to the argument from hiddenness. First, in this dissertation I 

use the term “God” as a title rather than as a proper name. Following the tradition of 

much philosophical theology, I understand God as a being who is the greatest possible 

being. Minimally, I stipulate that the concept of God includes the properties of being all-

powerful, all-knowing, perfectly good, and creator of the universe. By using God as a 

title rather than a proper name, the theist (a person who believes that God exists) and the 

atheist (a person who does not believe that God exists)
2
 can discuss the nature of God and 

what God would do were he to exist.
3
 I will discuss why God would allow hiddenness or 

what God would do in a particular situation, but this talk is not intended to imply that 

God actually exists. 

Second, the moniker “argument from divine hiddenness for God’s nonexistence” 

is not the best name for the argument evaluated in this dissertation. To make the point 

simply, how can there be an argument which concludes that something doesn’t exist (in 

this case God) because that something is hidden? To assert that God is hidden seems 

                                                 
2
 I recognize that my account of atheism here includes all nonbelievers in God, whereas many 

prefer to distinguish “agnostics” – those who withhold belief on whether or not there is a God – from 

“atheists” who believe that there is no God. In using atheist in this broader way I follow Anthony Flew in 

his influential article “The Presumption of Atheism,” in Contemporary Perspectives on Religious 

Epistemology, ed. R. Douglas Geivett and Brendan Sweetman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 

19–20. 

3
 My understanding of “God” as a title is similar to that given by Paul Draper (an agnostic) in his 

important paper Paul Draper, “Pain and Pleasure: An Evidential Problem for Theists,” Nous 23, no. 3 

(1989): 331. 
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linguistically to imply that there is, in fact, a God. Accordingly, many discussions of the 

argument from divine hiddenness point out that this is a misleading label for the 

argument. For example, Daniel Howard-Snyder says that “the hiddenness of God is an 

inapt term to use in an argument for the conclusion that there is no God since God is 

hidden only if there is a God; the term inculpable nonbelief is better.”
4
 Schellenberg 

claims in his seminal work Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason that his argument 

should not be referred to as an argument from hiddenness: 

“God is hidden” (in the sense of “hidden” that concerns us) is perhaps most 

naturally construed as equivalent to  

 

(1) God exists and has intentionally withheld (or permitted to be obscured) 

strong evidence of his existence. 

 

But (1) entails that God exists, and so it would be contradictory, on this 

understanding of “God is hidden,” to speak of an argument from the hiddenness of 

God against God’s existence… Accordingly, our problem is not to be understood 

as the problem of God's hiddenness, nor my argument as an argument from God's 

hiddenness.
5
 

 

Schellenberg labels his argument against God’s existence “the argument from reasonable 

nonbelief.” Yet Schellenberg’s book is entitled Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 

and most of the discussions of Schellenberg’s argument (and other statements of 

arguments of this type) continue to refer to the argument from divine hiddenness. The 

following explanation of why this is the case seems plausible. Though the argument from 

divine hiddenness has only recently received sustained attention, thinkers within the 

major theistic traditions have discussed the question of why God’s existence and truths 

about his nature and actions are not more evident in light of God’s love and concern for 

                                                 
4
 Daniel Howard-Snyder, “Hiddenness of God,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Donald 

Borchert, vol. 4, Second edition (New York: MacMillan, 2006), 352. 

5
 J. L. Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 

1993), 5–6. 
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his creatures. Since thinking about this subject was done by theists, the phenomenon was 

understood as “divine hiddenness”. I follow this continued usage and refer to the 

argument from divine hiddenness and talk about the existence of divine hiddenness, 

though this should be understood as not implying that God exists. 

Finally, most of the arguments from hiddenness that have been defended argue 

against the existence of the God of traditional theism. However, in my evaluation of and 

response to the argument from hiddenness, I draw on the resources of the Christian view 

of God and reality. Much of what I have to say would also be something that other theists 

could say, but I don’t shy away from bringing the full range of Christian beliefs to bear in 

thinking about the atheistic argument from divine hiddenness.
6
 

 

§1.3: An Analysis of Arguments from Hiddenness 

Though the discussion of the hiddenness argument has primarily focused on 

Schellenberg’s versions of the argument from hiddenness, the argument from hiddenness 

can best be thought of as a family of arguments. The common core of arguments from 

hiddenness is intuitively obvious: arguments from hiddenness argue (i) that an instance or 

instances of divine hiddenness (ii) is incompatible with or in evidential tension with a 

perfectly good God.  

                                                 
6
 One might object to my decision to respond to the argument from hiddenness by employing the 

resources of Christian theism as follows: Christian theism, because it includes more claims than mere 

theism, is less likely than mere theism in terms of its prior probability. (William Rowe makes this objection 

to those who attempt to respond to his version of the argument from evil using the resources of Christian 

theism; see “Evil Is Evidence Against Theistic Belief,” in Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of 

Religion, ed. Michael L. Peterson and Raymond J. VanArragon (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2004), 4.) 

In response, I think that there is strong evidence for the truth of the core claims of Christianity, such that 

when we include this evidence in our evaluation of the probability of Christian theism, the probability of 

Christian theism is close to that of theism. To defend this claim, however, is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. 



7 

To expound on this common core, I begin by addressing (ii) – that in order for 

there to be an argument from hiddenness (or a problem of hiddenness), there must be 

some reason to think that if a perfectly good God exists, he would not allow hiddenness 

to occur. If I’m playing hide-and-seek with my children, I do not have a good argument 

from the fact that my children are hidden to the conclusion that they don’t exist, since the 

hiddenness of my children is just what I would expect on the assumption that I’m playing 

the game. At a more serious level, the fact that we do not have evidence to justify belief 

in the existence of extraterrestrial intelligent life somewhere in the universe (i.e., space-

aliens are “hidden”) is not a good reason to conclude that there is no extraterrestrial 

intelligent life, since there is little reason to think that if there are space-aliens, we would 

have evidence for their existence. In contrast, arguments from divine hiddenness claim 

that God’s character as a perfectly good being gives us reason to think that if God exists, 

divine hiddenness would not exist. Specifically, arguments from hiddenness focus on the 

claim that God would be a perfectly loving being, attempting to show that allowing divine 

hiddenness would be unloving and thus incompatible/in evidential tension with the 

existence of God.   

Now consider the other essential component of an argument from hiddenness: 

what is claimed to be incompatible with God’s existence is states of affairs which are 

instances of divine hiddenness. This claim is uninformative as stated; an account of the 

divine hiddenness that underwrites arguments from hiddenness needs to be given.  

The terms “God’s hiddenness” or “divine hiddenness” or “the hiddenness of God” 

refer to a wide variety of different states of affairs. In the Christian and Jewish traditions, 
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the hiddenness of God often refers to God’s decision to withdraw his presence or 

blessing. Consider the words attributed to God in Deuteronomy 31: 

And the LORD said to Moses, “Behold, you are about to lie down with your 

fathers. Then this people will rise and whore after the foreign gods among them in 

the land that they are entering, and they will forsake me and break my covenant 

that I have made with them. Then my anger will be kindled against them in that 

day, and I will forsake them and hide my face from them, and they will be 

devoured. And many evils and troubles will come upon them, so that they will say 

in that day, ‘Have not these evils come upon us because our God is not among 

us?’ And I will surely hide my face in that day because of all the evil that they 

have done, because they have turned to other gods” (Deut. 31:16-18).
7
 

 

Here God declares that he will hide his face from the children of Israel because of their 

sin. Note that this doesn’t result in a lack of belief in God – the children of Israel will say 

that “God is not among us,” not that there is no God. In the Deuteronomy passage, a 

reason is given for God’s withdrawal of his blessing. Other biblical passages also speak 

of divine hiddenness as God withdrawing his presence and blessing, but in these passages 

the one experiencing the lack of God’s presence questions God’s reason for this. For 

example, consider these passages from the Psalms:  

Why, O LORD, do you stand far away?  

Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” (Psalm 10:1)  

 

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 

Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning? 

O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer, 

and by night, but I find no rest. (Psalm 22:1-2) 

 

But I, O Lord, cry to you; 

in the morning my prayer comes before you. 

O Lord, why do you cast my soul away? 

Why do you hide your face from me? (Psalm 88:13-14) 

 

Here again there is no doubt about Yahweh’s existence; the question is why he does not 

make his presence known in the life of the psalmist. As a contemporary example of this 

                                                 
7
 Throughout this dissertation all scriptural quotations come from the English Standard Version. 
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usage of hiddenness, a Christian might say something like the following: “There have 

been times in my life where I have clearly felt God’s presence with me. But now, even 

though I believe that God exists, read Scripture, pray, and go to church, God is hidden 

from me.” I refer to this kind of hiddenness as theological divine hiddenness. Theological 

divine hiddenness seems perfectly compatible with the existence of God; indeed, as I 

intend the term to be used, theological divine hiddenness assumes belief that a perfectly 

good God exists. It seems that this is a different kind of hiddenness from the kind that 

grounds arguments from hiddenness, so it does not figure in to the discussion of divine 

hiddenness in this dissertation.
8
  

Divine hiddenness can also refer to a lack of evidence or justification for certain 

truths about God. I refer to this kind of divine hiddenness broadly as epistemic divine 

hiddenness. It is epistemic divine hiddenness that serves as the basis for atheistic 

arguments from hiddenness (hereafter unless otherwise noted, divine hiddenness refers to 

epistemic divine hiddenness). The paradigm cases of divine hiddenness are instances 

where a person has insufficient evidential support for the proposition <God exists>. It 

seems that the two primary options for how to understand this evidential insufficiency are 

either (i) that the person lacks evidence sufficient to justify belief that God exists, or (ii) 

the person lacks evidential justification sufficient to know that God exists.
9
 (Note: I use 

evidence, evidential support, or justification here broadly to refer to anything that can 

serve as a ground of belief. This includes propositions that can stand in inferential 

                                                 
8
 Though theological divine hiddenness doesn’t ground arguments from hiddenness, it seems that 

instances of theological divine hiddenness can turn into instances of epistemic divine hiddenness, which I 

claim does ground arguments from hiddenness.  

9
 It seems wrong to claim that God would be hidden if a person had evidence sufficient to know 

that God exists, but lacked evidence to be certain that God exists.  
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relations to other propositions, and nonpropositional experiences that can directly justify 

beliefs, if one thinks that nonpropositional experiences can justify beliefs.) Most, though 

not all, of the arguments from divine hiddenness that have been defended have argued 

from divine hiddenness understood as an evidential insufficiency about the existence of 

God (see §2.1.2).  

Should divine hiddenness be limited to an evidential insufficiency with regard to 

God’s existence, or should we think of divine hiddenness more broadly? Some have 

argued that divine hiddenness should be construed much more broadly, claiming that a 

sufficient condition for divine hiddenness is there being some proposition about God such 

that that proposition lacks appropriate epistemic support for some person. In his 

important study of the problem of divine hiddenness, Robert McKim, after discussing 

various ways that talk of the hiddenness of God can be understood (some of which fall 

under my category of theological divine hiddenness), stipulates that he understands 

divine hiddenness as follows: 

I mean something quite different by the claim that God is hidden. The central idea 

is just that it is not clear whether the claims that theists make about God are true; 

and this applies both to the claim that God exists and to numerous theistic claims 

about the character, purposes, will, and so forth of God.
10

 

 

McKim here stipulates that divine hiddenness refers to an evidential insufficiency 

concerning any particular claim theists make about God (though he hedges a bit when he 

says “numerous theistic claims…”).  

I think that understanding divine hiddenness as referring to an evidential 

insufficiency for any particular truth about God is too broad. Consider the case of human 

                                                 
10

 Robert McKim, Religious Ambiguity and Religious Diversity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2001), 6. 
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relationships. It would be odd to say that my good friend John is hidden from me because 

I don’t know the name of the person who sat beside him in his first grade class. Similarly, 

it seems inaccurate to say that a lack of epistemic support concerning certain truths about 

God constitutes divine hiddenness. For example, I take my evidence concerning whether 

God is impassible or passible to be roughly on par, yet it seems odd to say that God is 

hidden from me because of this. Something similar could be said about a person who 

judges that their evidence does not clearly support that God is timeless rather than 

eternally temporal.  

I’ve argued that a person having an evidential insufficiency concerning a 

proposition about God is not sufficient for divine hiddenness. It seems, however, that 

divine hiddenness does refer to an evidential insufficiency concerning truths about God in 

addition to God’s existence. To consider human relationships again, if I don’t have 

evidence sufficient to reasonably believe that John is not an axe-murderer, it does seem 

that John is hidden from me, even if I know he exists. Similarly with God: a person might 

say “I believe that there is a creator God, but I don’t know how I am to come to know this 

God – he’s hidden from me.” It seems appropriate to refer to this as epistemic divine 

hiddenness. As another example, for Christians who think that being salvifically related 

to God requires that one appropriate for oneself Christ’s atoning work, it seems 

appropriate to say of a person who doesn’t know of Christ’s atoning work (or even the 

existence of Christ) that God is hidden from him, even though he believes that God 

exists.  

So it seems that the best account of divine hiddenness needs to be one that picks 

out a particular sub-set of propositions about God such that an evidential insufficiency 
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about one of those propositions is sufficient for divine hiddenness. This can be done in a 

non-arbitrary way by recognizing that discussions of divine hiddenness and arguments 

from divine hiddenness are rooted in considerations of perfect love. Since a perfectly 

loving God would desire to have a relationship with all people, the account of divine 

hiddenness that seems most plausible is understanding divine hiddenness as an evidential 

insufficiency concerning a proposition necessary for being in a loving relationship with 

God.
11

 This account explains why both of the examples of truths about God given in the 

last paragraph would be cases of divine hiddenness, while the examples of impassibility 

and timelessness would not. Further, the distinction between cases of divine hiddenness 

and cases of mere evidential insufficiency concerning propositions about God is 

intuitively one that has to do with the importance of the truth about God under 

consideration, and connecting this importance condition with having a loving relationship 

with God gives a satisfying account.  Perhaps the strongest reason to accept this account 

of divine hiddenness as a good account of epistemic divine hiddenness is that it covers 

those arguments classified as arguments from hiddenness in the literature which argue 

from cases of evidential insufficiency concerning truths about God (rather than cases of 

evidential insufficiency concerning God’s existence). This will be shown in my overview 

of arguments from hiddenness given in §2.1. 

In light of these considerations, in this study of the argument from hiddenness I 

understand divine hiddenness as epistemic divine hiddenness, which refers to a person 

experiencing an evidential insufficiency with regard to the proposition <God exists> or 

propositions about God belief in which are necessary for being in a loving relationship 

                                                 
11

 It should be noted that there are obviously different kinds of loving relationships that a person 

can have with God. The way I use the term, having a loving relationship with God does not entail that a 

person has entered into a salvific relationship with God.  
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with God. These two categories can be subsumed under the latter, since believing that 

God exists seems to be the fundamental member of the class of truths one must believe to 

be in a loving relationship with God.  

 

§1.4: Conclusion 

 The aim of this dissertation is to provide an assessment of the argument from 

divine hiddenness. After introducing the dissertation and addressing some important 

preliminary issues, I gave an analysis of what constitutes an argument from hiddenness. 

The position I defended is that the argument from hiddenness is a family of atheistic 

arguments each member of which argues that the existence of a perfectly loving God is 

incompatible with or in evidential tension with some class of cases of epistemic divine 

hiddenness. I then gave an account of divine hiddenness as evidential insufficiency 

concerning a truth about God belief in which is necessary for a loving relationship with 

God, with God’s existence being the primary member of this class of beliefs. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

A Historical and Conceptual Overview of the Argument from Divine Hiddenness 

 

 

In chapter one I gave my account of arguments from hiddenness. As I mentioned 

in chapter one, though discussions concerning the problem of divine hiddenness have 

been undertaken by theists for centuries, atheistic arguments from hiddenness have not 

been prevalent in the history of philosophy, and sustained discussion of the argument 

from hiddenness has been a recent phenomenon. In this chapter my aims are primarily 

historical and conceptual. First in §2.1 I attempt to overview atheistic arguments from the 

existence of divine hiddenness. I do this in order to give a survey of the literature on the 

argument, as well as to offer support for the account of what constitutes an argument 

from hiddenness which I gave in §1.2. Second, in §2.2 I attempt to map the conceptual 

space for arguments from hiddenness.  

 

§2.1: A Survey of Arguments from Divine Hiddenness 

Arguments from divine hiddenness have not been well represented in the history 

of philosophy. As Schellenberg notes,  

Many in philosophy’s history would have been prepared to admit the existence of 

objective or subjective divine hiddenness or both. But only a few… have noticed 

that such an admission can provide the basis for a distinctive objection to theistic 

belief. And only in recent years has serious discussion of this objection begun.
1
  

 

In this section I overview the different arguments from divine hiddenness that have been 

presented (at least those that have been noted in the contemporary literature). I do this in 

                                                 
1
 J. L. Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, ed. Charles 

Taliaferro, Paul Draper, and Philip L. Quinn, 2nd ed. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 509. 
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order to show the lay of the land in terms of discussion of this argument, as well as to 

attempt to draw out some common characteristics of these arguments and some salient 

differences.  

 

§2.1.1 The Discussion of Divine Hiddenness before the Modern Period 

While arguments from divine hiddenness have not been made often in the history 

of philosophy, the existence of divine hiddenness has been discussed by theologians and 

philosophers throughout the centuries. To take just one example, Anselm toward the 

beginning of his Proslogion, prays to God about his experience of divine hiddenness: 

Come then, Lord my God, teach my heart where and how to seek You, where and 

how to find you… Never have I seen You, Lord my God, I do not know Your 

face. What shall he do, most high Lord, what shall this exile do, far away from 

You as he is? What shall your servant do, tormented by love of you and yet cast 

off ‘far from Your face’? He yearns to see You and your countenance is too far 

away from him. He desires to come close to You, and Your dwelling place is 

inaccessible; he longs to find You and does not know where you are; he is eager 

to seek You out and he does not know Your countenance. Lord, You are my God 

and my Lord, and never have I seen You. You have created me and re-created me 

and You have given me all the good things I possess, and still I do not know you. 

In fine, I was made in order to see You, and I have not yet accomplished what I 

was made for.”
2
 

 

It’s clear that Anselm is concerned with theological hiddenness – he desires to experience 

God’s presence more fully. But Anselm also indicates that he lacks epistemic support for 

truths about God, such that this lack of evidence threatens his being able to relate to God. 

Famously, Anselm takes his request to know God to be answered via his ontological 

argument for God’s existence. Through this argument Anselm moves from belief without 

understanding to belief with understanding, which he clearly takes to be an epistemic 

improvement. 

                                                 
2
 St. Anselm, “Proslogion,” in Anselm of Canterbury: The Major Works, ed. Brian Davies and G. 

R. Evans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 1, 85. 
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One might wonder why there were not many atheistic arguments from divine 

hiddenness made, especially before the 18
th

 century. Though it is always dangerous to 

paint with broad strokes, it seems to me that there are several reasons for this; here I 

briefly discuss two.  

First, arguments from divine hiddenness attempt to show an incompatibility (or 

evidential tension) between the existence of divine hiddenness and the existence of a 

perfectly good God. So for those who believe that god is not personal and/or perfectly 

loving, divine hiddenness would not give reason to question the existence of god. Here I 

have in mind, e.g., the Aristotelian understanding of God. Aristotle argued that god’s 

only activity is intellectual. God knows only Himself, since to know humanity’s 

contingent reality would be to know something changing, which is incompatible with 

being the unmoved mover.
3
 This god would have no reason to reveal himself to humans, 

and so there would be no problem of divine hiddenness.
4
  

Second, for Christian theologians and philosophers who believed in a personal and 

morally perfect God, God’s existence has traditionally been understood to have high 

epistemic support. Because Christians of various traditions have taken themselves to be 

able to know that God exists, divine hiddenness, at least in the sense of hiddenness as 

reasonable nonbelief in God’s existence, was denied by most of these thinkers. Christian 

thinkers of the past acknowledged that there were atheists, but denied that the atheists 

lacked evidence for belief in God.  

                                                 
3
 Aristotle, Metaphysics, bk XII, ch. 9, in Aristotle: Selections, ed. Terence Irwin and Gail Fine 

(Hackett Pub Co, 1995), 343. 

4
 Another example would be the Epicurean view of the gods. As Anthony Kenny says of 

Epicurean theology, “The belief that endangers the gods’ imperishable bliss is precisely the belief that they 

take an interest in human affairs. To favour some human beings… would interrupt to gods’ life of happy 

tranquility.”  [Anthony Kenny, Ancient Philosophy: A New History of Western Philosophy Volume 1 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 302.].  



17 

§2.1.2 Summaries of Arguments from Divine Hiddenness 

The early statements of arguments from hiddenness are found in the writings of 

philosophers who were responding to these arguments. For example, George Berkeley, in 

The Principles of Human Knowledge (1710), disparagingly states,  

It seems to be a general pretense of the unthinking herd that they cannot see God. 

Could we but see him, they say, as we see a man, we should believe that he is and, 

believing, obey his commands.
5
  

 

While Berkeley doesn’t make this explicit, he seems to imply that the “unthinking herd” 

claim that they do not believe in God because they lack the evidence that would come 

from seeing God. This of course would be a crude form of the argument from hiddenness.  

An important early statement of an argument against the existence of the 

Christian God from divine hiddenness was stated and addressed by Joseph Butler in his 

Analogy of Religion (1736). In a chapter entitled “Of the Want of Universality in 

Revelation; and of the Supposed Deficiency in the Proof of It,” Butler considers the 

following argument: 

It has been thought by some persons, that if the evidence of [the Christian] 

revelation appears doubtful, this itself turns into a positive argument against it: 

because it cannot be supposed, that if it were true, it would be left to subsist upon 

doubtful evidence. And the objection against revelation from its not being 

universal, is often insisted upon as of great weight.
6
  

 

The basic idea of the argument can be given following the general argument from 

hiddenness in chapter one as follows:  

Theological Premise:  (1) If the Christian God exists, then the Christian revelation 

claims would not be doubtful.  

                                                 
5
 George Berkeley, “A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge,” in Berkeley: 

Philosophical Writings, ed. Desmond M. Clarke (Cambridge University Press, 2008), 144. 

6
 Joseph Butler, The Analogy of Religion, in The Works of Bishop Butler, ed. David E. White 

(University of Rochester Press, 2006), Ch VI.1 263. 
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Existence Premise:  (2) But the Christian revelation claims are doubtful for 

many people.  

Conclusion:   (3) So the Christian God does not exist.  

 

Butler does not clarify the details of the argument. Does the defender of the argument 

claim that the Christian God would not allow anyone to be in doubt about the Christian 

revelation claim, or is it that many are in doubt about the Christian revelation claim that is 

problematic? Is the problem that there are people who in fact doubt the truth of the 

Christian revelation, or is it that they are epistemically justified in their doubt? In 

response to this argument, Butler develops an account as to why this divine hiddenness 

occurs (which I consider in chapter seven), but for now I’m interested in showing that 

this argument against God’s existence from a type of divine hiddenness was defended in 

Butler’s day (presumably by some of his deist contemporaries) and considered by some 

to have “great weight.”   

The clearest statement of an argument from hiddenness given before the 20
th

 

century comes from Nietzsche. In his work Daybreak (1881), he argues:  

A god who is all-knowing and all-powerful and who does not even make sure his 

creatures understand his intention—could that be a god of goodness? Who allows 

countless doubts and uncertainties to persist, for thousands of years, as though the 

salvation of mankind were unaffected by them, or who, on the other hand, holds 

out the prospect of frightful consequences if any mistake is made as to the nature 

of truth? Would he not be a cruel god if he possessed the truth and could behold 

mankind miserably tormenting itself over that truth?—But perhaps he is a god of 

goodness notwithstanding and merely could not express himself more clearly! Did 

he perhaps lack the intelligence to do so? Or the eloquence? So much the worse! 

For then he was perhaps also in error as to that which he calls his “truth,” and is 

himself not so very far from being the “poor deluded devil”! …All religions 

exhibit traces of the fact that they owe their origin to an early, immature 

intellectuality in man – they all take astonishingly lightly the duty to tell the truth: 

they as yet know nothing of a duty of God to be truthful toward mankind and 

clear in the manner of his communications.
7
 

                                                 
7
 Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality, ed. Maudemarie Clark 

and Brian Leiter, trans. R.J. Hollingdale (Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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Here we see Nietzsche at his best – witty, sarcastic, yet developing an important critique 

of belief in God. The kind of hiddenness addressed here seems to be lack of good 

justification for beliefs about God’s intentions for man concerning man’s salvation. 

Again, the basic structure of the argument is simple: If God were all-knowing, all-

powerful and all-good, he would make the truth about his intentions concerning man and 

his salvation epistemically clear. But many – perhaps most – humans don’t have this 

epistemic clarity. So it’s not the case that God is all-knowing, all-powerful and all good; 

either God lacks one of these omni-attributes, or God simply doesn’t exist. Interestingly, 

Nietzsche argues for the claim that the God of traditional theism would not allow 

epistemic hiddenness from the postulate of God’s goodness and from God’s duty to tell 

the truth. 

It wasn’t until the second half of the 20
th

 century that the argument from 

hiddenness began to come to greater prominence. A version of the divine hiddenness 

argument is given in an article by Ronald Hepburn in 1963 (though the argument from 

hiddenness is not the focus of the article). Hepburn argues that all attempts to capture the 

core of theistic commitment depend on being able to show that we can move from the 

world to God. Hepburn thinks the best way for the theist to attempt to do this is through 

an appeal to veridical religious experiences. But Hepburn argues that the theist needs a 

reason to think that his experience is veridical, and that this reason cannot be given. After 

reaching this negative evaluation of positive evidence for God’s existence, Hepburn says  

One might be tempted to see in that ambivalence a vindication of atheism. For 

how could such an ambiguous universe be the work of perfect love and perfect 

power? Could this be a way to love and express love, to leave the loved one in 

bewildering uncertainty over the very existence of the allegedly loving God? 

Would we not have here a refined weapon of psychological torture? That is: if the 
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situation is ambivalent, it is not ambivalent; since its ambivalence is a conclusive 

argument against the existence of the Christian God.
8
 

 

Here Hepburn suggests that divine hiddenness as lack of clear or justifying evidence for 

belief in God can be considered evidence against God. The support for this conclusion 

comes from what we would expect a being of perfect love (and perfect power) to do – a 

loving God would not leave people without evidence of his existence, because that lack 

of evidence creates psychological torture. But again, this argument is in not developed 

beyond this short statement.  

A short time later N. R. Hanson gave a variation of a divine hiddenness argument. 

In an article entitled “What I Don’t Believe” (1971), Hanson sets out to explain why he 

thinks that “there is no good reason for belief in the existence of God.”
9
 After arguing 

that the question of the existence of God is a synthetic question (i.e., atheism and theism 

are logically possible), he argues that the existence of God could be established for 

everyone factually. 

     Suppose… that next Tuesday morning, just after breakfast, all of us in this one 

world are knocked to our knees by a percussive and ear-shattering thunderclap. 

Snow swirls; leaves drop from the trees; the earth heaves and buckles; buildings 

topple and towers tumble; the sky is ablaze with an eerie, silvery light. Just then, 

as all the people of this world look up, the heavens open – the clouds pull apart – 

revealing an unbelievably immense and radiant-like Zeus figure, towering above 

us like a hundred Everests. He frowns darkly as lightening plays across the 

features of his Michelangeloid face. He then points down – at me! – and explains, 

for every man and child to hear: 'I have had quite enough of your too-clever logic-

chopping and word-watching in matters of theology. Be assured, N. R. Hanson, 

that I most certainly do exist.'  

      … Please do not dismiss this as a playful, irreverent Disney-oid contrivance. 

The conceptual point here is that if such a remarkable event were to occur, I for 

one should certainly be convinced that God does exist. That matter of fact would 

have been settled once and for all time… That God exists would, through this 

                                                 
8
 Ronald W. Hepburn, “From World to God,” Mind 72, no. 285 (1963): 50. 

9
 N. R. Hanson, “What I Don’t Believe,” in What I Do Not Believe and Other Essays, ed. Stephen 

Toulmin and Harry Woolf (Dordrecht: Reidel Publishing Company, 1971), 309. 
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encounter, have been confirmed for me and for everyone else in a manner every 

bit as direct as that involved in any noncontroversial factual claim.
10

 

 

Hanson argues that there is no good reason to believe that God exists, and that this is why 

he doesn’t believe that God exists. But implicit in his case is his belief that the God of 

traditional theism could provide evidence that he exists, and the fact that there is not clear 

evidence gives reason to think that God in fact doesn’t exist. 

Some time later Anthony O’Hear (1984) in his monograph Experience, 

Explanation, and Faith, used the fact that God fails to manifest himself to the world in 

particular ways as an argument against religious belief. Toward the end of the book, 

O’Hear states that “the characteristic assumptions of religion do not appear to be 

rationally defensible.”
11

 He argues that this is so not only because he finds the arguments 

for God’s existence unconvincing and because the religious responses to the problem of 

evil are problematic (the thesis of the first 5 chapters of the book) but also for the 

following reason:    

A striking and surprisingly little stressed aspect of the whole problem is the way 

God fails to manifest himself in the world. As Hume has suggested, albeit 

somewhat equivocally (Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion §3), we can 

envisage extraordinary or miraculous events, such as voices in the sky speaking 

great sense of a religious and spiritual sort to all men in a variety of languages, 

which would be highly improbable except as manifestations of a God… [I]f such 

a thing happened, or, even more if things of this sort happened with some 

frequency, it might well be highly irrational not to believe that they emanated 

from a transcendent intelligence. It is surely a burning question why, if there is a 

God, there are not such events, and why the miracles believers do claim either are 

buried in a murky and problematic past, or are cures which are not unequivocally 

miraculous exceptions to natural regularities.
12

  

 

                                                 
10

 Ibid., 313–314. 

11
 Anthony O’Hear, Experience, Explanation, and Faith: An Introduction to the Philosophy of 

Religion (London: Routledge Kegan & Paul, 1984), 238. 

12
 Ibid., 238–239. 
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Here we have an argument that if God exists, we would expect him to provide public 

manifestations of his presence – events that would clearly be best explained by the 

existence of God (this is similar to Hanson’s argument). Since these events don’t take 

place, this gives us reason to think that God doesn’t exist. O’Hear claims this argument 

may be the most significant reason to disbelieve in God, saying “religious belief is not 

only weakly defended; perhaps more significant is the absence of particular events which 

would make it credible.” 

 With these attempts to make a positive argument against God’s existence from the 

fact of divine hiddenness, the argument from hiddenness began to receive some attention 

from theists; articles by Thomas Morris in 1988, Robert McKim in 1990, and Michael 

Murray in 1993 gave important theistic responses to these arguments.
13

 

The contemporary focus on the argument from divine hiddenness arises 

fundamentally out of the work of J. L. Schellenberg. Schellenberg’s seminal work on the 

argument from hiddenness is his 1993 monograph Divine Hiddenness and Human 

Reason.
14

 In part 1 of this work (ch. 1-4) Schellenberg develops the following argument 

against God’s existence, which he calls the argument from reasonable nonbelief: 

(1) If there is a God, he is perfectly loving. 

(2) If a perfectly loving God exists, reasonable nonbelief does not occur. 

(3) Reasonable nonbelief occurs. 

(4) No perfectly loving God exists. 

(5) There is no God. 

 

Schellenberg claims that proper understanding of the nature of perfect divine love gives 

us strong reason to think that God desires for every person to be personally related to 

                                                 
13

 Thomas V. Morris, “The Hidden God,” Philosophical Topics XVI, no. 2 (1988): 5–21; Robert 

McKim, “The Hiddenness of God,” Religious Studies 26 (1990): 141–161; Michael Murray, “Coercion and 

the Hiddenness of God,” American Philosophical Quarterly 30, no. 1 (1993): 27–38. 

14
 Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason. 



23 

him. But a necessary condition for relating to God is belief that God exists, so a loving 

God would provide evidence sufficient for justified belief in his existence (ch. 1). 

Schellenberg goes on to argue that God is able to provide evidence for all people to 

justify belief that he exists (ch. 2); he then argues that there are clearly people capable of 

a relationship with God who are “reasonable nonbelievers” (ch. 3). Part two of the work 

(ch. 5-7) gives Schellenberg’s evaluation of possible goods which might be claimed to 

make reasonable nonbelief compatible with God’s love. Schellenberg considers a number 

of possibilities, but ultimately concludes that “premise (2) of the argument… can 

apparently withstand all available challenges, and so there seem to be good grounds for 

supposing it to be true, and hence for concluding that the argument is sound.”
15

 

 Schellenberg has defended his initial argument in a number of different venues 

since its initial publication.
16

 He has most recently defended his general argument in his 

2007 monograph The Wisdom to Doubt.
17

 Here he states the argument as follows:
18

  

(1) Necessarily, if God exists, anyone who is (i) not resisting God and (ii) capable of 

meaningful conscious relationship with God is also (iii) in a position to participate 

in such relationship (able to do so just by trying). 

(2) Necessarily, one is at a time in a position to participate in meaningful conscious 

relationship with God only if at that time one believes that God exists. 

(3) Necessarily, if God exists, anyone who is (i) not resisting God and (ii) capable of 

meaningful conscious relationship with God also (iii) believes that God exists. 

                                                 
15

 Ibid., 208. 

16
 J. L. Schellenberg, “What the Hiddenness of God Reveals,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, 

ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 33–61; J. L. 

Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness Justifies Atheism,” in Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Religion, 

ed. Michael L. Peterson and Raymond J. VanArragon (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2004), 30–41; J. L. 

Schellenberg, “The Hiddenness Argument Revisited (I),” Religious Studies 41 (2005): 201–215; J. L. 

Schellenberg, “The Hiddenness Argument Revisited (II),” Religious Studies 41 (2005): 287–303. 

17
 J. L. Schellenberg, The Wisdom to Doubt: A Justification of Religious Skepticism (Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 2007). 

18
 Ibid., 204–206. 
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(4) There are (and often have been) people who are (i) not resisting God and (ii) 

capable of meaningful conscious relationship with God without also (iii) believing 

that God exists. 

(5) God does not exist. 

 

One important change to note in this update of the argument is that Schellenberg thinks 

that the conditional ‘if a loving God exists, then nonresistant nonbelief does not occur’ 

(embodied in (3) of this argument) is a necessary truth, a claim he did not attempt to 

defend in his 1993, but has defended in subsequent presentations of the argument. 

 In addition to Schellenberg’s general argument from inculpable/nonresistant 

nonbelief, he has defended other versions of arguments from hiddenness. Schellenberg 

has also defended what he refers to as the “Analogy Argument from Divine 

Hiddenness.”
19

 In presenting the analogy argument, Schellenberg gives three stories of a 

child with a mother. The first is a child who was playing hide and seek with his mother, 

and after a while realizes that his mother is not there and doesn’t answer when he calls. 

The second is a child with amnesia who searches diligently for his mother but cannot find 

her. The third is a child with amnesia in the jungle who searches for his mother, but 

cannot find her; further, she doesn’t come even when he is attacked by a jaguar. Since 

Schellenberg does not provide a premised statement of his argument, I summarize 

Schellenberg’s argument as follows: 

(1) A loving mother would not be hidden from her child in circumstances like those 

described above if she could help it because she would have the following 

characteristics: 

(1.1)  She would consider each of her child’s serious requests important and 

seek to provide a quick response. 

(1.2) She would wish to foster her child’s physical and emotional well-being. 

                                                 
19

 Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness Justifies Atheism,” 31–39. 
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(1.3) She would seek to avoid encouraging in her child false or misleading 

thoughts about herself and their relationship. 

(1.4) She would want personal interaction with her child whenever possible, 

for the joy it brings as well as for its own sake.  

(1.5) She would miss her child if separated from her. 

(2) There are, in the actual world, circumstances of divine hiddenness very similar to 

the circumstances of the child and mother.  

(3) A loving God would have characteristics similar to (1.1) – (1.5). 

(4) Very probably, God would never be hidden in circumstances referred to in (2) if 

he could help it. 

(5) Omnipotence entails that God could always reveal himself, which means that God 

would never be hidden in the circumstances in question.  

(6) So if God exists, divine hiddenness of the sort referred to in (2) does not occur.  

(7) But it does occur. 

(8) Therefore, God doesn’t exist.   

 

An important difference in this argument and Schellenberg’s general argument from 

hiddenness is that the divine hiddenness claimed to exist in (2) is the existence of people 

who are seeking evidence for God’s existence, which is a more narrow class of 

individuals than the class of inculpable nonbelievers.  

In The Wisdom to Doubt Schellenberg also develops several arguments based on 

particular types of nonresistant nonbelief. His move here parallels the familiar point from 

discussions of the argument from evil—an argument from evil can be developed from 

evil in general but also from specific types of evil. The first argument is based on the 

nonresistant nonbelief of former believers. Schellenberg thinks that there are cases where 

individuals had belief in God and were engaged in what they took to be a relationship 

with God, but for some reason these individuals came to believe that they were no longer 

justified in believing that God exists. Schellenberg thinks that “such a termination of a 

genuine and meaningful relationship with God and the absence of a response from God to 
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requests for its resumption” could not occur if there were a loving God.
20

 He presents the 

argument as follows: 

(1) God exists, and there are former believers (assume for reductio). 

(2) Necessarily, God would not permit the loss of relationship that is experienced by 

former believers. 

(3) Necessarily, if God exists, there are no former believers (from 2) 

(4) There are no former believers (from 1 and 3). 

(5) There are former believers and there are no former believers (from 1 and 4).  

 

Schellenberg notes that this argument, in addition to drawing on God’s love, also draws 

on the concept of divine justice (why would God maintain justified belief for some 

believers but not others?) and faithfulness (a faithful God would remain true to those who 

have committed themselves to Him).
21

 

 The second argument from a specific type of nonbelief comes from nonresistant 

nonbelief of lifelong seekers. These are people who are searching for meaning and 

purpose in life and are open to finding God, but never achieve this goal in their life. Here 

Schellenberg thinks that God would be unjust to allow instances of lifelong seekers, as 

well as ungenerous, uncaring, and unloving.  

Schellenberg’s third argument based on a specific type of nonbelief depends on 

the existence of nonresistant nonbelievers who are converts to nontheistic religions. 

Schellenberg asserts that there are people who in seeking after the truth about ultimate 

reality have become convinced that nontheistic religions are true, and thereby convinced 

that atheism is true. But a God who was by nature faithful, caring, and a providential 

guide would not allow epistemically inculpable converts to nontheistic religions.  
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 Schellenberg, The Wisdom to Doubt, 229. 
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 Ibid., 230. 
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Finally, Schellenberg gives a fourth argument from a specific type of hiddenness 

based on the existence of isolated nontheists. By isolated nontheists Schellenberg refers 

to people who “have never so much as had the idea of an all-knowing and all-powerful 

spiritual being who is separate from a created universe but related to it in love squarely 

before their minds.”
22

 Schellenberg asks, “What a God of integrity who was concerned 

with the well-being of all creatures permit such pervasive and all-embracing and 

unavoidable error to take hold—let alone flourish and persist—in any part of the Divine 

creation? It certainly seems not.”
23

  

 Schellenberg’s work on the argument from hiddenness, specifically his general 

argument from inculpable nonbelief defended in Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 

has been the focus of much of the literature discussing the argument from divine 

hiddenness for the last two decades. There have been, however, some other important 

statements of arguments from hiddenness during that time. Theodore Drange has 

defended an argument from a type of divine hiddenness against “the God of evangelical 

Christianity” which he refers to as the Argument from Nonbelief (ANB).
24

 The basic idea 

of Drange’s argument is that if the God of evangelical Christianity were to exist, then 

God would ensure that all, or almost all, people would believe the gospel message; since 

there are many people who do not believe the gospel message, the God of evangelical 

Christianity does not exist. Drange presents his argument more formally (though also in a 

much more cumbersome way) by first giving the following definitions: 

                                                 
22

 Ibid., 238. 

23
 Ibid., 239. 

24
 The argument was originally defended in Theodore M. Drange, “The Argument from Non-

Belief,” Religious Studies 29, no. 4 (1993): 417–432. An expanded presentation is given in Theodore M. 

Drange, Nonbelief & Evil: Two Arguments for the Nonexistence of God (Prometheus Books, 1998).  
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The gospel message = the following three propositions: (a) There exists a being 

who rules the entire universe. (b) That being has a son. (c) The ruler of the 

universe sent his son to be the savior of humanity. 

 

Situation S = the situation (or situation-type) of all, or almost all, humans since 

the time of Jesus of Nazareth coming to believe all the propositions of the gospel 

message by the time of their physical deaths.  

 

With these definitions, Drange states his argument as follows: 

 

(A) If the God of evangelical Christianity were to exist, then he would possess all of 

the following four properties (among others):  

(1) Being able to bring about situation S, all things considered; 

(2) Wanting to bring about situation S, i.e., having it among his desires; 

(3) Not wanting anything else that necessarily conflicts with his desire to 

bring about situation S, as strongly as he wants to bring about situation S; 

(4) Being rational (which implies always acting in accord with his own 

highest purposes). 

(B) If there were to exist a being who has all four properties listed above, then 

situation S would have to obtain. 

(C) But situation S does not obtain. It is not the case that all, or almost all, humans 

since the time of Jesus of Nazareth have come to believe all the propositions of 

the gospel message by the time of their physical death. 

(D) Therefore [from (B) & (C)], there does not exist a being who has all four 

properties listed in premise (A). 

(E) Hence [from (A) & (D)], the God of evangelical Christianity does not exist. 

 

In defending this argument, Drange focuses on giving defenses of premises (A) and (B) 

on the basis of their biblical support. In the course of defending these premises he also 

gives some philosophical arguments, especially when responding to attempts to reject 

(A3) by appealing to goods which would justify God allowing a lack of knowledge of the 

gospel message. 

Another important recent presentation of an argument from divine hiddenness is 

given by Stephen Maitzen in his “Divine Hiddenness and the Demographics of 
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Theism.”
25

 Maitzen begins by noting that there are two types of arguments from 

hiddenness on offer – the Schellenberg-type argument and the Drange-type argument.  

Maitzen maintains that these arguments have provoked many replies, but contends that 

“none of these replies… [can] overcome the challenge posed by the uneven distribution 

of theistic belief around the world, a phenomenon for which naturalistic explanations 

seem more promising.”
26

 So for Maitzen, the divine hiddenness incompatible with God’s 

existence is the fact that theistic belief is unevenly distributed.  His primary example is 

that the populace of Saudi Arabia is at least 95 percent Muslim and therefore at least 95 

percent theistic, while the populace of Thailand is 95 percent Buddhist and therefore at 

most five percent theistic. Maitzen seems to be offering an explanatory argument – the 

uneven distribution of theistic belief is more probable on atheism than on theism. 

Finally, William Rowe presents an important but little-developed argument in 

defending his evidential argument from evil.
27

 The argument is given during Rowe’s 

evaluation of Wykstra’s “parent analogy” response to the evidential argument from evil. 

Roughly put, Wykstra argues that the fact that we cannot see why God allows certain 

cases of evil is what we would expect given the cognitive limitations that we have as 

humans. Wykstra supports this claim via an analogy: our ability to discern the goods for 

which God would allow evil is analogous to a one-month-old’s ability to discern his 
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parent’s purposes for the pains they allow him to suffer, which of course is not likely at 

all. In response to Wykstra’s parent analogy, Rowe argues as follows: 

If we do apply the parent analogy, the conclusion about God that we should draw 

is something like the following: When God permits horrendous suffering for the 

sake of some good, if that good is beyond our ken, God will make every effort to 

be consciously present to us during our period of suffering, will do his best to 

explain to us why he is permitting us to suffer, and will give us special assurance 

of hid love and concern during the period of suffering.
28

  

 

The problem for the theist is that “enormous numbers of human beings undergo 

prolonged, horrendous suffering without being consciously aware of any such divine 

presence, concern, and explanations.”
29

 Rowe concludes that this gives us reason to reject 

the skeptical theist claim that the goods which justify God in allowing certain horrendous 

evils are beyond our ken. But his argument can also be construed as an argument from 

hiddenness against the existence of God.  

(1) If a loving God exists, then when any human experiences a horrendous 

suffering for which she sees no reason which would justify the suffering, God 

would give her evidence of his existence, love, and concern during her 

suffering. 

(2) But some humans experience horrendous sufferings which seems to them 

unjustifiable and they do not receive evidence from God of his existence, love, 

and concern during their suffering.  

(3) So a loving God doesn’t exist.   

 

§2.1.3: Differences and Commonalities in the Arguments from Divine Hiddenness 

  To my knowledge, this survey of the arguments from hiddenness covers the 

major arguments from hiddenness on offer in the contemporary literature. It’s clear that 

there are some important differences in these arguments. There are differences in the 
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understanding of God argued against. There are differences in the type of hiddenness that 

motivates the argument. There are differences concerning the amount of hiddenness that 

is taken to be problematic. Many more differences can be identified. 

But despite these differences, there are important common characteristics of these 

arguments. While they start from a variety of different states of affairs, they are united in 

arguing from the existence of divine hiddenness understood as a lack of epistemic 

support concerning a truth necessary for relating to God. This offers important 

confirmation of the account of divine hiddenness given in §1.3. Further, all of the 

arguments argue that divine hiddenness is evidentially in tension with the existence of a 

God who at minimum has the attributes of being all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-good. 

In other words, these arguments take aim at a God who is at minimum understood as the 

God of traditional theism.
30

 This is so because arguments from hiddenness depend on 

showing that divine hiddenness is a state of affairs that is at odds with God’s goodness, 

love, justice, or concern for humanity; none of these arguments would be effective in 

showing the nonexistence of an a-moral deity. To state the point in a slightly different 

way: the incompatibility of hiddenness and God’s existence in all of these arguments 

depends on the fact that divine hiddenness is judged to be a bad state of affairs for 

humans, and God, because of his perfect goodness, would be opposed to these bad states 

of affairs (more on this in chapter four). 

Having surveyed the different arguments from hiddenness that have been 

defended in the philosophical literature and briefly examined the differences and 
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commonalities in these arguments, I now turn to consider the conceptual space for 

arguments from hiddenness. 

 

§2.2: The Conceptual Space of Arguments from Hiddenness 

 I’ve claimed that arguments from hiddenness depend on cases of hiddenness as 

some sort of epistemic lack concerning theistic beliefs necessary for relationship with 

God. The overview of actual arguments from hiddenness supports this understanding of 

arguments from hiddenness. But the arguments surveyed above don’t exhaust the logical 

space of arguments that can be developed from the existence of divine hiddenness, so in 

this section of the chapter I intend to lay out a schema for overviewing different ways an 

argument from hiddenness could be made.  

To begin, as I stated in §1.1, the argument from hiddenness can be modeled as a 

simple modus tollens argument.  

Theological Premise:  (1) If an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent God 

exists, then divine hiddenness does not occur. 

Existence Premise:  (2) Divine hiddenness occurs. 

Conclusion:  (3) An omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent God 

does not exist.  

 

 As I argued in §1.3 the claim that divine hiddenness occurs is equivalent to the 

claim that a person has some epistemic lack concerning a belief about God necessary for 

rightly relating to God. So all arguments from hiddenness can be given the following 

structure (referred to as the General Hiddenness Argument Schema): 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then people would have epistemic support 

for some relationally necessary theistic belief. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But people lack epistemic support for some relationally 

necessary theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 
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My fundamental goal in this section is to think through the various ways this general 

schema could be filled out. It seems to me that there are at least the following distinctions 

that can be made, generating different arguments from divine hiddenness:  

Distinction 1:  How should we understand divine hiddenness; i.e., what 

relationally necessary theistic belief is being claimed to lack 

epistemic support? 

 

Distinction 2:  What is the extent of the divine hiddenness being claimed to exist? 

 

Distinction 3:  What is the appropriate amount of evidence that should be had 

concerning the relationally necessary theistic belief? 

 

Distinction 4:  Who ought to be expected to have the appropriate amount of 

evidence concerning the relationally necessary theistic belief? 

 

Distinction 5:  At what point in life should the people who are expected to have 

the appropriate evidence concerning the relationally important 

theistic belief be in possession this evidence?    

 

Distinction 6:  What understanding of God is being argued against? 

 

Distinction 7:  Is the claim that God and the existence of divine hiddenness are 

logically incompatible, or is it that the existence of divine 

hiddenness is good evidence against the existence of God? 

 

Distinction 1:  For a first axis of differentiation, different arguments from 

hiddenness can be given on the basis of different types of hiddenness, with the type of 

hiddenness determined by the “relationally necessary theistic belief” under consideration. 

As was indicated above, the way hiddenness is understood in the majority of arguments 

from hiddenness in the literature (§2.1.2) is as lack of epistemic support for belief in 

God’s existence.  

(1a) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then people would have epistemic support 

for belief that God exists. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But people lack epistemic support for belief that God 

exists. 
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Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

But other theistic beliefs could be substituted in the schema. Viable substitutions here 

include: 

(1b) …belief that God loves one unconditionally. 

(1c) …belief that God is to be worshipped. 

(1d) …belief that the Christian gospel is true. 

(1e) …belief that the Torah reveals the way one ought to live to please God. 

(1f) …belief that the Koran is Allah’s perfect revelation to man. 

 

As I argued above, divine hiddenness should not refer to lack of epistemic support for 

just any belief about God, but those beliefs that are necessary for a right relationship with 

God. But this leaves plenty of room for different beliefs for which lack of epistemic 

support would constitute divine hiddenness. Further, those relationally necessary theistic 

beliefs that aren’t the belief that God exist will include the belief that God exists, and 

often will include a fairly extensive conjunction of beliefs about God (e.g., (1d) would 

include on any account a good number of different beliefs).  

 

Distinction 2: Another distinction in hiddenness arguments can be made on the 

basis of the amount and extent of the hiddenness claimed in the existence claim. One 

might argue from a single instance of hiddenness to the nonexistence of God.  

(2a) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then people would have epistemic support 

for some relationally important theistic belief. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But at least one person lack epistemic support for some 

relationally important theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

On the other hand, one might argue from the claim that hiddenness of a particular kind is 

profuse and widespread to the conclusion that God doesn’t exist. Here the second premise 

of the argument would be: 
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 (2b) 

Existence premise:  (2) But many people lack epistemic support for some 

relationally important theistic belief. 

 

 

Distinction 3: Hiddenness arguments argue that God would ensure that the 

theistic belief in question have an appropriate amount of epistemic support. So different 

hiddenness arguments can be given depending on the level of epistemic support God 

would be expected to make available to people. An argument from hiddenness might 

claim that God would provide evidence sufficient for knowing the important theistic 

proposition. So specifying the general hiddenness argument in this way would result in  

(3a)  

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then people would have knowledge-level 

justification for some relationally important theistic belief. 

Existence premise:  (2) But people lack knowledge-level justification for some 

relationally important theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

In contrast, an argument from hiddenness might claim that God would ensure that people 

have evidence sufficient for reasonable belief in the important theistic proposition. So the 

italicized phrases in (2a) could be replaced with  

(3b) …evidence sufficient for reasonable belief 

Further types of arguments could be delineated based on possible different amounts of 

justification that God would be expected to provide.
31
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Distinction 4: An argument from hiddenness makes a claim about a class of 

people who would have the appropriate amount of evidence for the theistic belief. So 

different arguments from hiddenness can result depending on who ought to be included in 

the “people” of the general argument schema. Perhaps the best way to think about this 

distinction is specifying the ethics of belief requirement for the divine hiddenness 

argument. 

One might think that God’s character would not require him to provide the 

appropriate amount of epistemic support to everyone; rather, God would ensure that 

everyone who has not violated their diachronic epistemic duties concerning the theistic 

proposition in question have the appropriate epistemic support. There is a fair bit of 

debate about what exactly our diachronic epistemological duties are (and even if there are 

any).
32

 Many think that we some duty to gather evidence concerning propositions we are 

not sure about, or at least that we have a duty to gather evidence concerning important 

propositions. So the “people” in the general schema can be filled out as follows: 

(4a) 

Theological premise:  (1) If God exists, then God would ensure that everyone who 

has fulfilled their diachronic epistemic duties concerning 

the theistic belief in question has the appropriate amount of 

evidence for an important theistic belief. 

Existence premise:  (2) People who have fulfilled their diachronic epistemic 

duties concerning the theistic belief in question do not have 

the appropriate amount of evidence for an important 

theistic belief.  

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

Alternately, one could argue that God would provide the appropriate amount of evidence 

for all people who not only are epistemically dutiful but are also epistemically virtuous 
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concerning their relationship with evidence for God’s existence. One can roughly think of 

epistemic virtue as acting in accord with intellectual virtues in the pursuit of the 

appropriate doxastic attitude to take toward the theistic belief in question.
33

 So the 

italicized phrases in (4a) could be replaced with 

(4b) …everyone who is epistemically virtuous… 

 

One might limit the class of people to who would receive adequate evidence from a 

perfect God to those who desire that the theistic proposition in question be true.  

(4c) … everyone who desires that the theistic belief in question is true… 

 

Finally, one might argue that God would ensure that everyone has sufficient evidence that 

God exists regardless of their prior attitudes and actions. This of course would give a 

different hiddenness argument: 

(4d) …everyone regardless of their epistemic response concerning the theistic 

belief in question… 

 

It’s plausible to think there are other distinct types of hiddenness arguments based on 

distinctions having to do with epistemic inquiry. 

 

Distinction 5: Another distinction in hiddenness arguments can be made 

concerning at what point in a person’s life God would ensure that divine hiddenness 

would not occur. One might argue that God would ensure that the persons under 

consideration in the argument would have the appropriate amount of evidence for the 

theistic proposition in question as soon as each person is cognitively able to form a belief 

in a theistic proposition, 
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(5a) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then people would have epistemic support 

for some relationally important theistic belief as soon as 

they are cognitively able to form the theistic belief. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are people who are cognitively able to form 

the theistic belief in question but lack epistemic support for 

some relationally important theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

Alternately, one might argue that God would ensure appropriate evidential support for the 

theistic belief as soon as a person has the cognitive capacities to have a relationship with 

God. 

(5b) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then people would have epistemic support 

for some relationally important theistic belief as soon as 

they are cognitively able to have a relationship with God. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are people who are cognitively able to have a 

relationship with God but lack epistemic support for some 

relationally important theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

Another possibility would be to argue that God would ensure that people have the 

appropriate evidence when they reach adult cognitive maturity (a description that would 

need further specification).  

 (5c) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then everyone has the appropriate amount 

of evidence for a relationally necessary theistic belief once 

they have reached adult cognitive maturity. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are people who have reached adult cognitive 

maturity but lack the appropriate amount of evidence for a 

relationally necessary theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

Alternately, one might think that God would ensure that a person has access to 

appropriate evidence belief before death.  
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(5d) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then everyone has the appropriate amount 

of evidence for a relationally necessary theistic belief 

before death. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are people who have died lacking the 

appropriate amount of evidence for a relationally necessary 

theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

I’ve given four possibilities here of the point at which an argument from hiddenness 

might claim that God would ensure that a person has the appropriate evidence for a 

theistic belief. I’m sure there are other possibilities here. 

 

Distinction 6: Arguments from hiddenness can be given against different 

understandings of God. Most arguments from hiddenness are directed against the God of 

traditional theism - a God who is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent.  

(6a)  

Theological Premise:  (1) If an omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God 

exists, people would have epistemic support for some 

relationally necessary theistic belief. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But people lack epistemic support for some relationally 

necessary theistic belief  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent God 

does not exist. 

 

But an argument from hiddenness can also be aimed at a specific conception of God. So 

“God” in the antecedent of the first premise, and the conclusion, can be replaced with 

(6b) …the God of Islam… 

(6c) …the God of Judaism… 

(6d) … the God of Evangelical Christianity… 

 

or any other specification for God that the arguer from hiddenness intends to argue 

against. 
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 Distinction 7: An important distinction concerning arguments from hiddenness 

can be made concerning whether or not the argument claims that the existence of 

hiddenness is incompatible with theism, or if it claims that the existence of hiddenness is 

improbable (but not incompatible) on the assumption of theism. This parallels the 

familiar distinction between logical and evidential arguments from hiddenness. The 

theological claim can be seen as the claim that the key conditional of the argument is a 

necessary truth: 

(7a) 

Theological Premise:  (1) Necessarily, if God exists, then people would have 

epistemic support for some relationally important theistic 

belief. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But people lack epistemic support for some relationally 

important theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God does not exist. 

 

The probability claim can be represented as follows: 

 

(7b) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If God exists, then it is probable that people would have 

epistemic support for some relationally important theistic 

belief. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But people lack epistemic support for some relationally 

important theistic belief. 

Conclusion:   (3) So, probably God does not exist. 

 

 I don’t claim that these seven distinctions exhaust the possible ways that 

arguments from hiddenness can be delineated. But these distinctions helpfully show that 

there are a wide variety of arguments from hiddenness. To take a random example, 

combining the following variations – (1b), (2b), (3a), (4b), (5a), (6d), (7b) – would result 

in the following argument: 

Theological Premise:  (1) If the God of Evangelical Christianity exists, then 

probably everyone who is epistemically virtuous 

concerning the proposition <God is unconditionally 
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loving> (L) has knowledge-level justification for L as soon 

as they are cognitively able to believe L. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are many people who are epistemically 

virtuous concerning L and are cognitively able to believe L 

but who lack evidence sufficient to justify belief that L. 

Conclusion:  (3) So probably the God of Evangelical Christianity does 

not exist. 

 

The discussion of the argument from hiddenness in recent philosophical 

discussion has focused on a fairly small number of arguments – primarily those defended 

by Schellenberg, (though the arguments of Drange and Maitzen have received some 

attention). This overview of the conceptual space has attempted to give a helpful schema 

for thinking about the variety of arguments that might fall under this general argument 

family, most of which have not been considered in the philosophical discussion. 

 

§2.3: Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have given a brief exposition of the main arguments from 

hiddenness on offer in the contemporary discussion. I have also provided a way to 

consider the conceptual space for arguments from hiddenness. This historical and 

conceptual overview brings to light an aspect of the discussion of the argument from 

hiddenness that has not been emphasized sufficiently in the literature – that there are a 

variety of arguments from hiddenness, many of which have not been given sufficient 

consideration. This is an important research project for moving forward the discussion of 

the atheistic argument from divine hiddenness.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

A Defense of the Argument from Inculpable Nonbelief 

 

 

As the previous chapter showed, there are a variety of ways that an argument 

from divine hiddenness against God’s existence can be developed. Nevertheless, in order 

to appreciate the plausibility of arguments from hiddenness, and in order to evaluate and 

respond to the argument from hiddenness, in this chapter I provide a detailed defense of a 

Schellenbergian Argument from Inculpable Nonbelief (AIN): 

Theological Premise:  (1) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

exists, then inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does 

not occur. 

Existence Premise: (2) But inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does occur.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

does not exist. 

 

It is important to note that while in this chapter I present a defense of AIN, much of what 

is said in defense of the premises of this argument could apply mutatis mutandis to other 

iterations of the argument.  

The argument given here is dependent on Schellenberg’s defenses of versions of 

his hiddenness arguments.
1
 Throughout Schellenberg’s work on hiddenness there remains 

a common core general argument from inculpable nonbelief, but Schellenberg thinks that 

there are important differences in the arguments such that they are not defenses of the 

same argument. In this chapter I present a version of the argument from inculpable 

                                                 
1
 Schellenberg has defended argument from hiddenness based on the existence of inculpable or 

nonresistant nonbelief in a variety of venues, including Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason; “What the 

Hiddenness of God Reveals”; “Divine Hiddenness Justifies Atheism”; “The Hiddenness Argument 

Revisited (I)”; The Wisdom to Doubt. 
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nonbelief that draws on Schellenberg’s work, but since I depart from Schellenberg’s 

position at some points and draw from the different arguments that Schellenberg has 

presented, it would be inaccurate to say that I am presenting Schellenberg’s argument. So 

I have adopted the adjective Schellenbergian to characterize this argument.   

I choose to develop and defend a Schellenberg-dependent argument for several 

reasons. First, Schellenberg’s arguments from inculpable nonbelief are by far the most 

thoroughly defended arguments in the literature. Second, the argument targets the God of 

traditional theism, rather than the God of a particular monotheistic religion or the God of 

a particular branch of one religion (as does Drange’s argument against the God of 

Evangelical Christianity outlined in §2.1.2
2
). Because of this, the AIN, if successful, has 

a broader effect. Third, Schellenberg’s arguments have been the primary focus of the 

discussion of the argument from hiddenness in the contemporary literature. So for my 

evaluation of the argument from hiddenness to interact with the contemporary literature 

on the argument from hiddenness, the argument that I present as the focus of my 

evaluation needs to be a Schellenbergian argument.  

 

§3.1: In Defense of the Theological Premise 

In light of the conceptual distinctions explained in §2.2, the phrase “inculpable 

nonbelief in God’s existence” that occurs in (1) and (2) of the AIN needs further 

specification. The type of hiddenness under consideration is specified – it is nonbelief in 

God’s existence – but further specifications need to be provided. What is meant by 

inculpable? At what time in a person’s life would God ensure that inculpable nonbelief 

                                                 
2
 Drange, Nonbelief & Evil. 
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does not occur? Are God’s existence and inculpable nonbelief incompatible, or does 

inculpable nonbelief only provide evidence against God’s existence? Is the mere 

existence of inculpable nonbelief incompatible (or evidentially in tension) with God’s 

existence, or is it the amount and profusion of the inculpable nonbelief? These questions 

will be answered in the development of this argument below.  

I begin with an explication and defense of the theological premise.  

Theological Premise:  (1) If an all-knowing, all-powerful, and perfectly good God 

exists, then inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does 

not occur. 

 

(Hereafter, unless otherwise noted, I refer to “inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence” 

simply as “inculpable nonbelief.”) The idea of what is meant by “inculpable nonbelief” 

will be addressed more fully below; here I give a rough statement of the idea. Belief in 

God can be understood as a dispositional propositional mental state that represents God 

as existing – a disposition to “see reality” as if God exists. Nonbelief in God’s existence 

would then be a lack of belief in God; it includes believing that God does not exist and 

withholding with regard to the proposition <God exists>. The inculpability in question 

includes the synchronic epistemic notion of nonbelief in God being supported by one’s 

available evidence, and it also includes a diachronic epistemic notion of appropriate 

inquiry concerning God’s existence. 

Why might one think that God would not allow inculpable nonbelief to occur? 

The reasoning that underlies this premise is the general reasoning that underlies any 

claim about the incompatibility or evidential tension between a state of affairs and the 

existence of God. Assuming the existence of an all-knowing, all-powerful, and perfectly 

good God, we would expect certain states of affairs to obtain and certain states of affairs 
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to not obtain. The existence of a state of affairs that we would not expect to obtain given 

theism is evidence against theism.
3
 With regard to hiddenness, we expect a perfectly 

good God (who is also omnipotent and omniscient) to only cause or allow good states of 

affairs, unless certain bad states of affairs are required for bringing about the possibility 

or actuality of good states of affairs sufficient to justify God in allowing the bad state of 

affairs. But the existence of inculpable nonbelief prima facie seems to be a bad state of 

affairs – the kind of thing we would not expect if theism were true. So inculpable 

nonbelief is in evidential tension with the existence of God. Accordingly, defending (1) 

requires giving evidence that inculpable nonbelief is a bad state of affairs that perfectly 

good God would not allow.  

The focus of Schellenberg’s case for (1) comes from considerations of perfect 

love.
4
  If God exists, then he would be perfectly loving; this truth seems eminently 

reasonable on the basis of perfect being considerations. God is a being who is necessarily 

unsurpassably great, and following fairly standard accounts of perfect being theology, we 

can take God’s maximal greatness to entail that God is ultimate, personal, all-powerful, 

all-knowing, perfectly good, and perfectly loving.
5
  

To understand the nature of maximal perfect love, one must first understand what 

it is for one person to love another person. One might think that to love another person is 

only to desire that person’s well being (i.e., love is benevolence). But Schellenberg notes 

that “there is more to love than a general reference to benevolence can capture.” 

                                                 
3
 For more on this explanatory reasoning with regard to theism, see Richard Swinburne, The 

Existence of God, Second Edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), Chapter 5. 

4
 I was aided in my understanding of the overall structure of Schellenberg’s main argument by 

Howard-Snyder, “Hiddenness of God,” 352–353. 

5
 Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 10. 
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Specifically, Schellenberg thinks that love also includes valuing personal relationship 

with the beloved for its own sake.
6
 In this Schellenberg aligns himself with a strong 

tradition concerning the nature of love which emphasizes that there are two 

interconnected desires involved in loving another person:  

(a) The desire for the good of the one loved, 

and 

(b) The desire for union with the one loved.
7
   

So God, as perfectly loving, would have these two desires for the people that he loves. 

God would not only will each person’s good; God’s love for all people would result in his 

desire to be personally related to each person. That God would seek a personal 

relationship with us is made clear when we consider both of the desires of love.  

God’s concern for our well-being would motivate him to seek to be personally 

related to us. A relationship with a perfectly loving God would result in many different 

goods for a person.
8
 As Schellenberg states, “explicit relationship with a perfectly loving 

God would have a certain moral influence and make available certain resources for 

dealing with the moral weakness endemic to humanity.”
9
 For example, to be in a personal 

relationship with God gives the proper perspective for the love of other people. If one 

knows God’s love for him and God’s love for others, this gives one the security to turn 

                                                 
6
 Ibid., 21. 

7
 This was Thomas Aquinas’s understanding of the nature of love. See Eleonore Stump's 

discussion of Aquinas on love in Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2010), 91-107. 

8
 Schellenberg presents the goods that would result from a relationship with God in terms of 

ethical benefits and experiential benefits [Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 19-21]. 

Since I think of the realm of the ethical as including personal well-being, I have avoided this dichotomy. 

9
 Ibid., 19. 
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away from self-concern to concern for others, and gives a conceptual understanding of 

the worth of other people as fellow creatures of God. As Basil Mitchell states, 

It is, above all, the love of God which serves both as a motive and as a reason for 

the love of neighbor. We should love him because he first loved us; and we 

should love others because he loves them. It is this theme preeminently which 

explains how it is possible for a man to turn away from anxious self-concern and 

identify himself with the interests of others, however uncongenial those others 

are, and even if it runs counter to the prevailing ethos of his society.
10

 

 

A relationship with God would also result in personal goods, such as joy, peace, and 

contentment. As Robert Adams notes, “if one both loves God and trusts in God’s love, 

this will issue in an inner peace or sense of security.”
11

  

More importantly (though this is not stressed by Schellenberg), if one thinks that 

the fundamental good for humans is to know and love God (as Christian theists affirm), 

then a relationship with God doesn’t simply lead to a person’s good – it constitutes a 

person’s objective good. If knowing and loving God’s is every person’s telos, then not 

having a relationship with him would lead to objective and subjective detriment. Theists 

have typically agreed with Augustine’s aphoristic prayer “Thou hast made us for Thyself 

and our hearts are restless till they rest in Thee.”
12

 Only in coming to have a relationship 

with God can a person begin to find the rest of which Augustine speaks. 

This is just a brief description of the goods that would come from having a 

personal relationship with a perfectly good God. Yet a loving God would not desire to be 

                                                 
10

 Basil Mitchell, Morality: Religious and Secular (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 145. Quoted 

in Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 20. 

11
 Robert Merrihew Adams, “The Problem of Total Devotion,” in Rationality, Religious Belief, 

and Moral Commitment, ed. Robert Audi and William J. Wainwright (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 1986), 184. Quoted in Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 20. 

12
 Augustine, Confessions, ed. Michael P. Foley, trans. F. J. Sheed, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing Company, 2006), Bk. 1,I,(1). 
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in personal relationship with us simply for the good that will accrue to us; as noted above, 

it is a part of love to desire union with the beloved for its own sake. Robert Adams has 

perceptively pointed out that a lack of desire for relationship with the one loved is in fact 

a lack of love for the beloved: 

     [I]t is not usual for the lover to desire the relationship only because he believes 

it would be good for one or both of them. Indeed if he desires the relationship in 

such a way that he would have no interest in it at all if he did not think it would be 

beneficial, we may doubt that he really loves… The mistake, in trying to force 

love into a dichotomy of self-interest and altruism, is a failure to recognize a 

desire for a relationship for its own sake as a third type of desire that is not just a 

combination or consequence of desire for one's own good and desire for another 

persons' good…  

      The ideal of Christian love includes not only benevolence but also desire for 

certain kinds of personal relationship, for their own sakes. Were that not so, it 

would be strange to call it "love." It is an abuse of the word 'love' to say that one 

loves a person, or any other object, if one does not care, except instrumentally, 

about one's relation to that object.
13

 

 

So a perfectly loving God would want to be in an relationship with us because he desires 

this relationship for its own sake.   

I have talked about God’s love for all people, and at this point it would be good to 

make the understanding of the extent of the divine love that is assumed in this argument 

explicit. If divine love is perfect, then it seems that it must be unlimited in its extension to 

all people and maximal in its intensity for all people. This is widely acknowledged by 

theists and non-theists as a necessary condition for the perfection of divine love. For if 

God’s love was extended to certain people but not to all, or if God’s love was stronger for 

some people over others, then it seems that one could envision a being who was more 

perfect in its love – a being whose love was extended to all people and maximal for all 

                                                 
13

 Robert Merrihew Adams, “Pure Love,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 8, no. 1 (1980): 95–96. 
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people.
14

 (This claim has been challenged by some theists; in chapter five I address an 

important response to the argument from divine hiddenness that denies the maximal 

extension and intensity of Divine love.) 

If God loves every person, and loving a person includes desiring a personal 

relationship with that person, then God would desire a personal relationship with 

everyone. But this does not require him to seek a personal relationship with a person who 

could not have a relationship with him; rather, God would pursue a relationship with 

those who are capable of a relationship with him. So an important question that needs to 

be addressed is, what is required for a person to be capable of a personal relationship with 

God? Schellenberg answers thusly: individuals who are capable of a relationship with 

God  

are individuals whose process of maturation has seen the development of such 

general cognitive and affective faculties as are required to, in some measure, 

consciously experience the presence of God and respond positively thereto – the 

cognitive and affective equipment required, for example, to believe that God is 

lovingly present and make a response expressing gratitude or one that involves 

seeking a deepening of the experience of God.
15

 

 

Schellenberg argues that the vast majority of people are capable of having a personal 

relationship with God to some degree: 

God, if loving, will pursue personal relationship with those of us who possess the 

cognitive and affective equipment required to hold the beliefs and exhibit the 

attitudes and do the actions involved in personal relationship with God... [T]his 

includes virtually everyone: virtually everyone is, for example, capable of feeling 

and expressing gratitude, and possesses either the concept of an unsurpassably 

great source of all things who works through all and is in all, or the materials from 

                                                 
14

 For a defense of the claim that God’s love is maximally extended and intense, see Jordan 

Wessling, “The Scope of God’s Supreme Love: A Defense of Talbott’s Contention That God Truly Loves 

Us All,” Philosophia Christi 14, no. 2 (2012): 335–351. 

15
 Schellenberg, The Wisdom to Doubt, 201. 
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which it could be constructed or emerge under the influence of argument or 

experience.
16

 

 

So a perfectly loving God would seek to be personally related to those human beings who 

have the capacities for a relationship with Him.  

 If this is so, the next question to be addressed is, when would God attempt to have 

a personal relationship with a person? It seems plausible that he would do so as soon as a 

person is capable of the relationship. Marilyn McCord Adams points out that for the 

theist, 

For each created person, the primary source of meaning and satisfaction will be 

found in his/her intimate personal relationship with God. This relationship will 

also be the context in which a created person can be best convinced of his/her 

worth, because it is the place where God’s love for the individual is most vividly 

and intimately experienced. Christians naturally see it as to everyone’s advantage 

to enter into this relationship as deeply as one can in this world, as soon as 

possible.
17

 

 

So we have reason to suppose, as Schellenberg states, that “there is no time at which 

some human being is to some extent capable of personal relationship with God but at 

which God does not wish the potential represented by that capacity to be realized.”
18

 

 It is important to note that the proponent of this hiddenness argument need not 

claim that God would bring about a personal relationship with a person unilaterally. God 

would not force a person to be in a relationship with Him if that person chooses not to 

relate personally to God or if that person fails to respond to God’s attempts to establish a 

relationship. So if a person has the relevant capacities for a personal relationship with 

                                                 
16

 Schellenberg, “What the Hiddenness of God Reveals,” 42. This article is written as a dialogue 

between “S” who is a proponent of the argument from divine hiddenness and “C” who opposes the 

argument. I take “S” to speak for Schellenberg.  

17
 Marilyn McCord Adams, “Forgiveness: A Christian Model,” Faith and Philosophy 8, no. 3 

(1991): 291. Quoted in Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 25. 

18
 Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 26. 
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God, but actively opposed relationship with God, God would not necessarily be 

motivated to make the relationship available. What the considerations given thus far seem 

to support is the following conditional: 

(1a) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t is in a 

position to do so (i.e., can at t do so just by choosing to), except insofar as H is 

culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at t.
19

 

 

This conditional has important implications for human belief in God. For it seems 

plausible to think that having a personal relationship with God requires that a person 

believe that God exists. As Schellenberg states, 

I cannot love God, be grateful to God, or contemplate God’s goodness unless I 

believe that there is a God. An adequate description of such attitudes and actions 

entails reference to belief in propositions such as the following: “God is the 

source of my being”; “God loves me”; “God is to be praised.” And clearly, one 

can only believe propositions such as these if one believes that God exists.
20

 

 

So we can understand the second stage of the support for (1) as  

(1b) Any human H is in a position to relate personally to God only if H at time t 

believes that God exists.
21

 

 

(1a) and (1b) together support the following conclusion: 

(1c) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t believes that 

                                                 
19

 This is the proposition given by Schellenberg in Ibid., 28, with slight modification. In The 

Wisdom to Doubt, Schellenberg gives the following similar principle: 

Necessarily, if God exists, anyone who is (i) not resisting God and (ii) capable of meaningful 

conscious relationship with God is also (iii) in a position to participate in such relationship (able to 

do so just by trying). [204] 

20
 Ibid., 30. 

21
 Schellenberg doesn’t state this premise in Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason. He gives the 

following premise in The Wisdom to Doubt, 204. 

 

(2) Necessarily, one is at a time in a position to participate in a meaningful relationship 

with God only if at that time one believes that God exists.  
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God exists, except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary position for relating 

to God at t.   

 

Schellenberg thinks that considerations of the nature of belief and God’s perfect character 

allow us to become clearer on the content of (1c). I’ll begin with belief. First, a key 

assumption of the argument from inculpable nonbelief developed by Schellenberg is that 

belief is involuntary, at least synchronically.
22

 One cannot come to believe a proposition 

– including <God exists> – just by deciding to. This position is summed up by Richard 

Swinburne when he states that “believing is something that happens to someone, not 

something that he does.”
23

  

Second, belief is a graded concept – there are varying degrees of belief. I believe 

that I am currently sitting at my desk and I believe that my dissertation will be approved 

by my committee when finished, but I believe the former proposition more strongly than 

the latter. Because of the degreed nature of belief the question becomes: what degree of 

belief would a loving God seek to provide for all people? One might try to argue that 

God’s love would be such that he would cause a strong belief in G. I think, however, that 

this is more than the proponent of this argument need affirm. While belief is graded, there 

seems also to be a categorical element involved in belief: to believe any proposition p is 

to be disposed to take p as true. So belief that God exists, even if it is weak, seems 

sufficient for having a relationship with God.
24

 Therefore the proponent of the AIN ought 

to defend the weaker position that God would bring about belief in G. 

                                                 
22

 For a defense of this claim, see Richard Swinburne, Faith and Reason, Second Edition (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005). 

23
 Ibid., 24 

24
 Schellenberg makes an interesting comment concerning this issue. He claims that “perhaps God 

would wish that I normally believe firmly… But on the other hand, God might have reasons for leaving me 
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I now turn to the question of how God would bring it about that all persons (who 

have not put themselves in a contrary position) believe that he exists. The answer to this 

question is simple – God would provide evidence sufficient to justify the belief. As 

Michael Dummett says, “'God is just and cannot wish or require anyone to believe that 

which there is no reason to believe.”
25

 For God to provide evidence of his existence, this 

evidence needs to be in some sense accessible to the subject – if there were evidence for 

God’s existence that was totally beyond the cognitive grasp of the agent in question, then 

it doesn’t seem that God has in fact provided that agent with the evidence.
26

 It’s 

important to note here that the proponent of the argument from hiddenness need not 

suppose that the only way that God could provide evidence for his existence would be by 

providing evidence to justify premises of an argument for God’s existence. Indeed, she 

should not suppose this. Evidence in this argument should be understood broadly to refer 

to anything that can serve as a ground of belief. For Schellenberg, evidence refers “not 

only to propositions that provide the basis for deductive and inductive inference but also 

to nonpropositional, experiential evidence in which belief may be directly 

(noninferentially) grounded.”
27

 Schellenberg thinks it important that the evidence that 

God provides could come through experiences – whether that experience be a “strong 

seeming” that God exists or a religious experience. Finally, since what is required for a 

                                                                                                                                                 
for a time in a state of weak belief and, given that firm belief is not required for a personal relationship with 

God, might very well do so.” [Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 33.] 

25
 Michael Dummett, “The Impact of Scriptural Studies on the Content of Catholic Belief,” in 

Hermes and Athena: Biblical Exegesis and Philosophical Theology, ed. Eleonore Stump and Thomas P. 

Flint (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993), 9. Cited in Daniel Howard-Snyder, “The 

Argument from Divine Hiddenness,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 26, no. 3 (1996): 435. 

26
 As with most questions in philosophy, it is a debated question among epistemologists as to 

when evidence is accessible for a subject at a time. For an interesting discussion of this issue, see Richard 

Feldman, “Having Evidence,” in Evidentialism, Earl Conee and Richard Feldman (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2004), 219–241.  

27
 Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 33. 
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personal relationship with God is belief that God exists, then the amount of evidence that 

God would ensure that everyone has is evidence that makes it epistemically probable that 

God exists.
28

  

These considerations underwrite the following modification of (1c): 

(1c*) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t believes that 

God exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that makes God’s 

existence epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary 

position for relating to God at t.
29

   

 

One phrase in (1a) and (1c*) remains in need of further elucidation – the idea of H 

being culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at t. Schellenberg glosses (1c*) 

by saying “if there is a perfectly loving God, S, unless prevented by her own culpable 

activity, will at all the times in question find herself in possession of evidence that renders 

G probable and will in some degree believe that G.”
30

 So the question is how to 

understand “being culpably in a contrary position” to receiving evidence for God’s 

existence. Above I noted that one can be in a contrary position with regard to being able 

to relate personally to God by actively resisting a relationship with God. Though there 

                                                 
28

 Though the argument could be given in terms of an externalist account of justification, as an 

internalist myself I agree with Schellenberg’s understanding of the evidence that a loving God would 

provide as being internally accessible evidence that makes belief in God epistemically probable, thereby 

justifying belief that God exists (note the requirement is not that God provide evidence sufficient to for 

knowledge-level justification). 

29
 This is similar to Schellenberg’s principle:  

If God exists and is perfectly loving, then for any human subject S and time t, if S is at t capable of 

relating personally to God, S at t believes that G on the basis of evidence that renders G probable, 

except insofar as S is culpably in a contrary position at t. [Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and 

Human Reason, 38.] 

I have replaced “renders G probable” with “makes G epistemically probable” because evidence making a 

proposition probable can be understood in one of two ways, which Matthias Steup differentiates as factual 

probability and epistemic probability. I think that the argument should be presented in terms of epistemic 

probability, which is why I make the change. See Matthias Steup, An Introduction to Contemporary 

Epistemology (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1996), 80-84. 

30
 Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 39, my italics. 
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has been some confusion concerning Schellenberg’s position on this, it seems that he 

thinks that the only way a person can be in a position contrary to relate personally to God 

is by actively resisting evidence sufficient to bring about belief in God. Addressing this 

issue, Schellenberg says that a person will never be in a position to not be able to relate 

personally to God “so long as they have not got themselves into that state through in 

some way over time resisting the Divine (for example, emotionally or behaviorally 

opposing belief in God in a manner stemming ultimately from their own choices) and 

thus arriving at a place where they have shut themselves off from God.”
31

 This means 

that Schellenberg thinks that if a perfectly loving God exists, “[t]he presence of God will 

be for such creatures like a light that—however much the degree of its brightness may 

fluctuate—remains on unless they close their eyes.”
32

 Thus for Schellenberg, the kind of 

nonbelief that is incompatible with God’s existence is nonresistant nonbelief. And 

nonresistance requires rejecting God, shutting out evidence that God has given that 

causes belief.  

This seems to set the standard too high for what perfect love plausibly entails 

about the evidence that God would provide for all people. In addition to being culpable in 

nonbelief by actively rejecting evidence for God’s existence, a person can also be 

culpably in a contrary epistemic position with regard to the proposition <God exists> by 

failing to inquire and seek after evidence for God’s existence when that person has reason 

to believe that he ought to pursue evidence for God’s existence. Consider a student in my 

philosophy class who fails a reading quiz because he didn’t read the assignment. He was 

not actively resisting the evidence that would have justified his beliefs in the correct 
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 Schellenberg, The Wisdom to Doubt, 201–202. 

32
 Ibid., 205. 
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answers on the quiz. Yet he is culpable for his lack of knowledge of the correct answers, 

since he failed to go to the library and get the reading on reserve and attentively read the 

assignment. An account of this kind of epistemic culpability (one which Schellenberg has 

cited approvingly) is provided by Richard Swinburne in Faith and Reason.
33

 Swinburne 

distinguishes between a belief being synchronically justified and diachronically justified. 

A belief is synchronically justified if it is the right response to the evidence a believer has 

at a given time; a belief is diachronically justified if it is the right response to evidence 

that is based on adequate investigation over time.
34

 What is important for our discussion 

is that, assuming that taking a belief is involuntary, and assuming that one cannot be 

culpable for a failure that is not under one’s control, one cannot be culpable for 

synchronic irrationality. Where one can be epistemically culpable, however, is diachronic 

rationality. Swinburne argues that holding true beliefs is intrinsically good, and further 

that the more important a belief is, the more important it is that we have a true belief 

about that subject. From these considerations he asserts that there is a duty of adequate 

investigation. Swinburne fleshes this duty out as follows: 

Since it is good to have beliefs with as high a degree of probability as we can get 

them, it is good for a believer to investigate a belief of his further in so far as (1) it 

is probably important to have a true belief in the issue; (2) it is probable that more 

investigation will yield a more probably true belief; and (3) the probable ‘cost’ of 

investigation is not too high, given the other claims on our time, and money, and 

energy.
35

  

 

Swinburne distinguishes three different accounts of diachronic rationality, but the 

important one for purposes of this argument is what he calls rationality3. A subject S’s 
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 Swinburne, Faith and Reason, 2005. Schellenberg’s discussion of Swinburne’s account of 

epistemic culpability in Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason draws from the first edition of this book.  
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 Swinburne, Faith and Reason, 44. 

35
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belief that p is diachronically rational3 if and only if S’s belief that p is based on what S 

regards as adequate investigation concerning p by what S takes to be the correct criteria 

of investigation. So if an agent has failed to adequately investigate a proposition 

according to his own standards, then he is diachronically irrational. And further, since 

investigation is a voluntary action, an agent is culpably irrational concerning p if he has 

failed to adequately investigate p (according to his own standards). Further, Swinburne 

states that “it is only irrationality in the sense of [irrationality3] which is culpable 

irrationality, for it results from the subject neglecting investigative procedures which he 

recognizes that he ought to pursue.”
36

 In light of these considerations, I understand a 

human H being in an epistemically culpable contrary position toward the proposition 

<God exists> as H at t  believing that she has failed to adequately investigate the 

evidence for God’s existence. Combining this understanding of epistemic culpability with 

culpably resisting evidence of God’s existence, I understand being in a culpably contrary 

position for relating to God as follows: 

Any human H is culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at time t if and 

only if either H has actively rejected evidence for God’s existence at t, or H 

recognizes that he hasn’t adequately investigated the evidence for and against 

God’s existence up to t.  

 

 In light of the considerations of divine love and the epistemic implications 

thereof, the first premise of AIN 

Theological premise: (1) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly good God 

exists, then inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does not occur. 

 

can be understood as equivalent to (1c*) above: 

                                                 
36

 Richard Swinburne, Faith and Reason, First Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 

54. This claim is not in the 2
nd

 edition, though in correspondence Swinburne has affirmed that he continues 

to affirm this (e-mail correspondence, July 25, 2013). 
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(1c*) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t believes that 

God exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that makes God’s 

existence epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary 

position for relating to God at t. 

 

The claim of (1) as defended here is that if a perfectly loving God exists, then when a 

person is capable of a relationship with God she has evidence sufficient to justify belief 

in God’s existence, unless the person is culpably in a contrary position because she is 

opposed to a relationship with God or because she has knowingly failed to adequately 

investigate the evidence for God’s existence. 

 There is one final important question concerning the theological premise: should 

the claim that God would not allow inculpable nonbelief be understood as a necessary 

truth which shows that God’s existence and the existence of inculpable nonbelief are 

logically incompatible, or as a probabilistic claim such that the existence of inculpable 

nonbelief gives evidential support for the conclusion that God doesn’t exist. In Divine 

Hiddenness and Human Reason, Schellenberg defends the latter position, arguing that the 

theological premise is true in the actual world rather than attempting to argue that it’s true 

in all possible worlds.
37

 However, in subsequent works he has strengthened his claim 

concerning this conditional, arguing that it is a necessary truth that a maximally perfect 

God would never allow any cases of inculpable nonbelief. As he says in The Wisdom to 

Doubt,  

I am… making a conceptual point: various examples can be used to motivate 

realization of the fact that when we use the word “loving” discriminatingly—not 

just as a synonym for “good”—and also admiringly of person A who loves person 

B, it is part of the very meaning of what we say that A does whatever she can to 
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ensure that B is always able, just by trying, to engage in meaningful conscious 

relationship with A.
38

 

 

It seems to me that a proponent of the argument from hiddenness should not attempt to 

defend the necessity of the theological premise. I think it is a necessary truth that a loving 

God would desire union with every person, so God would desire to make it the case that a 

person could enter into a relationship with Him, and because of this God would have a 

pro tanto reason to provide evidence sufficient for reasonable belief in his existence at all 

times a person is capable of relating to God. But pro tanto reasons are defeasible; it is 

possible that there are other reasons that might override or offset God’s pro tanto reasons 

for not allowing inculpable nonbelief.  

This consideration has prompted Howard-Snyder
39

 and Murray and Taylor
40

 to 

argue that the AIN presented here needs to be modified in something like the following 

manner: 

(1') If an omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent God exists, then inculpable 

nonbelief in God’s existence does not occur, unless God has a sufficient 

reason to permit the occurrence of such inculpable nonbelief. 

(2') But (a) inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does occur, and (b) at least 

some occurrences are not allowed by God for a good reason.  

(3') So an omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent God does not exist.  

 

Schellenberg has argued, however, that he purposively avoided adding the “unless” 

clause to his presentation of the argument.
41

 I take it that he has chosen not to go this 

route because then the onus would be on the proponent of the AIN to show (2'b) 
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reasonable. He thinks that the considerations he has given give prima facie evidence that 

(1) is true (without the unless clause of (1')) – a loving God would not allow cases of 

inculpable nonbelief. Schellenberg recognizes that he is committed to there not being any 

good reasons which would justify God in allowing inculpable nonbelief. But he thinks 

that according to the dialectic of the argument, it is up to one who wants to reject the 

soundness of his argument (or an argument similar to his) to argue against (1) by giving 

reasons to reject this premise. In other words, Schellenberg thinks it’s up to his 

interlocutor to argue that God has good reason(s) for allowing inculpable nonbelief. 

 I am inclined to think that Schellenberg is correct about the issue of who bears the 

evidential burden here. Since the theological premise of the AIN has been defended on 

the basis of considerations of divine love, to reject this premise one should provide 

reasons to think either that belief that God exists is in fact not as valuable of a state of 

affairs as the proponent of the argument claims, or one should provide reasons to think 

that there are other good states of affairs that result from inculpable nonbelief or result in 

inculpable nonbelief, such that these goods provide God with a justifying reason for 

allowing hiddenness. (In chapter seven I attempt to accept the evidential burden and 

provide a case for why it is reasonable to think that God is justified in allowing 

inculpable nonbelief.) Accordingly I will maintain the presentation of the AIN as given at 

the beginning of this chapter.  

 

§3.2: In Defense of the Existence Premise 

 Having argued for the claim that if God exists, then inculpable nonbelief would 

not exist, I now present a case for  

Existence Premise:  (2) But inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does occur.  
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To defend this claim, I begin with the notion of nonbelief. One can fail to believe <God 

exists> (G) in one of two ways. One can take the proposition to be improbable and 

therefore disbelieve G (i.e., believe ~G). Alternately, one can be in doubt about G, 

withholding belief in G or ~G. It seems that being in doubt concerning G is the result of 

taking it to be the case that one’s evidence neither supports G or ~G. This may be 

because one judges that the evidence for G and ~G is roughly on par, but this also may be 

the case because one is unable to compare the strength of the evidence for and against 

G.
42

 Schellenberg divides nonbelievers into two categories: unreflective nonbelievers are 

nonbelievers who have never seriously considered the question of whether God exists; 

reflective nonbelievers are individuals who disbelieve or are in doubt about G as a result 

of reflection on its content and some attempt to discover the truth concerning the 

proposition.
43

   

Proposition (2) claims that not only are there nonbelievers; it further claims that 

there are cases of inculpable nonbelief. In light of the discussion of (1) above, the claim 

that inculpable nonbelief exists can be understood as the following claim: 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are some humans who at some time t are (i) 

capable of relating personally to God and (ii) not culpably 

in a contrary position for relating to God yet (iii) do not 

believe that God exists.  

 

Recall that a person is culpably in a contrary position for relating to God just in case he is 

actively rejecting evidence for God’s existence or he recognizes that one has failed to 
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adequately investigate evidence for God’s existence. So the heart of the claim of (2) is 

that the nonbelief of some nonbelievers “is not the consequence of their culpable actions 

or omissions… it arises through no fault of their own and so they are not in any sense to 

blame for it.”
44

 

 Some discussions of the argument from hiddenness simply assert that it is obvious 

that inculpable nonbelief exists. In an early discussion of hiddenness arguments, Robert 

McKim claims 

If God exists, the fact that God exists is one which plenty of sane, well-balanced, 

honest people are thoroughly ignorant of. Attempts to contend that such people 

know that God exists in their ‘heart of hearts’ are unconvincing, not to mention 

presumptuous.
45

  

 

I assume that his characterization of these nonbelievers as “sane,” “well-balanced,” and 

“honest” is meant to indicate that these nonbelievers are not culpable in any way for their 

nonbelief. Yet the truth of this premise is not obvious to many, so it is important to look 

at Schellenberg’s defense of this claim.  

 Schellenberg’s initial defense of the existence of inculpable nonbelief in Divine 

Hiddenness and Human Reason focuses on one particular kind of inculpable nonbelief – 

the existence of inculpable doubt for some reflective nonbelievers. (He stresses that he is 

not claiming that this is the only kind of inculpable nonbelief; he narrows his focus for 

the sake of a thorough discussion of one kind of inculpable nonbelief.) Schellenberg 

understands inculpable doubt as inculpable belief that epistemic parity obtains between G 

and ~G. As indicated above, Schellenberg (building off Swinburne’s account of 

epistemic rationality) thinks that “we are only culpable for voluntary epistemic failures 
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leading up to belief – in particular, for voluntarily neglecting proper investigative 

procedures…”
46

 So the following conjunctive sufficient condition for inculpable doubt is 

given by Swinburne: 

S is inculpably in doubt about the truth of G if (1) S believes that epistemic parity 

obtains between G and ~G, and (2) S has not knowingly (self-deceptively or non-

self-deceptively) neglected to submit this belief to adequate investigation.
47

  

 

Recall that one can believe that epistemic parity obtains because one thinks G and ~G are 

equally probable, or because one believes that given one’s evidence one cannot determine 

the relevant probabilities of G and ~G.  

 Schellenberg thinks that a strong case can be made for instances of doubt meeting 

these two conditions. First, there are many people who claim to believe that G and ~G are 

at epistemic parity. He supports this claim by an appeal to the contemporary 

philosophical literature, citing agnostics like Anthony Kenny and Ronald Hepburn
48

 

(Paul Draper would be another example). He notes the obvious fact that many non-

philosophers claim to be reflective agnostics as well. And according to Schellenberg we 

should accept the agnostic’s testimony in the absence of a reason to doubt it.  

Second, Schellenberg thinks we have reason to believe that at least some of these 

agnostics have investigated the issue adequately. First, their testimony of adequate 

investigation should be considered as evidence. Second, often we can see that a person 

has been thorough in investigation. Recall that Swinburne’s understanding of the duty of 

adequate investigation claimed that “it is good for a believer to investigate a belief of his 

further in so far as (1) it is probably important to have a true belief in the issue; (2) it is 
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probable that more investigation will yield a more probably true belief; and (3) the 

probable ‘cost’ of investigation is not too high...”
49

 Schellenberg thinks that we can 

reasonably judge that, based on what the agnostic tells us and what we see of their 

conduct, his investigation has been adequate – that he considered the question important 

and has thought it possible that investigation would be profitable and has invested great 

time and effort into the pursuit of evidence for and against God’s existence.  

One might object that these doubters are self-deceived; perhaps they are willfully 

self-deceived about the thoroughness of their investigation. In response, while it may be 

the case that in some instances of doubt about G we have reason to suppose that self-

deception has taken place, there are other cases where we have reason to think that it 

hasn’t occurred. Schellenberg points out that there are individuals of whom we would 

have to say that if they have any desire at all with respect to this issue, it is to have a well-

justified belief one way or the other; it’s clear that they don’t find doubt concerning G 

appealing. Further, there are many doubters who seem by all accounts to desire belief in 

God’s existence. These two types of doubters give us reason to suppose that there are 

cases of inculpable doubt.  

In The Wisdom to Doubt Schellenberg defends the existence of other types of 

nonbelief which he takes to be clearly inculpable.
50

 Schellenberg defends the existence of 

inculpable nonbelief of former believers. It seems that there are many people for whom 

the following is the case: they were at one time believers in God who took themselves to 
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be in a loving personal relationship with God, but lost their evidential support for belief 

in God by being exposed to evidence against God’s existence which they took to change 

their evidential situation. These people regret this loss of belief and wish to regain it, and 

continue to engage in a search for evidence of God’s existence motivated by a desire and 

willingness to love and serve God. But they fail to find evidence that justifies even weak 

belief in God’s existence, and so remain unbelievers. It seems that people like this would 

be prime examples of inculpable nonbelievers. Schellenberg also thinks that there are 

cases of inculpable nonbelief of lifelong seekers, people who humbly seek after truth 

about their place in life, but never achieve belief in God. He further thinks it’s clear that 

there is inculpable nonbelief from converts to nontheistic religions – there are people who 

in honestly and conscientiously seeking after the truth come to believe that nontheistic 

religious beliefs give the truth about reality. Finally he thinks it’s obvious that there is 

inculpable nonbelief of isolated nontheists. Schellenberg describes these nonbelievers as  

Those who have never been in a position to resist God because they have never so 

much as had the idea of an all-knowing and all-powerful spiritual being who is 

separate from a created universe but related to it in love squarely before their 

minds—individuals who are entirely formed by, and unavoidably live their whole 

lives within, what must, if God exists, be a fundamentally misleading meaning 

system.
51

 

 

With an overview of these different kinds of inculpable nonbelief, Schellenberg thinks 

that the existence of inculpable nonbelief is beyond reasonable doubt. Schellenberg 

concludes that  

Given these different forms of support, it would take something like willful 

blindness to fail to affirm that not all nonbelief is the product of willful blindness 

(even if some of it is). Being a generous sort, I will assume that none of my 
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readers is willfully blind and accordingly take it as having been established to 

everyone's satisfaction that there is nonresistant nonbelief.
52

 

 

 

§3.3: Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have attempted to provide a statement and defense of a particular 

argument from divine hiddenness – the AIN. I have defended this argument on the basis 

of considerations provided by J. L. Schellenberg, who is the most important and 

influential proponent of the argument from hiddenness. My ultimate goal will be to show 

that the AIN is unsound, a task I take up in chapter seven. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Argument from Divine Hiddenness and the Argument from Evil 

 

 

 An important aspect of the contemporary discussion of the argument from 

hiddenness concerns this argument’s relationship with the more well-known and 

thoroughly-discussed atheistic argument from evil. Those who have addressed the 

relationship between these two types of arguments agree that there are interesting and 

important interconnections between them. Recently both Peter van Inwagen and J. L. 

Schellenberg have argued that the argument from hiddenness is conceptually independent 

of the argument from evil (call this the conceptual independence thesis). In this chapter I 

address the relationship between these two arguments, and argue contra van Inwagen and 

Schellenberg that the argument from hiddenness should be considered a particular 

version of the argument from evil. In order to accomplish this task, in §4.1 I argue for 

what I take to be the best conceptual account of the argument from evil. Then in §4.2 I 

overview some commonly acknowledged connections between the argument from 

hiddenness and the argument from evil. In §4.3 I defend the claim that the argument from 

hiddenness is a particular version of the argument from evil (§4.3.1), and then argue 

against the case for conceptual independence given by van Inwagen (§4.3.2) and 

Schellenberg (§4.3.3).   

 

§4.1: The Argument from Evil 

 Hopefully the preceding three chapters have given a thorough analysis of the 

argument from divine hiddenness. To determine the relationship between the argument 
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from hiddenness and the argument from evil, I must also provide an analysis of the 

argument from evil.  

 The argument from evil is universally acknowledged to be a family of arguments 

which argue that the existence of “evil” is logically incompatible or in evidential tension 

with the existence of an all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good God. The classic 

formulation of the argument from evil was given by Epicurus (though it was Hume who 

made the statement more well-known) who said, “Is he [God] willing to prevent evil, but 

not able? Then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he 

both able and willing? Whence then is evil?”
1
 Perhaps it would be better to say that 

Epicurus’s question is the classic statement of the problem of evil, since there is no 

explicit argument stated. But it is easy to see how an argument for the nonexistence of the 

God of traditional theism can be formulated from this question.  

This suggests a relationship between the problem of evil and the argument from 

evil. The problem of evil concerns the problem of seeing how God and evil can both 

exist, and arguments from evil can be seen as arguments that claim this problem can’t be 

solved. Positively, what unites arguments from evil is the claim that the existence of the 

particular evil in consideration – whether it be the claim that evil in general occurs, or a 

particular kind of evil occurs, or that the vast amount of evil in our world occurs – gives 

support to the conclusion that God does not exist. Just as the argument from divine 

hiddenness can be stated in a simple modus tollens argument form, we can state a general 

argument from evil as follows: 
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Theological Premise:  (1) If an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent God 

exists, then a certain kind of evil would not exist. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But the certain kind of evil in question exists. 

Conclusion:   (3) So God doesn’t exist.  

 

Clearly, a fundamental question for getting a grasp on the argument from evil is 

this question: what is to be considered an “evil”? Somewhat surprisingly, this issue is not 

always addressed in presentations and discussions of the argument.  

Some who address the question of what is evil in the argument from evil decide 

not to give an account of the intension of “evil”; they opt for giving clear examples of 

evil to show that we can have a general idea of what is being discussed without having an 

account of what constitutes an evil. For example, in his introduction to the problem of 

evil, Michael Peterson says 

[I]t is advisable for present purposes to leave open the question of definition [of 

evil] and proceed with a broad, commonsense notion of evil evoked by things we 

typically call “evil”… The set of commonly recognized evils includes, at the very 

least, such things as extreme pain and suffering, physical deformities, 

psychological abnormalities, the prosperity of bad people, the demise of good 

people, disrupted social relations, unfulfilled potential, a host of character defects, 

and natural catastrophes.
2
 

 

Since my intention in this section is to give an account of what constitutes an argument 

from evil in order to address the relationship between the argument from evil and the 

argument from hiddenness, this approach is one that’s not very helpful. If we take this 

route, the debate over the relationship between the argument from hiddenness and the 

argument from evil would come down to whether one decides to put lack of evidence for 

a relationally important belief about God on the list of evils. 
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Many contemporary presentations of the argument from evil argue from a narrow 

type of evil against the existence of God. Probably the most influential presentation of an 

evidential argument from evil in the contemporary discussion is given by William Rowe 

in his “The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism.”
3
 In this article, Rowe 

focuses in on “intense human and animal suffering.” Yet it is clear that Rowe is not 

claiming that arguments from evil can only be given from the existence of intense 

suffering; he chooses to focus intense suffering because it is generally considered “a clear 

case of evil.”
4
  

Most contemporary presentations of the argument from evil focus on human and 

animal suffering, so it’s plausible that many contemporary philosophers take the problem 

of evil to be the problem of human and animal suffering, and the argument from evil to 

be an argument from the existence of some kind of human and/or animal suffering to the 

conclusion that God doesn’t (or probably doesn’t) exist. This is the position of Eleonore 

Stump in her Wandering in Darkness.
5
 Stump begins her book with the following three 

sentences:  

My topic in this book is the problem of evil. Only the most naïve or tendentious 

among us would deny the extent and intensity of suffering in the world. Can one 

hold, consistently with the common view of suffering in the world, that there is an 

omniscient, omnipotent, perfectly good God? (3). 

 

Here Stump goes from the problem of evil in the first sentence to suffering in the second 

and third sentences; she does this because she thinks that “suffering, not evil, seems to 
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 William L. Rowe, “The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism,” American 

Philosophical Quarterly 16, no. 4 (1979): 335–341; reprinted in numerous anthologies, including The 
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me the salient thing” (4). She contends that “[a]s regards the problem of evil, what is in 

need of justification is God’s allowing suffering” (4). Stump limits the scope of her 

discussion of suffering in Wandering in Darkness to the suffering of adult human beings 

who are mentally fully functional, but from her initial discussion that the problem of evil 

it seems she thinks that it is the problem of sentient suffering, and therefore atheistic 

arguments from evil are arguments from the existence of suffering to the nonexistence of 

God.  

An account of the argument from evil as the family of atheistic arguments from 

sentient suffering obviously needs to answer the question, what is suffering? One might 

think of suffering as sentient pain. For example, in his recent handbook article on “The 

Argument from Evil,” Stewart Goetz asserts “the problem of evil is fundamentally, in the 

words of C. S. Lewis, the problem of pain, where an experience of pain is an irreducible, 

conscious feeling or quale that hurts.”
6
  However, Stump argues (rightly in my view) that 

“the suffering at issue in the problem of evil cannot be equated simply with pain.” That 

pain is not necessary for suffering can be shown via a number of considerations. First, we 

speak of death as an evil that humans suffer, and sudden death is not painful (5). Second, 

there are those who experience bodily suffering without pain – consider the person who 

has a brain tumor, but doesn’t feel any pain because of this. Surely this person is 

suffering. It seems clear that human suffering includes more than pain. And if the 
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ed. William Lane Craig and James Porter Moreland (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 449. The 
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problem of evil includes the problem of human suffering, then it is not reducible to the 

problem of pain.
7
  

Instead of understanding human suffering in terms of pain, Stump thinks we can 

understand human suffering in terms of what we care about. Importantly, she thinks that 

there is a subjective and an objective element to what we care about. Concerning the 

subjective component, “there is what a person cares about and is conscious of caring 

about” (9). Stump focuses her consideration of subjective care on the desires of one’s 

heart – the things a person is deeply committed to. The objective element of what a 

person cares about is his flourishing. Stump contends that “being in a flourishing 

condition is… what a person cares about, even if he does not know what exactly 

flourishing is for him… [and] even if he thinks he knows but is mistaken” (9). So what 

we objectively care about “is equivalent to that person’s well-being, objectively 

understood, to her flourishing and being the best she can be” (9). Since there is a 

subjective and objective element to what we care about, there are two types of human 

suffering. So on Stump’s account of human suffering, suffering occurs when a person’s 

flourishing is undermined, or when a person is deprived of the desires of her heart, or 

both (11). 

 An important corollary of Stump’s view of suffering is that a person can suffer 

because his flourishing is undermined, even though he doesn’t experience the lack of 

flourishing as painful or even unpleasant. Stump gives the following example of this kind 

of suffering:  

                                                 
7
 Stump also argues that pain is not sufficient for suffering, because some voluntarily accepted 

pains seem to be a necessary part of states of affairs that are considered good by the person experiencing 

pain, e.g., natural childbirth (6). I’m not convinced by this, so I affirm the weaker thesis defended in the 

text. 
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Even if a malefactor feels no pain over the moral evil he does, his life suffers 

because of it. None of us… would willingly trade lives with a moral monster such 

as Herman Goering, even if Goering had in fact been jovial or content, even if 

Goering had died before the Nazis lost the war. Just because Goering was a moral 

monster, we would not want to have a life such as his. So, even if Goering felt no 

remorse over the moral evil he did, his life suffered because of it, as our virtually 

unanimous unwillingness to trade places with him testifies (WD, 4; emphasis 

mine). 

 

 Though Stump’s account is limited to the suffering of human adults, it can be 

broadened to include the suffering of all sentient creatures. In keeping with Stump’s 

account, it seems that a sentient creature suffers when it experiences a state of affairs that 

undermines its flourishing. And for creatures that can care about themselves and other 

states of affairs, suffering occurs when the creature’s flourishing is undermined or when 

the creature is deprived of what it centrally cares about.  

 I contend, however, that human and animal suffering, even understood in the 

sophisticated way that Stump does, doesn’t fully capture the states of affairs that ground 

arguments from evil. This is so because it leaves out important types of evil that have 

been traditionally associated with the problem of evil. In the history of the discussion of 

the relationship between God and evil, there is a strong tradition that understands evil as a 

privation of the good. This view of the nature of evil is most commonly associated with 

Augustine, but it is also the view of Aquinas and many other thinkers including some 

contemporary philosophers. Augustine states,  

What, after all, is anything we call evil except the privation of good? In animal 

bodies, for instance, sickness and wounds are nothing but the privation of health. 

When a cure is effected, the evils which were present (i.e., the sickness and the 

wounds) do not retreat and go elsewhere. Rather, they simply do not exist any 

more.
8
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The idea here is not that evil is simply any lack of goodness. As Aquinas says, the lack of 

sight in a stone is not an evil.
9
 Rather, on the privation theory evil is an absence of a good 

that normally would and in a teleological sense should be present in a thing.
10

 So for 

those who have understood evil as privation of good, it is not only sentient suffering that 

has been considered a problem for theism; the absence of any good that would be 

expected to obtain on the assumption that a perfectly good God created the world has also 

been considered an evil. William Hasker concurs with this position, saying that on any 

plausible theistic account of evil, “evil is seen as ‘privation of good,’ as the absence of 

some good state of affairs that would reasonably be expected to obtain.”
11

  I am not 

convinced that the privation theory of evil gives an account of the necessary conditions 

for evil, but I do think that it gives a sufficient condition for evil. So an account of the 

problem of evil needs to be broader than the problem of sentient suffering. 

An account of this broadened understanding of evil seems latent in Stump’s 

discussion. As Trent Dougherty has pointed out, Stump grounds her explanation of the 

reason why suffering is something that seems prima facie to be in some way 

incompatible with God’s existence in suffering’s badness.
12

 Stump asks at the beginning 

of her discussion of suffering,  

                                                 
9
 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Part 1, Q 48, Art. 5, trans. Fathers of the English 

Dominican Province, Second and Revised Edition, 1920, http://www.newadvent.org/summa/. 

10
 G. Stanley Kane, “Evil and Privation,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 11, no. 

1 (1980): 43. As Stump says “a privation is the absence of some characteristic in a thing that naturally 

possesses that characteristic” so evil is “a lack or deficiency of some sort of being in something in which 

that sort of being is natural” (384). 

11
 William Hasker, The Triumph of God Over Evil: Theodicy for a World of Suffering (Downers 

Grove: IVP Academic, 2008), 75. 

12
 Trent Dougherty, The Problem of Animal Pain: A Theodicy for All Creatures Great and Small 

(Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), chap. 1. 
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When we look for morally sufficient reasons that might justify an omniscient, 

omnipotent, perfectly good being in allowing … suffering we should ask “what is 

it about suffering that requires such a justification? … What is bad about it?” (5, 

emphasis original).  

 

This suggests that the more fundamental problem of evil is this: why would God allow 

bad states of affairs to occur? Peter van Inwagen seems to advocate this understanding of 

the argument from evil, when he says that “the word ‘evil’ when it occurs in phrases like 

‘the argument from evil’ or ‘the problem of evil’ means ‘bad things’.”
13

 This is also the 

understanding of the argument from evil given by Richard Swinburne. At the beginning 

of his monograph Providence and the Problem of Evil he asserts that  

I shall henceforward normally contrast the ‘good’ with the ‘bad’ rather than with 

the ‘evil’, both when talking about the actions of agents and their characters, and 

also when talking more generally about states of affairs… Although the problem 

with which we are concerned is called ‘the problem of evil’… it is really the 

problem of the existence of bad states of affairs, such that (it is claimed) it would 

be bad for an agent who could prevent them to allow them to occur.
14

 

 

So for Swinburne, arguments from evil move from claiming that there are bad states of 

affairs that are such that a perfectly good God would not cause or permit them to the 

conclusion that God doesn’t exist.  

 I find Swinburne’s account of the problem of evil to be the most satisfying of 

contemporary accounts. Stump is correct that suffering of humans and animals is a part of 

the problem of evil, and this is so because human and animal suffering is bad. It seems, 

however, that there are other bad states of affairs that a perfectly good God would at least 

have prima facie reason not to allow. So I conclude that the best way to understand the 

argument form evil is to see it as a family of arguments that start from the existence of 

bad states of affairs that a good God would not permit and conclude that God does not 
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 Peter van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 4. 

14
 Richard Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 4. 
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exist (or that God’s existence is less likely given the existence of the bad states of 

affairs). In slogan form, arguments from evil are atheistic arguments from the existence 

of bad things that are contrary to the moral nature of God.  

 

§4.2: Commonly Acknowledged Connections between the Argument from Evil and the 

Argument from Hiddenness 

 

 All writers on the argument from hiddenness agree that there are important 

relations between the arguments from hiddenness and evil. As J. L. Schellenberg notes, 

“Everyone knows that the hiddenness problem is in some non-trivial way(s) related to the 

problem of evil.”
15

 First, there are parallels between the ways that the arguments can be 

structured. As I tried to show in chapter two, different arguments from hiddenness can be 

given depending on which type of hiddenness one argues from, as well as the amount of 

hiddenness. This is also the case with arguments from evil. One can argue from the 

existence of evil as such to the nonexistence of God, from the existence of specific types 

of evil, or from the existence of particular tokens of evil (e.g., the Holocaust, the death of 

a fawn in a forest fire, etc.). One can also form different arguments according to the 

amount of evil to serve as a basis for the argument. A different argument from evil would 

be given on the basis of intense animal suffering depending on whether the evil 

considered was “At least one animal has suffered intensely for a prolonged period of 

time” or “Vast numbers of animals throughout history have suffered intensely for 

prolonged periods of time.” So it is clear that there is an important similarity between 

arguments from hiddenness and arguments from evil on this score. 

                                                 
15

 J. L. Schellenberg, “The Hiddenness Problem and the Problem of Evil,” Faith and Philosophy 

27, no. 1 (2010): 45. 
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Further, it is common to distinguish logical arguments from evil and evidential 

arguments from evil. Howard-Snyder and Moser describe this distinction as follows:  

A logical argument from evil affirms of some known fact about evil that it is 

incompatible with theism, while an evidential argument does not, either because it 

affirms that the fact in question is not known but only reasonably believed, or 

because it affirms that the fact in question is only improbable given theism, not 

incompatible with it.
16

 

 

They go on to state “we can easily distinguish arguments from inculpable nonbelief along 

the same lines as well.”
17

 It seems to me, however, that this distinction is not always 

particularly clear.
18

 I mention it to simply point out that it is generally agreed that the 

distinction between logical and evidential arguments of evil also applies to arguments 

from hiddenness. 

 Others have pointed out that considerations of the issues involved in the argument 

from evil lead to considerations of the argument from hiddenness, and that cases of 

severe suffering coupled with hiddenness make these instances of suffering and 

hiddenness more difficult to account for. When a person experiences severe suffering, 

one would expect a loving God, if he is allowing the suffering for a justifiable reason, to 

make his presence known to the sufferer. But it is claimed that many who experience 

great suffering also experience epistemic lack concerning their belief in God or 

relationally important beliefs about God , this compounds the problem for theism in cases 
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 Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser, “Introduction: The Hiddenness of God,” in Divine 

Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2002), 6. 

17
 Ibid. 

18
 I am not alone in this evaluation. Peter van Inwagen states, “Many philosophers distinguish 

between the “logical” argument from evil (on the one hand) and the “evidential” or “inductive” or 

“epistemic” or “probabilistic” argument from evil (on the other)… this is not a distinction I find useful—I 

mean the distinction between logical and evidential versions of the argument from evil—and I am not 

going to bother with it. See van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil, 8. See also Trent Dougherty, “Skeptical 

Theism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (forthcoming). 
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such as this (for more on this, see the discussion of Rowe’s argument from hiddenness in 

§2.1.2).  

 

§4.3: The Argument from Hiddenness is a Version of the Argument from Evil 

 The key question concerning the relationship between the argument from divine 

hiddenness and the argument from evil concern whether the argument from hiddenness is 

a version of the argument from evil, or whether the argument from hiddenness is 

conceptually independent of the argument from evil. Recently both Peter van Inwagen 

and J. L. Schellenberg have argued that the argument from divine hiddenness is 

conceptually independent from the argument from evil (call this the conceptual 

independence thesis). In this section I attempt to argue that the argument from hiddenness 

is in fact a particular version of the argument from evil. I do this by arguing that 

arguments from hiddenness argue against God’s existence by arguing that epistemic 

hiddenness is a bad state of affairs that a perfectly good God would not have sufficient 

reason to allow, which makes the argument from hiddenness an argument from evil when 

an argument from evil is understood in the way I defended above. I then overview and 

respond to van Inwagen’s and Schellenberg’s cases for conceptual independence, arguing 

that both cases fail to undermine my claim that the argument from hiddenness is best seen 

as a version of the argument from evil. 

 

§4.3.1: The Positive Case 

 My case for understanding the argument from hiddenness as a particular iteration 

of the argument from evil is fairly straightforward in light of my explanation of 

hiddenness arguments in Chapters 1-3. In all instances of the argument from hiddenness 
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overviewed in chapter two, the case that hiddenness is evidence against God’s existence 

is based on the claim that hiddenness is a state of affairs that a perfectly good God would 

not allow. And that claim is supported by the badness of divine hiddenness. The 

fundamental intuition that underwrites hiddenness arguments is that divine hiddenness is 

a bad state of affairs that God would not allow, so that divine hiddenness exists provides 

reason to think that God does not. If this is the case, then arguments from divine 

hiddenness are a particular subset of arguments from evil.  

 That the argument from hiddenness is a particular version of the argument from 

evil has been defended by others in the literature. In an important discussion of diversity 

of religious beliefs, William Alston claims that there is “within any particular religion, a 

theological problem. In a theistic religion this will take the form: why does God allow 

such a diversity of incompatible systems of belief about Himself?”
 19

 He goes on to claim 

that this question “is allied to the more general question: why doesn’t [God] make at least 

the main outlines of the truth about these matters clear to everyone?” Implicit here is a 

claim that there is clearly some epistemic lack concerning the truth about important 

religious matters, which makes this a question concerning divine hiddenness. Alston 

states that both of these questions “are simply particular versions of the familiar problem 

of evil.” 

 Jonathan Kvanvig also seems to support the claim that the argument from 

hiddenness is a particular iteration of the argument from hiddenness. In an evaluation of 

Schellenberg argument from inculpable nonbelief, Kvanvig claims that “[i]f hiddenness 

is an epistemic problem, it is because the inscrutability of divine existence is a bad thing 
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 William Alston, “Religious Diversity and Perceptual Knowledge of God,” Faith and Philosophy 

5 (1988): 445. 
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that a perfectly loving God would not or could not allow. But that, of course, is simply a 

special case of the problem of evil…”
20

 This view of the argument from hiddenness is a 

version of the argument from evil is also held by Stephen Evans,
21

 Richard Swinburne,
22

 

and Dean Zimmerman.
23

  

Probably the clearest statement of the case for the argument from hiddenness as a 

version of the argument from evil comes from Schellenberg (despite the fact that he is 

now one of the primary proponents of the conceptual independence of the two 

arguments). In his first and most influential writing on the argument from hiddenness 

(Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason) Schellenberg states, 

[T]o pose a problem of evil, an event, action, or state of affairs… need only be 

such that the affirmation of its existence comes into conflict with what theists are 

committed to saying about the nature of God—in particular, about the moral 

nature of God: it poses a problem of evil if it seems that a morally perfect God 

who was also omnipotent and omniscient could not allow it, or if it seems 

improbable that he would. Hence… the reasonableness of nonbelief… may still 

legitimately be viewed as posing a problem of evil if the affirmation of its 

existence comes into conflict with what theists are committed to saying about 

God’s moral nature. And that it does so is my claim. Hence I seem to be in a 

position to claim that the problem of reasonable nonbelief is a problem of evil.
24

  

 

Though I think it is clear that the argument from hiddenness is a particular version 

of the argument from evil, an important point needs to be acknowledged. The argument 

from hiddenness is different from many arguments from evil in that the bad state of 
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affairs referred to by arguments from hiddenness – epistemic lack concerning a 

relationally necessary truth about God – is bad only if God exists. In contrast, many 

arguments from evil argue from states of affairs that are considered bad whether or not 

God exists (e.g., the suffering of Rowe’s fawn is considered by theists and atheists as 

bad).  

Perhaps one might think that this truth gives reason to think that the argument 

from hiddenness belongs in a different category of argument from the argument from 

evil. Here’s one possible response that the theist can make to this claim. Many theists 

argue that God is a necessary being and the metaphysical ground of all value.
25

 If this is 

so, then if (per impossible) God did not exist, the suffering of a sentient being would not 

be an objectively bad state of affairs, as there would be nothing to ground the objective 

badness of the suffering. In other words, the theist might argue that in fact all arguments 

from evil argue from states of affairs that are bad only if there is a God.  I’m inclined to 

accept an account of value that is dependent on theism, so I think that the distinction 

between arguments from evil that argue from states of affairs that everyone accepts as 

bad and arguments from evil that argue from states of affairs that that would be bad only 

if God exists is only an epistemological distinction, rather than an ontological one.  

Even if one is a theist and thinks that there are states of affairs that are bad 

whether or not God exists, this doesn’t give a good reason to think arguments from 

hiddenness should not be considered as an argument from evil. As I argued above, it 

seems that the best way to understand arguments from evil is as the family of arguments 
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that claim there is a tension between some bad state of affairs and the existence of a good 

God. And it seems to me that this is just what arguments from hiddenness claim to do.  

 

§4.3.2: Van Inwagen’s case for conceptual independence 

Van Inwagen takes up the issue of the hiddenness of God in the final lecture of his 

2003 Gifford Lectures (published in 2006). Before developing a theistic response to a 

version of the argument from hiddenness, van Inwagen discusses the relationship 

between the argument from evil and the argument from hiddenness. He first argues that 

the argument from hiddenness and the argument from evil are not identical. (As indicated 

in §1.3, I agree that this is the case). He then discusses the question of whether the 

hiddenness of God is “essentially connected with suffering and other forms of evil.”
26

 In 

discussing this question, van Inwagen gives a thought-experiment that seems to ground 

an argument for the conceptual independence thesis. 

 Van Inwagen asks us to imagine a world without suffering – though “not a world 

in which everyone enjoys the Beatific Vision, but a world that is as much like our world 

(as it is at present) as the absence of suffering permits” (137). He calls this world a 

“secular utopia”; I’ll refer to this possible world as “Utopia” and its inhabitants as 

“utopians”. Van Inwagen attempts to give a thorough description of Utopia (here I only 

quote some salient parts of the description): 

In the world I imagine, human beings are benevolent, and nature is kind. There is 

no physical pain, or very little of it (just enough to remind people to take care not 

to damage their extremities). There is no premature death, whether by violence, 

accident, or disease. There are, in fact, no such things as violence and disease, and 

accidents are never very serious. (The inhabitants of this world all enjoy a 

vigorous old age and die peacefully in their sleep when they are well over 100 
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years old – and the fear of death is unknown.) No one is a cripple or mentally 

retarded or mentally unbalanced or even mildly neurotic… Everyone has 

interesting and rewarding work to do… No one covets anyone else’s possessions. 

There is no lying or promise breaking or cheating or corruption… (137-138). 

 

If there is any unhappiness in Utopia, it is only in cases where desired good states of 

affairs are logically incompatible (one human’s love is unrequited because the beloved 

loves another, or two humans desire to prove Goldbach’s conjecture, but one does so 

first). But even in these situations, since everyone behaves rationally, the resulting 

unhappiness is kept to a minimum.  

 Van Inwagen asks that we suppose that in this world some humans believe in God 

and some don’t. He asks, “Could someone in this world, perhaps one of its atheists, raise 

the problem of divine hiddenness? I think so” (138). He proceeds to give a dialogue 

between a theist and an atheist in Utopia, with the atheist asking why the God that the 

theist claims exists has not given more evidence of his existence. Here’s a summary of 

the dialogue (given on 138-142), unfortunately leaving out van Inwagen’s humor:  

Atheist: Why doesn’t God make himself known? 

Theist: God is omnipresent and so cannot be seen in the world. 

Atheist: Then why God doesn’t show himself by his effects on some of the things 

in the world? 

Theist: Everything is his effect. 

Atheist: What you’re saying is that the world would look the same whether or not 

there is a God. But surely one shouldn’t believe in the existence of an 

unobservable entity unless its existence is needed to explain some observed 

phenomenon. 

Theist: So what you’re looking for is an event in the world that resists natural 

explanation and which is evidently the work of God. Well, God has done this. My 

religion, called Julianism, was founded by Julia, the great prophetess who wrote 

The Book of Julia and the forty volumes of sermons entitled The Words of Julia. 

Julia’s message was so important that God granted her three times a natural life 

span – she lived 326 years, which is clearly a sign from God. 

Atheist: When did this Julia supposedly live? What’s your reason for thinking she 

lived this long? 
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Theist: Julia lived 2,000 years ago; the fact of her long life (and other facts about 

her life) is recorded in the Holy Records of the Julian Church, which originally 

derive from eyewitnesses. 

Atheist: Stories can become distorted over time – changes can slowly accrue to 

make the story unreliable. Since no one has ever been recorded to live past 150, 

the most reasonable thing to believe is that Julia didn’t live that long. What 

experience tells us often happens (stories change over time) happened in this case, 

and what experience tells us never happens (a person lived 300 plus years) didn’t 

happen. 

Theist: So you think that if God were to reveal himself, he must cause something 

in the world that could only be explained by his existence. But then you reject my 

claim that he has done this on general epistemological grounds. 

Atheist: If God were to re-arrange the stars in the sky to spell out a message for 

everyone to see, I’d believe there was a God. And this is the kind of thing that 

God would do if God wanted us to believe in him. 

Theist: First, if this is the kind of evidence required to believe in God, then he’d 

have to do a great sign like this periodically, else people would explain it away 

after a couple of generations. Second, you could explain the re-arranging of the 

stars to spell a message by appealing to a finite powerful being; it doesn’t require 

an infinite being, and according to your general epistemological sentiment, you 

ought to accept this weaker hypothesis.  

Atheist: Why shouldn’t God cause convincing signs that occur periodically? And 

regarding your second point, I think you’re right. And this means that even if God 

exists, there’s no way that he could provide finite beings with evidence for his 

existence.  

 

Van Inwagen claims that the lesson of the dialogue is as follows: 

In a world that lacks any real suffering, the problem of the hiddenness of God is… 

a cluster of epistemological problems: can one rationally believe in God in a 

world devoid of signs and wonders? Under what conditions would it be rational to 

believe a story that reports signs and wonders? Could any possible sign or wonder 

or series of signs and wonders make it reasonable to believe in a necessarily 

existent, omnipresent, omnipotent Creator and Sustainer of the world of locally 

present things? (142) 

 

So it seems that a van Inwagen inspired argument for the conceptual independence thesis 

can go as follows:  

(1) There is a possible world U, such that in U there no suffering, but in U an 

argument from divine hiddenness for God’s nonexistence could still be 

formulated.  

(2) If the argument from hiddenness is a version of the argument from evil, then 

there could not be a possible world with no suffering in which an argument 

from divine hiddenness could be formulated. 
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(3) So the argument from evil and the argument from hiddenness are conceptually 

distinct.  

 

 I find this argument unpersuasive. Assume van Inwagen’s postulate that Utopia as 

he has described it is a world without suffering (though I will later question this 

assumption). It may be the case that in a world without suffering, there could be 

epistemic questions concerning when it would be reasonable to believe that an event was 

caused by a powerful being, as well as the other epistemic questions van Inwagen claims 

would be the problem of hiddenness in a secular utopia. But the fact that these epistemic 

questions can be asked is not sufficient for there to be a problem of hiddenness (in any 

way similar to the way that problem is usually understood), nor are these questions in 

themselves sufficient for there to be an argument from hiddenness against God’s 

existence. At an intuitive level, there would be no problem of divine hiddenness if there 

were no reason to think that God would want the humans of utopia to believe in his 

existence. And (as I argued in §1.3) in order to have a viable argument from hiddenness, 

there must be some reason to think that hiddenness is something that a perfectly good 

God would not allow. So the epistemic questions that could be asked in Utopia cannot be 

the basis of an atheistic argument from hiddenness unless there is some reason to think 

that God would want the utopians to believe that he exists.  

The point made in the previous paragraph can be shown by considering the 

formulation of the argument from hiddenness that van Inwagen considers immediately 

after his discussion of the dialogue between the theist and atheist utopians. He refers to it 

the doxastic argument (143): 

(DA1) If God exists, he wants all finite rational beings to believe in his existence. 

(DA2) If every finite rational being observed signs and wonders of the right sort, 

every finite rational being would believe in God. 
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(DA3) There is, therefore, something that God could do to ensure that every finite 

rational being believed in his existence. 

(DA4) If God wants all finite rational beings to believe in his existence and there 

is something he can do to bring this about, he will do something to bring it 

about. 

(DA5) But not all finite rational beings believe in God. 

(DA6) So, God does not exist. 

 

This argument, van Inwagen claims, captures the force of the epistemological 

considerations claimed to be the problem of hiddenness in Utopia and in our world (143), 

and it is this argument to which van Inwagen responds in the remainder of his chapter. I 

take it that (DA2) and (DA3) of this argument embody the epistemic questions van 

Inwagen claims would be the problem of divine hiddenness in utopia. But to get this 

argument to work against God’s existence, (DA1) also needs to be plausible. I see no 

attempt by van Inwagen to explain what would motivate (DA1) in Utopia. The most 

obvious way to defend (DA1) is that God wants all finite rational beings to believe in his 

existence because it is a great good for finite rational beings to believe in his existence. 

But if belief in God is a good for the utopians, then to not have belief in God would be a 

bad state of affairs, for reasons similar to those claimed to make hiddenness bad in our 

world (belief in God is necessary for a relationship with God, etc.). And if failure to have 

belief in God is bad for the utopians, then, contrary to van Inwagen’s claim, this lack of 

belief in God would constitute suffering for the inhabitants of this secular utopia, as it 

would constitute a failure to flourish for the utopians. 

In fact, it seems van Inwagen is committed to the conclusion that in utopia, if God 

exists, then there would be objective suffering for utopians who are atheists. On the first 

page of the chapter discussing hiddenness, van Inwagen states “if God does exist, then a 

rational creature’s being ignorant of his existence is an evil” (135). If he still believes this 
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three pages later, then I fail to see how he can claim that there is no suffering in utopia, 

unless he assumes that God in fact doesn’t exist (an assumption that he does not make). 

Further, consider the dialogue I summarized above. If the theist’s religion is true, then it 

is true that the prophetess Julia’s message was so important that God verified her 

message via miraculous intervention in her life. But that would mean that the atheists 

who don’t believe the important message of Julianism would be missing out on additional 

important truths (I’m assuming that these truths are roughly equivalent in importance to 

the truths Christians claim to be revealed in Scripture and in the Church). And to lack 

these truths would make the atheist’s lack of belief in God even worse.  

 I conclude that van Inwagen’s claim that there can be a problem of divine 

hiddenness in a world without suffering is false and that the argument for the conceptual 

independence thesis that it underwrites fails. 

 

§4.3.3 Schellenberg’s case for conceptual independence 

Another case for the independence thesis has been given recently by J. L. 

Schellenberg. In the article under consideration, Schellenberg states his purpose as 

follows: 

In this paper I investigate relations between the hiddenness problem and the 

venerable old problem of evil. My reason for doing so is in part simple curiosity 

and in part a more specific wish to clarify the position one ought to take on the 

question of the former’s distinctive status and relative importance.
27

 

 

He ultimately concludes that the argument from hiddenness is not subsumable under the 

argument from evil and that the argument from hiddenness is a formidable argument that 

deserves the increased attention that it is receiving. In this section I’m interested in 
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evaluating his argument that the argument from hiddenness is not subsumable under the 

argument from evil (i.e., the two arguments are conceptually independent).  

 Schellenberg does not directly argue for the conceptual independence of the 

argument from hiddenness and the argument from evil. He instead examines a number of 

possible relations between the argument from hiddenness and the argument from evil, 

only some of which would support the claim that the argument from hiddenness is a 

particular iteration of the argument from evil. Three of these possible relations focus on 

reasons that have been given for thinking that the argument from hiddenness is a version 

of the argument from evil. So in what follows I overview Schellenberg’s response to 

these reasons, and then offer my reasons for finding Schellenberg’s response 

unconvincing.  

 Schellenberg considers the following claim: Suggested relation # 3: both 

problems focus on pain and suffering. Schellenberg acknowledges that if it can be shown 

that what the argument from hiddenness “is drawing to our attention comes down to some 

objectionable fact about pain and suffering—then it would be very hard to see how the 

hiddenness argument is really introducing anything new…” (49). He thinks, however, 

that the argument from hiddenness doesn’t depend on the claim that hiddenness causes 

pain and suffering. He acknowledges that some cases of hiddenness – e.g., inculpable 

doubt of reflective nonbelievers – can cause suffering. But this is just one species of the 

genus inculpable nonbelief. Many kinds of inculpable nonbelief don’t cause suffering, 

and because of this Schellenberg thinks that attempts to subsume the argument from 

hiddenness under the argument from evil by claiming that both are rooted in claims of 

suffering fail.  
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 This response seems inadequate to support the conceptual independence thesis. 

Schellenberg claims that many cases of hiddenness do not produce suffering, but he 

doesn’t motivate this claim in any clear way. I take it that he thinks that this is so because 

some people who (Schellenberg thinks) are inculpable nonbelievers do not subjectively 

experience any pain or suffering. But one can suffer despite not realizing that one is 

suffering – recall the case of a person with a brain tumor given in §4.1 above. For the 

reasons that I outlined in chapter three – reasons drawn from Schellenberg’s own work – 

arguments from hiddenness give reasons to think that a person who experiences 

hiddenness has her flourishing undermined in an important way. If this is so, then it is 

plausible to think that inculpable nonbelief is a form of objective suffering.  

Schellenberg also argues for the conceptual independence thesis in responding to 

the following claim: Suggested relation # 4: both problems focus on things bad. 

Schellenberg acknowledges arguments from evil are not limited to arguments from 

extremely wicked actions or extremely horrendous suffering; he asserts that evil in the 

argument from evil is “an umbrella term covering a wide range of different negative or 

undesirable or bad phenomena” (50). So Schellenberg recognizes that one might attempt 

to include hiddenness with all the other bad states of affairs that a perfectly good God 

would not allow (like I have above), making the argument from hiddenness an argument 

from evil. Schellenberg resists this move because he thinks it is false that the hiddenness 

argument focuses on things bad.
28

 Schellenberg contends that the incompatibility that the 

                                                 
28

 He first claims that even if the hiddenness argument is based on a state of affairs that is bad, the 

manner of the argument is different from that of the argument from evil. The argument from hiddenness 

doesn’t argue that hiddenness is incompatible with God’s existence because it is bad; rather the hiddenness 

argument’s reasoning involves “reference to explicit, reciprocal relationship with God, which a loving God 

would intend to facilitate for all relevantly capable and nonresistant creatures at all times at which this 

description applies to them, and which logically requires belief in God” (51). If this is so, then “in 
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argument from hiddenness claims exists between inculpable nonbelief and the existence 

of a loving God doesn’t depend on hiddenness being bad at all: 

The atheist would properly be quite content were we all to recognize simply that, 

given certain definitional facts about ‘love’, the situation of hiddenness is in 

conflict with the idea that a God of fullest love exists, as opposed to feeling that 

hiddenness represents something bad that a benevolent or morally perfect God 

would resist… If love is an essential property of God, then such a recognition is 

all we need to ground a hiddenness argument against the existence of God (52-

53). 

 

Schellenberg puts the point this way. An argument from evil requires not only that an 

argument be based on bad things; it requires that the argument be based on things bad 

because they are bad. Even if hiddenness is bad, the argument from hiddenness does not 

argue from the badness of hiddenness.   

This response is unconvincing. Schellenberg tries to show that the argument from 

hiddenness does not need for hiddenness to be bad for humans, as long as hiddenness is 

shown to be incompatible with divine love. Recall that Schellenberg stresses that there is 

more to love than a desire for the good of the beloved – there is also a desire for personal 

relationship, and this desire is not reducible to a desire for the good of the beloved. So 

Schellenberg’s claim here is that one can argue that hiddenness is incompatible with 

God’s desire for personal relationship, and that is sufficient to generate and argument 

from hiddenness. In response, I grant that God’s love includes a desire for relationship 

with each person that is not reducible to a desire for the good of each person. But to focus 

exclusively on God’s desire for relationship with humans to the exclusion of what is good 

                                                                                                                                                 
hiddenness reasoning we find a distinct form of argument and, with it, a new problem even if part of the 

argument’s content, concerned, as we are presently assuming it is, with badness, is properly regarded as 

overlapping with that of arguments from evil” (52). It seems, however, that Schellenberg thinks that this 

reasoning doesn’t support the conceptual independence of the argument from hiddenness, but rather 

supports the claim that the hiddenness argument is important and deserves attention: “[I]n an important 

sense, attempts to diminish the hiddenness argument’s distinctive contribution that proceed by assimilating 

it to the problem of evil must fail even if the latter assimilation goes through” (52).  
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for humans bifurcates God’s love in an untenable way. While God’s love for a person 

does include his desire for a relationship with that person, this desire is never instantiated 

apart from his desire for the good of the beloved. And Schellenberg has (in other works) 

argued that hiddenness is bad for humans, and that God’s love would keep him from 

allowing hiddenness in part because of this badness for humans.  

Here’s another way to respond to Schellenberg’s claim that the hiddenness 

argument doesn’t argue from the badness of divine hiddenness. Schellenberg claims that 

a hiddenness argument can avoid any claim of hiddenness being bad for humans, and can 

instead focus on the incompatibility of hiddenness and God fully loving a person. But 

surely, if God exists, the state of affairs of God’s not loving a person fully would be a bad 

state of affairs! It is bad for a person not to be loved fully by God. And it is bad that God 

fail to express his attribute of maximal love. So it seems clear that in spite of 

Schellenberg’s claim to the contrary, hiddenness arguments do not merely argue from a 

state of affairs that is bad, they argue that hiddenness is evidence against God because it 

is a bad thing.   

Finally, Schellenberg considers the following claim: Suggested relation # 5: both 

problems focus on things apparently contrary to the moral character of God. The 

argument for the reducibility of the argument from hiddenness to a version of the 

argument from evil on the basis of this claim would go as follows. The hiddenness 

argument claims that hiddenness is contrary to the perfect moral character of God. And 

any state of affairs that comes in conflict with divine moral virtue is appropriately 

considered a problem of evil. Schellenberg thinks that this claim is wrongheaded, because 
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“to say that just any state of affairs conflicting with virtue must… be bound up with evil 

goes too far” (54). Schellenberg argues for this conclusion via the following example: 

It is perhaps not implausible to suppose that in every possible world in which 

God’s moral nature is exercised in relation to finite beings it is an expression of 

Divine virtue for God to provide for finite beings some moments of (what is 

relative to their capability) supreme well being or happiness, which is a good. 

Then it must in any relevant sense be ‘contrary’ to the moral nature of God not to 

do so. But notice that this implies that it is contrary to the moral nature of God for 

God to provide for humans a perpetual state of extreme happiness (where 

‘extreme’ names a level of happiness less than supreme)—which surely is also a 

good. 

 

In light of this example, Schellenberg asks and answers the following rhetorical 

questions: 

Should we then, those of us convinced by the ‘supreme happiness principle,’ if we 

were moderately or very or extremely happy but somehow had it on reliable 

authority that supreme happiness would never be ours, foment a new version of 

the problem of evil—with the evil in question being the dreadful fact that 

something less than supreme happiness was our lot in life? Would it not be bizarre 

to speak of any problem here as a problem of evil? And yet that is what we are 

committed to do if we accept the idea that anything contrary to the moral 

character of God introduces a problem of evil (54). 

 

These considerations could be brought against my case that the argument from 

hiddenness is a version of the argument from evil in the following way. A failure to love 

a person fully is not a bad state of affairs; rather, it is a failure of God to exercise a virtue. 

So just like we should think that an argument from the ‘supreme happiness principle’ 

would not be an argument from evil, we should think that an argument from God’s failure 

to love a person fully would not be an argument from evil.  

 I don’t share Schellenberg’s intuitions here. I think that God does desire that finite 

beings ultimately experience supreme well-being – human supreme well-being is found 

in relationship with God experienced in the communion of the saints in eternity. So if 

there were some people who did not experience this salvific relationship with God 
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because of something that God did, then this would be a bad state of affairs and 

something from which one could argue that a perfectly good God does not exist. When I 

read Schellenberg’s case, I think of Jesus’s words, “For what will it profit a man if he 

gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his 

soul?” Even if a person experienced extreme happiness, if that person was cut off from 

their supreme happiness by a failure of God to ensure that she had evidence of God’s 

existence, then this would be a bad thing, and this person would suffer because she was 

cut off from her ultimate flourishing.  

 In summary, Schellenberg has not given us good reason to reject the thesis that 

arguments from hiddenness are a species within the genus of arguments from evil.  

 

§4.4: Conclusion 

In this chapter I have attempted to lay out a proper understanding of the 

relationship between the argument from hiddenness and the more well known argument 

from evil. I have argued that the best way to understand the argument from evil is to see 

it as a family of arguments that argue from the existence of bad states of affairs that a 

morally perfect God would not allow to the conclusion that God doesn’t exist (this 

inferential relation can be entailment or probabilifying). I then argued that the argument 

from hiddenness is a family of arguments that argues from the existence of hiddenness to 

the conclusion that God doesn’t exist on the basis of the badness of hiddenness, which 

means that the argument from hiddenness is a family of arguments that fit under the more 

general classification of arguments from evil. I then argued that the considerations given 

by van Inwagen and Schellenberg for the conceptual independence of argument from 

hiddenness and the argument from evil are not successful.  
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With this said, it’s important to note that despite disagreeing with Schellenberg’s 

claim that the hiddenness argument is not an argument from evil, I agree with his 

conclusion that “the hiddenness problem does indeed deserve the distinctive and careful 

treatment it is coming to find in philosophy books and classrooms.”
29

 After all, I’ve 

found the argument from hiddenness important enough to write a dissertation on the 

subject. I think that, like several other recent versions of the argument from evil (Draper’s 

explanatory argument, arguments from horrendous evils as defined by McCord-Adams, 

Rowe’s evidential argument) Schellenberg’s argument from hiddenness and other 

versions of the argument from hiddenness deserve individual treatment.  

                                                 
29

 Schellenberg, “The Hiddenness Problem and the Problem of Evil,” 60. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

An Inadequate Response to Arguments from Divine Hiddenness
1
 

 

 

For the Schellenbergian AIN defended in chapter three, the argument depends on 

God’s universal love for all people. There I argued that a maximally perfect being would 

love all people maximally. This commitment to God’s universal maximal love seems also 

to be operative in other iterations of arguments from divine hiddenness. There needs to be 

a reason why the existence of hiddenness is incompatible or in evidential tension with the 

existence of a perfectly good God, and the obvious account here is that a perfectly good 

God would love all people and desire what is best for them. So one clear way to 

challenge arguments from hiddenness is to claim that God does not love everyone 

maximally and desire that everyone enter into a loving relationship with Him. There is a 

strand of the Christian tradition – typically referred to as the “Calvinist tradition” – that 

denies that God loves every person maximally such that he pursues a salvific relationship 

with every person.
2
  

 The denials of God’s universal love are sometimes inadequately supported, and 

seem to conflict with the notion of a perfectly good being. In a recent article, however, 

Jeff Jordan has argued that considerations of perfect being theology actually underwrite 

                                                 
1
 This chapter is a slightly edited version of my article “Deep and Wide: A Response to Jeff Jordan 

on Divine Love,” Faith and Philosophy 30, no. 4 (2013). Thanks to the editors of Faith and Philosophy for 

permission to use this material here. 

2
 I recognize that not all who call themselves Calvinist deny God’s universal salvific love for all 

people, but this is the most common designation for the view that God does not love every person 

maximally, so I adopt it here. 
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an argument against God’s love being maximally extended to all people and equally 

intense for all people.
 3

 Specifically, Jordan argues against the following thesis:  

(L) If God is perfect, then God’s love must be maximally extended and equally 

intense.
4
 

 

Jordan presents “a new argument contra (L)… based on the notion of divine perfection” 

claiming that an “exploration into several unnoticed principles of perfect being theology 

will expedite the argument” (54). In concluding that his argument gives us good reason to 

reject (L), Jordan considers this conclusion to have important ramifications, since if (L) is 

false, then “influential versions of both the empirical argument from evil and the 

argument from divine hiddenness will be undercut…” (54).  

Jordan’s paper has already elicited replies,
5
 but I believe there is more that can be 

said in response to Jordan. In what follows I offer a critical evaluation of Jordan’s 

argument against (L). In §5.1 I clarify how Jordan understands the requirements of (L) 

and the nature of divine love. Then in §5.2 and §5.3, I attempt to show that Jordan’s case 

against (L) is best understood as two conceptually distinct arguments, and that only one 

of these arguments depends on the principles Jordan derives in his exploration of perfect 

being theology. I then argue in §5.4 and §5.5 that both of Jordan’s arguments are 

unsuccessful. 

 

 

                                                 
3
 Jeff Jordan, “The Topography of Divine Love,” Faith and Philosophy 29.1 (January 2012), 53–

69. (Page references in the text are to this article.) 

4
 Jordan’s initial statement of the thesis has the antecedent say “If God exists and is perfect…” but 

he then states that he will drop the qualifier if God exists (53, note 1).  

5
 Thomas Talbott, “The Topography of Divine Love: A Response to Jeff Jordan,” Faith and 

Philosophy 30, no. 3 (2013): 302–316. Jordan Wessling also has a brief response to Jordan’s argument in 

his general defense of God’s supreme love for every created person given in his “The Scope of God’s 

Supreme Love: A Defense of Talbott’s Contention That God Truly Loves Us All,” 347–351. I became 

aware of both of these works after my initial submission of this article.  
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§5.1: Jordan on (L), the Nature of Love, and Intensity of Love 

To evaluate Jordan’s case against (L), we must first clarify what exactly Jordan 

takes this thesis to affirm about God’s love. Though not explicit in the initial statement, 

Jordan understands (L) to be limited to God’s love for humans. So (L) requires that God’s 

love be extended to every human, and that every human be loved by God with an equal 

intensity (Jordan refers to this second requirement as the flatness requirement). But if the 

flatness requirement simply requires equal intensity, God’s love could meet it by being of 

low intensity for all. Jordan accordingly claims that “the flatness requirement should be 

understood to require not just equality but also maximal intensity – every human is loved 

by God to the same significant degree” (53).  

It seems that Jordan’s statement extending the flatness requirement to include 

maximal intensity could be understood in one of two ways. One way would be that God’s 

love must be as intense as possible given the equality constraint. On this understanding, 

the intensity of love required by (L) would be the maximal intensity compossible with 

equal love of all humans. This way of clarifying the flatness requirement can be stated as 

follows: 

(L*) If God is perfect, then God’s love must extend to every human and be as 

intense as possible while remaining equal for each human.
6
 

 

Another way to understand the maximal intensity required would be that God must love 

all humans with maximal intensity simpliciter. On this understanding of equal maximal 

intensity, if God’s love could be greater for a person, God’s love for that person fails to 

be maximally intense. In his article it is clear that Jordan understands equal maximal 

                                                 
6
 This account of (L) could suffer from something similar to the “leveling down” objection against 

certain accounts of equality. See §5.1 of Stefan Gosepath, “Equality,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Spring, 2011, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2011/entries/equality/. 
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intensity in this latter sense.
7
 Jordan’s understanding of (L) can therefore be stated more 

precisely as follows: 

(L**) If God is perfect, then God’s love must extend to every human and be 

maximally intense for every human.  

 

In the remainder of this article, when I discuss (L) I am referring to (L**). 

I now want to state Jordan’s understanding of the nature of love. Drawing on the 

work of Harry Frankfurt,
8
 Jordan claims that divine love has two conceptually necessary 

features (53); he later indicates that these two features are necessary for all personal love 

(62). I refer to Jordan’s understanding of the necessary conditions of love as follows:  

(NCL): For all persons S and P, if S loves P, then (i) S has a disinterested concern 

for P and (ii) S takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P.
9
  

 

Jordan’s understanding of how to determine the intensity of love develops out of 

(NCL). Jordan thinks that the intensity of one’s love increases as one’s concern for the 

beloved increases and as one’s identification with the interests of the beloved increases. 

Further, based on his discussion of friendship (62-63), Jordan affirms the following 

connection between concern for the beloved and identifying with the interests of the 

beloved: 

(C&I): For all persons S and P, the greater the concern S has for P, the more S 

takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P.
10

 

 

                                                 
7
 Jordan has affirmed that this is the correct understanding of equal maximal intensity in 

correspondence.  

8
 Jordan states “this characterization of divine love is influenced by the analysis of love found in 

Harry G. Frankfurt, The Reasons of Love (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), 79-80.” (53, 

note 2).  

9
 Jordan’s understandings of the interest of a person and identifying with the interests of a person 

will be evaluated in §5. 

10
 This is Jordan’s principle (B) on p. 62; I have simply changed the name of the principle. 
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(NCL) and (C&I) together imply a proportionate relationship between (i) the intensity of 

love for the beloved and (ii) identification with the interests of the beloved. Jordan’s 

account of the intensity of love can therefore be summarized as follows: 

(IL) For all persons S and P, the greater the intensity of S’s love for P, the more S 

takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P. 

 

 

§5.2: Jordan’s Divine Perfection Argument against (L)  

With a more precise understanding of Jordan’s account of (L), the nature of love, 

and the intensity of love in place, I can now present his main argument against (L), which 

I refer to as the divine perfection argument. Jordan grounds his argument in a discussion 

of perfect being theology (see 55-59). Here I will simply list the three principles of 

perfect being theology advocated by Jordan. Jordan summarizes what he takes to be the 

fundamental idea of perfect being theology as follows: 

(PT)  For any property F, God has F if having F increases the positive 

metaphysical status of God; and, God has F to that degree which maximally 

contributes to the positive metaphysical status of God when conjoined with all the 

other properties God has (57).
11

  

 

Another principle of perfect being theology which Jordan affirms is his “Consequence 

principle”: 

(CP) For all properties F & F', and individuals S, if F is a great-making property, 

and F' is an entailment of F, and S has F' solely in virtue of having F, then having 

F' cannot be worse-making (a defect) for S (59).  

 

                                                 
11

 Jordan initially presents this thesis as the following biconditional:  

(PT) For any property F, God has F if and only if having F increases the positive 

metaphysical status of God, and for any other properties F1, F2…Fn had by God, God 

has F to that degree which maximally contributes to the positive metaphysical status of 

God when conjoined with F1, F2… Fn.  

He argues that this biconditional is false because he thinks God clearly has properties which are not great-

making properties (e.g., God has the property of having at least five beliefs and not being the number nine). 
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The idea of (CP) is that “there is a kind of weak preservation among great-making 

properties and their consequences – defects cannot flow out of enhancements” (59).  

For the purpose of his argument against (L), Jordan’s key principle is his 

“Transvaluation Denial principle”: 

(TD) For all properties F, if F is a deficiency (intrinsically bad) when had by a 

human, then F cannot be a great-making property when had by God (58).
12

 

 

Jordan recognizes that (TD) is the most controversial of these theses in addition to being 

the foundational principle of his argument. He therefore devotes a section of his paper to 

defending this thesis (I evaluate and respond to his defense of (TD) in §4).  

With these principles of perfect being theology in place, Jordan presents and 

defends the final premise of his argument. Jordan states that “a human who loved all 

other humans equally and impartially would have a life significantly impoverished” (60). 

For humans, argues Jordan, a life in which all loves are equal is “clearly a defective life.” 

(61). With this premise in place, Jordan summarizes his divine perfection argument 

against (L) as follows: 

Jordan’s Summary: According to (L), the love of a perfect being must be as flat 

and as deep as possible. It’s clear, however, that having one’s loves perfectly flat 

would be a defect for a human. And, given (TD), it follows that God’s love being 

perfectly flat would not be great-making. Moreover, just as lacking deep 

relationships would be intrinsically bad for a human, the same holds for God. So 

if God is perfect, then the divine love need not be as wide and flat as possible, as 

perfection could not require a property the possession of which would lead to a 

life defective in significant respects. Proposition (L), in other words, is false (64, 

emphasis original).  

 

                                                 
12

 Jordan states the principle as 

(TD) For all properties F, if F is a deficiency when had by a human, then F cannot be a 

great-making property when had by God (58). 

Jordan goes on to clarify that by “deficiency” he means something that is intrinsically bad when had by a 

human, so I have added the parenthetical phrase.  
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I take it that this paragraph sums up the argument against (L) that Jordan explicitly sets 

out to give.  

 

§5.3: Jordan’s Nature of Love Argument against (L) 

After presenting his divine perfection argument, Jordan devotes a considerable 

portion of his article to responding to potential objections. He first considers an objection 

questioning his claim that maximally intense love for all humans would be a defect in 

humans. I take Jordan’s response to constitute a new and conceptually distinct argument 

against (L), one that does not depend on his perfect being theology principles. I refer to 

this argument as the nature of love argument.
13

 Simply stated, Jordan argues that it is 

impossible for anyone, including God, to love every human with maximal intensity.  

Recall from §1 that Jordan affirms the following thesis on the intensity of love:  

(IL) For all persons S and P, the greater the intensity of S’s love for P, the more S 

takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P. 

 

Jordan then argues that “persons have different and often conflicting interests” (62). But 

if people have conflicting interests, and if intensity of love is dependent on identifying 

with the interests of the beloved, then Jordan thinks it is impossible to love everyone 

maximally. This is so because, according to Jordan, if someone identifies with an interest, 

she cannot identify with an incompatible interest. Further, this in-principle impossibility 

applies to God as well as humans: 

If God were to love certain humans, and thereby identify with their interests, then 

God could not identify with incompatible interests. In other words, even God 

cannot love or befriend every human in the deepest way (63).  

 

                                                 
13

 Wesling claims that there are in fact three distinct arguments in Jordan’s case against (L) (“The 

Scope of God’s Supreme Love: A Defense of Talbott’s Contention That God Truly Loves Us All,” 348.).  
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This argument is conceptually independent of Jordan’s proffered principles of perfect 

being theology, depending instead on Jordan’s account of the necessary conditions of 

love (NCL) and his account of the intensity of love (IL). The argument therefore can and 

should stand on its own as an independent argument against (L). 

 Having briefly outlined Jordan’s divine perfection argument and his nature of 

love argument, I argue in the next two sections of the paper why both arguments fail to 

give us reason to reject (L). 

 

§5.4: Evaluating the divine perfection argument against (L)  

The divine perfection argument’s fundamental flaw is that even if Jordan’s 

premises of perfect being theology are true and his premise concerning the intrinsic 

badness of human maximally intense love for all other humans is true, a denial of (L) 

does not clearly follow.  

 Jordan unfortunately never presents his argument formally. Working from 

Jordan’s summary (quoted above) and his commitment to (TD) playing a fundamental 

role in the argument, I interpret his argument as follows (I refer to this argument as the 

Divine Perfection Argument):
14

 

(DP1) For all properties F, if F is a deficiency (intrinsically bad) when had by a 

human, then F cannot be a great-making property when had by God [Jordan’s 

(TD)]. 

(DP2) The property of loving every person with equal maximal intensity would 

be a deficiency (intrinsically bad) if had by humans. 

(DP3) Therefore, the property of loving every person with equal maximal 

intensity cannot be a great-making property when had by God.  

(DP4) If the property of loving every person with equal maximal intensity cannot 

be a great-making property when had by God, it would be a deficiency 

(intrinsically bad) when had by God.  

                                                 
14

 The argument assumes that God exists and that God is perfect.  



103 

(DP5) Therefore, the property of loving every person with equal maximal 

intensity would be a deficiency (intrinsically bad) when had by God.   

(DP6) Therefore, it is not the case that God’s love must be maximally extended 

and maximally intense.  

(DP7) If (L), then God’s love must be maximally extended and maximally 

intense. 

(DP8) Therefore, (L) is false. 

 

As an initial evaluation of the argument, Jordan has not defended any thesis of 

perfect being theology that justifies the inference from (DP5) to (DP6), nor would this 

inference be justified by an entailment of the theses he defends (recall (PT), (TD), and 

(CP) listed in §2). I do not take this to be a serious problem for his argument, however. 

Most proponents of perfect being theology would affirm something like the following 

divine property denial thesis: 

(PD) For all properties F, if F would decrease the positive metaphysical status had 

by God, then God does not have that property.  

 

This would support the inference from (DP5) to (DP6), and I will assume that Jordan 

affirms something like this thesis.  

Jordan focuses his efforts on defending (DP1) and (DP2). And from these two 

premises it follows that the property of maximally intense love for all humans cannot be a 

great-making property of God. The problem for Jordan’s argument arises in attempting to 

go from (DP3) to (DP5). I’ve stated my best understanding of Jordan’s attempt to do this 

as depending on the following premise: 

(DP4) If the property of loving every person with equal maximal intensity cannot 

be a great-making property when had by God, it would be a deficiency 

(intrinsically bad) when had by God.  

 

The problem for Jordan is that he does not supply any reason for thinking that this 

conditional is true. Further, what Jordan says in explicating his key principle of perfect 

being theology (TD) ((DP1) in this argument) gives reason to revise the claim of (DP4). 



104 

In his discussion of (TD), Jordan clarifies that there are two ways a property which is a 

deficiency for humans cannot be a great-making property of God (58): (i) because having 

that property is intrinsically worse-making, or (ii) because having it is not intrinsically 

good, even if having that property is not worse-making for God (Jordan refers to the latter 

kind of property as a neutral property). Since Jordan thinks that a property which is a 

deficiency when had by humans can be a worse-making property or a neutral property 

when had by God, (DP4) should revised as follows: 

(DP4*)  If the property of loving every person with an equal intensity cannot be a 

great-making property when had by God, it would either be (i) an intrinsically 

bad property when had by God, or (ii) a neutral property when had by God.  

 

(DP5) would then need to be revised as 

(DP5*)  The property of loving every person with an equal intensity would not be 

a neutral property when had by God, so it would be intrinsically bad when had 

by God.   

 

The problematic premise now becomes (DP5*). First, Jordan does not give any 

argument for why one should accept (DP5*). Second, Jordan gives no general way to 

adjudicate whether a property which would not be a great-making property for God 

would be a neutral property or an intrinsically bad property. Third, there is no way for 

Jordan to argue that a property is intrinsically bad for God on the basis of the badness of 

the property for humans, since this can only show that the property is either bad for God 

or neutral for God.  

Further, gleaning from what Jordan says about possible divine neutral properties, 

there is some reason to think that the property maximally intense love for all humans 

would be better thought of as a neutral property rather than an intrinsically bad property 

for God. Jordan argues that impassibility (58-59) and inability to sin (60), both often 
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understood to be great-making properties of God, cannot be great-making properties of 

God on the basis of (TD), since these properties would be deficiencies for humans. He 

nowhere insinuates, however, that these properties are intrinsically bad properties. 

Rather, he seems to think that these two properties follow from other of God’s great-

making properties. Recall Jordan’s (CP), one of his principles of perfect being theology: 

(CP) For all properties F & F', and individuals S, if F is a great-making property, 

and F' is an entailment of F, and S has F' solely in virtue of having F, then 

having F' cannot be worse-making (a defect) for S.  

 

This means that if impassibility and inability to sin follow from great-making properties, 

they must be neutral properties of God rather than intrinsically bad properties.  

The proponent of (L) can defend a similar analysis of divine maximally extended 

and equally intense love. Even if one grants Jordan’s conclusion that the property 

maximally intense love for all humans is not a great-making property for God because of 

(TD), the property could plausibly be entailed by one of God’s great-making properties 

(justice or impartiality seem to be good candidates). If this is the case, not only does 

Jordan not have an argument for (DP5*), the proponent of (L) has a positive case against 

(DP5*).  

To state the problem again: Jordan has focused on defending (TD) and the 

intrinsic badness of human maximally extended and maximally intense love. But from 

these premises, it only follows that the property maximally intense love for all humans is 

not a great-making property, which means it could be either intrinsically bad for God or 

neutral for God. In order to deny (L), Jordan needs to argue that the property is 

intrinsically bad. But Jordan offers no argument for this, and has no clear way to argue 

for this on the basis of (TD) or any other of his principles of perfect being theology. 
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Further, there is some reason to think that the property would be a divine neutral property 

of rather than an intrinsically bad property. In light of these considerations, I conclude 

that a rejection of (L) does not follow from the premises of the divine perfection 

argument which Jordan has defended. 

 In attempting to show that the divine perfection argument does not support the 

denial of (L), I granted (DP1) and (DP2) for the sake of evaluating the argument. I in fact 

think there are reasons to question both premises.  

First, I think we have reason to reject (DP1): 

(DP1) For all properties F, if F is a deficiency (intrinsically bad) when had by a 

human, then F cannot be a great-making property when had by God [Jordan’s 

(TD)]. 

 

Jordan recognizes that (TD) is controversial, and accordingly focuses a section of his 

paper on defending it (59-60). He states that his support for (TD) takes two steps: “First, 

the most promising counterexamples to (TD) will be discussed and found wanting. 

Second, the reason why these alleged counterexamples fail will be explained” (59).  

One potential counterexample to (TD) which Jordan examines is the property 

being unable to sin. This property would plausibly be a deficiency for humans, as the 

ability to sin is a necessary condition for the intrinsic human good of developing morally 

virtuous character.
15

 Yet many theists understand this property to be one of God’s great-

making properties. In response, Jordan argues that the property being unable to sin, while 

probably an entailment of one of God’s great-making properties, cannot be a great-

                                                 
15

 Jordan says in stating his potential counterexample that “Having F [being unable to sin] would 

be a deficiency for humans, since they would thereby lack libertarian freedom…” I think that, as Michael 

Murray has argued, libertarian freedom may not be a great good for humans in itself; rather, morally 

significant freedom is an instrumental good because it is required for humans to engage in soul-making, 

which is an intrinsic good for humans. Thus I have modified the statement. See Michael Murray, “Deus 

Absconditus,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002), 62–82. 
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making property itself. This is so because the property could possibly be instantiated 

through causal or psychological determinism, with the property thereby resulting from a 

power external to the agent. Jordan thinks that “since there are possible circumstances in 

which having the property of being unable to sin does not enhance an agent’s greatness, 

the property of being unable to sin is not great-making” (60).  

I find Jordan’s response inadequate because his statement of the divine property 

under consideration is imprecise; when the property is stated more precisely, Jordan’s 

response won’t work. The great-making property of God which concerns inability to sin 

is not merely being unable to sin – after all, rocks have this property. Rather, God has the 

great-making property of impeccability, which can be understood as being unable to sin 

because of necessary moral goodness.
16

 It seems that impeccability would still be a 

deficiency for humans for the reasons given above. But the property of impeccability 

cannot be brought about through causal or psychological determinism from an outside 

source. Therefore, the property of impeccability seems to provide a counterexample to 

(TD). Since Jordan does not present a positive case for (TD) and his response to a key 

counterexample is unsuccessful, there is good reason to reject (TD), thereby rejecting 

premise (DP1) of the argument. 

Second, I also think we have reason to reject (DP2): 

(DP2) The property of loving every person with equal maximal intensity would 

be a deficiency (intrinsically bad) if had by humans. 

 

                                                 
16

 See the discussion of impeccability in Edward R. Wierenga, The Nature of God (Cornell 

University Press, 1989), 202-212. 
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The fundamental support Jordan initially gives for this premise is his statement that “a 

human who loved all other humans equally and impartially would have a life 

significantly impoverished” (60). He supports this initial statement as follows: 

Much of the richness of life flows from one’s friendships and one’s spouse and 

one’s children, and within these attachments there is a love which is neither 

impartial nor equally shared by all other persons, as one loves her beloved more 

than she does others. It is not just that one manifests her love for the beloved 

differently from how one manifests her love for others. No, a person appropriately 

loves his own children more than other children (61).   

 

I find myself in general agreement with everything said here. But I don’t think that any of 

this entails that maximally intense love for all humans would be an intrinsically bad 

property for a human to possess.  

One general claim that Jordan seems to make here is that impartial love would be 

bad for humans.
17

 Given what Jordan has written, it appears that by impartial love he 

means something like love that does not respond to the uniqueness of the beloved and is 

not conditioned by the unique relationship with the beloved (in the remainder of this 

section I use ‘impartial’ in this sense). Understood in this way, I agree that impartial love 

is deficient for humans. But again, the divine perfection argument requires that the 

property equal maximally intense love for all humans be a deficiency when had by 

humans. So if maximally intense love for all humans can be instantiated without impartial 

love, then the deficiency of impartial love does not support (DP2).  Perhaps Jordan thinks 

that all cases of equally intense love between two or more humans would require 

impartiality, which would make every case of equally intense love a deficiency for 

humans. But this doesn’t seem to be the case. Think about parental love. Proper parental 

                                                 
17

The terms impartiality and partiality are used in different and nuanced ways in the ethics 

literature. Impartiality normally is applied to considerations of our moral duties rather than the appropriate 

way to love. For more on this discussion about how these terms are used, see Marcia Brown, “Impartiality 

and Friendship,” Ethics 101 (July 1991): 836–857. 
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love is not impartial; a parent loves each child by being concerned for his or her unique 

and individual good. But to love each of one’s children in their unique individuality does 

not require that the parent love her children with different degrees of intensity – a 

parent’s love can and should be equally intense without being impartial. Similarly, a man 

who is a husband and a father should love his wife and his daughter according to the 

unique relationship he has with each, but this does not require he love one or the other 

more intensely. These cases show that there is no prima facie reason to think that equally 

intense love that requires impartiality. 

So it seems that Jordan’s case for (DP2) must depend on it being the case that to 

love all humans with equal intensity would be intrinsically bad for humans. I think, 

however, there is reason to reject this claim. Consider a world where only four people 

exist – a husband and wife, and their two sons (this could be the actual world at an early 

point in humanity’s history, or a possible world). In this case, it seems that each 

individual could love the other three fully and with equal intensity, and not have an 

impoverished life. And if it is possible that maximally intense love for all humans is not a 

deficiency, then the property can’t be an intrinsic deficiency for a human.
18

  

I affirm this while agreeing with Jordan that for humans in the actual world at the 

current time, attempting to love every person with equal intensity would lead to deficient 

loving relationships. This is so because, as finite beings with limited time, limited 

abilities, and limited emotional resources, we are not able to love everyone equally while 

                                                 
18

 A similar argument is made by Wessling in “The Scope of God’s Supreme Love,” 349..  
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also loving fully and deeply.
19

 But even if achieving maximally intense love for all 

humans is impossible for us because of our creaturely limitations and contingent 

circumstances, this does not entail that the property is an intrinsic deficiency when had by 

humans.  

 Of course, key to adjudicating the plausibility of (DP2) is one’s understanding of 

the nature of love and how one evaluates the intensity of love (issues I address in §5). 

When Jordan responds to an objection to (DP2) similar to the one I give here, he turns to 

considerations of the nature of love and how one should measure love’s intensity. As I 

outlined in §3, Jordan responds by arguing that in light of his understanding of the nature 

and intensity of love, it is not possible for anyone (including God) to have maximal love 

for all humans. But as I argued above, this is a distinct argument against (L), and it is 

independent of the divine perfection argument. In the next section I attempt to argue that 

this nature of love argument fails. But regardless of the success of my response, if 

Jordan’s defense of (DP2) depends on his nature of love argument, and this argument 

constitutes a direct argument against (L) independent of (DP1) and (DP2), then at best 

Jordan’s divine perfection argument is superfluous in Jordan’s case against (L).   

To recap my case against Jordan’s divine perfection argument: I have argued that 

Jordan’s divine perfection argument does not lead to a denial of (L) even if his key 

premises (DP1) and (DP2) are granted. I have also argued against (DP1), showing that 

Jordan’s response to a key counterexample to (TD) fails. Finally, I have argued that there 

is reason to reject (DP2), and that Jordan’s case for this premise must ultimately stand or 

fall with the conceptually separate nature of love argument (to be examined in the next 

                                                 
19

 See Robert Adams’s discussion of this point in Adams, Finite and Infinite Goods; Diane Jeske, 

“Friendship, Virtue, and Impartiality,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 57, no. 1 (March 

1997): 51–72. 
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section). In light of these considerations, Jordan’s divine perfection argument against (L) 

fails.  

 

§5.5: Evaluating the Nature of Love Argument against (L) 

If Jordan is to have a successful case against (L), it will need to come from his 

Nature of Love Argument. Like the divine perfection argument, Jordan does not give a 

premised presentation of the nature of love argument, so I summarize the argument as 

follows:  

(NL1) For all persons S and P, if S loves P with maximal intensity, then S must 

take as his own or identify with all of P’s interests.  

(NL2) For some humans S and P, S and P have incompatible interests. 

(NL3) No one can take as his own or identify with incompatible interests.  

(NL4) Therefore, no one (including God) can love every human with maximal 

intensity. 

(NL5) If (L), then God must love every human with maximal intensity. 

(NL6) Therefore, (L) is false. 

 

While I think this argument has fewer problems than the divine perfection argument, I 

remain unconvinced that it gives us reason to reject (L). In what follows I argue that two 

of the argument’s key premises – (NL1) and (NL3) – can be challenged, depending on 

how two key concepts in the argument should be understood: (i) interest of a person, and 

(ii) identifying with an interest of a person.  

Since the concept of a person’s interests appears in (NL1), (NL2), and (NL3), to 

evaluate the argument we need to understand what Jordan means by the term. In 

presenting his defense of (NL2), Jordan states that he “understand[s] an interest of a 

person as a desire or goal had by that person – something the person cares about – or as 

something benefiting the person” (62, note 26). This statement contains an ambiguity. In 

the first disjunct of this disjunction, Jordan’s explanation of an interest conflates a 
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propositional attitude (“a desire or goal”) and the object of the attitude (the something 

which the person cares about). Since the second disjunct refers to something rather than a 

propositional attitude about that something, and since in the rest of the paper Jordan 

seems to use interest to refer to the “something” which is desired, cared about, or 

beneficial for the person, I summarize Jordan’s stated account of an interest as follows: 

Interest1: Something
20

 is an interest of person S if and only if it is something S 

desires or cares about, or it is something that benefits S. 

 

I note two things about this understanding of interests. First, Jordan recognizes that a 

person can have something as an interest without caring about it, as long as that 

something benefits the person. This account also affirms that if someone desires or cares 

about something, then it is an interest of the person, whether or not it is beneficial to the 

person.  

In defending the claim that persons have incompatible interests, Jordan gives the 

following example of what incompatible interests would look like: 

Suppose you have an ample supply of tickets to a concert, but Smith will attend 

only if Jones does not. Although you prefer going with both, you decide to attend 

with Jones even though you know that this means Smith will not attend. You have 

done nothing wrong, as your hands were tied by the intransigence of your friends. 

To secure the interests of one may entail thwarting those of another (62).    

 

In this case, I take it that the conflicting interests would be something like going to the 

concert without Jones for Smith and going to the concert for Jones.  

If we understand personal interests in terms of interest1, (NL2) seems eminently 

plausible – no one should deny that there are actual cases like the possible example given 

above.  But this understanding of personal interests creates a fatal problem for (NL1), for 

                                                 
20

 Jordan does not specify what kinds of things can stand in for “something,” but from his 

discussion I take these “somethings” to primarily be states of affairs, though it seems plausible that there 

could be interests in persons (and perhaps other things) that are not reducible to interests in states of affairs.  
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Jordan himself gives reason to deny that maximal love requires identifying with all of the 

interests1 of a person. 

(NL1) depends on Jordan’s understanding of the nature of love (NCL) and 

intensity of love (IL). Recall that Jordan claims that divine love requires that (i) God has 

a disinterested concern for the beloved and that (ii) God takes as his own or identifies 

with the interests of the beloved. In discussing these two necessary conditions of divine 

love, Jordan makes an important clarification. He claims that because of God’s 

disinterested concern for the one loved, “God would identify with no interest 

incompatible with the beloved’s well being… love does not require identifying with 

interests harmful or destructive” (53). So assuming interest1 as the correct account of a 

person’s interests, Jordan himself should deny (NL1) – maximal love would not require 

identifying with interests that are harmful or destructive. The problem presented here is 

straightforward: if the account of a person’s interests Jordan explicitly gives in defending 

(NL2) is accepted, Jordan himself gives reason to deny (NL1).  

 For (NL1) to be plausible, Jordan needs another account of a person’s interest, 

one that lines up with what he says about concern for a person’s well-being constraining 

the interests that love must identify with. I propose the following modification of 

Jordan’s original account: 

Interest2: Something is an interest of person S if and only if it is something S 

desires or cares about which is not harmful or destructive for S, or it is something 

that benefits S. 

 

To support (NL2) Jordan would need to show that there are incompatible interests2. 

Jordan’s stated example of incompatible interests involving Smith and Jones doesn’t 

exemplify a clear case of incompatible interests2; on the most natural reading of the 



114 

situation, Smith’s interest in attending the concert without Jones would be harmful for 

Smith. Another case that Jordan provides, though, seems to show that there can be 

incompatible interests2:  

Jones and his sons: Jones has two children, Peter and Paul… With only one 

available ticket to the concert which both Peter and Paul strongly desire to attend, 

Jones takes Peter rather than Paul to the concert (64).  

 

Here Peter attending the concert and Paul attending the concert seem to be incompatible 

interests2. I accept that there are incompatible interests2, and unless noted, when I refer to 

interests in what follows, I refer to interest2. 

The example of Jones and his sons comes from an objection against Jordan’s 

position which he addresses in his essay. I will argue that the example of Jones and his 

sons motivates two possible criticisms of the nature of love argument, depending on how 

identifying with an interest should be understood. I argue first that on a plausible account 

of identifying with an interest, one can identify with incompatible interests (i.e., (NL3) is 

false). I then argue that if one accepts Jordan’s alternate account of identifying with an 

interest, then one should reject Jordan’s claim that maximal love requires identifying with 

all the interests of the beloved (i.e., (NL1) is false). 

Jordan felicitously states the general insight to be gleaned from the example of 

Jones and his sons when he writes,  

It does not follow, one might object, that Jones [by taking Peter rather than Paul 

to the concert] thereby loves Paul less than Peter, since perhaps earlier Jones had 

taken Paul rather than Peter, or at some future occasion, Jones will take Paul. Or 

perhaps Jones will seek to compensate Paul in some way for failing to take him to 

this concert. Perhaps, even, Jones tossed a coin and Peter, lucky on this occasion, 

won the toss (64-65).  
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I take it that any of these possible circumstances would make the claim that Jones loved 

Peter more than he loved Paul false. Further, many other cases like this one can be given; 

just change the particulars of the story.  

 Recall that Jordan’s premise (NL3) states that no one can identify with 

incompatible interests. The truth of this statement clearly depends on how Jordan’s oft-

used phrase taking as one’s own or identifying with an interest is to be understood.  

The following seems to me a plausible account of identifying with an interest: 

Identifying1: For all persons S and P, S identifies with P’s interest A if and only if 

S desires or cares about A in part because it is an interest of P.  

 

Jordan himself gives some reason to think that this account is plausible. I noted above 

that for Jordan desiring or caring about something is sufficient to make it an interest of a 

person, which would give us some reason to think that desiring or caring is at least 

sufficient to identify with an interest as well. With this in mind, consider the following 

example. Jill’s interest is having a new family car (call this C). In order for her husband 

Jack to identify with Jill’s interest C, it is not enough for C to be Jack’s interest as well. 

Jill can have C as an interest and Jack can have C as an interest, but if Jack does not 

desire C at least in part on account of it being Jill’s interest, then he has not identified 

with her interest. In order to identify with Jill’s interest, Jack must desire C at least in part 

because it is Jill’s interest. This example shows the plausibility of identifying1, and it 

seems to me that identifying1 also accounts for other situations where I would affirm that 

someone has identified with the interest of another. 

Applying this account of identifying with a person’s interest to the example of 

Jones and his sons, Jones can identify with both Peter’s and Paul’s interests. Jones can 

desire that Peter go to the concert and Paul go to the concert because he knows that they 
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both have this as an interest. He can do this even if he knows that there is only one ticket 

available. It further seems that Jones can identify with Paul’s interest even after he has 

given the ticket to Peter, for Jones could continue to desire that Paul be with him at the 

concert because he knows that Paul desires to be there.  

To sum up, I think there is something right about Jordan’s position that God 

maximally loving a person entails God’s identifying with all of that person’s interests 

(when understood as interest2). On what I take to be a good understanding of identifying 

with an interest (identifying1), this requires that for God to maximally love a person he 

must desire or care about all of that person’s interests in part because they are interests of 

that person. But on this understanding of identifying with an interest, it seems that one 

can identify with incompatible interests, which makes Jordan’s (NL3) false.  

 Jordan considers the possibility that “failing to satisfy an interest… does not 

imply that one does not fully identify with it,” but he rejects this view (65). The core of 

Jordan’s response can be found in the following statement: 

…[N]o one could identify with (take as his own) interests which are known to be 

incompatible. Two interests are incompatible just in case attempts to bring about 

one of them require that the other be impeded. If S identifies with interest A, he 

would seek to promote or advance or satisfy A. So, consider two incompatible 

interests, B & not-B. No one could knowingly and rationally identify with B and 

concurrently with not-B, since he would then be in a position of both seeking to 

promote B and seeking to impede B (by seeking to promote not-B) at the same 

time (65, emphasis mine). 

 

Here Jordan assumes an alternate account of identifying with an interest: 

Identifying2: For all persons S and P, if S identifies with P’s interest A, then S 

must seek to promote or advance or satisfy A.  

 

Jordan’s case for (NL3) depends on this necessary condition for identifying with an 

interest. And if identifying2 is granted, then it may be that one cannot identify with 
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incompatible interests. But why accept that one must promote or advance or satisfy 

someone else’s interest in order to identify with it? As I noted above, in Jordan’s 

description of an interest of a person he does not require that a person seek to promote or 

advance or satisfy her interest in order to have the interest – caring about it is sufficient. 

So it seems ad hoc to require, for example, Jack to seek to satisfy Jill’s interest in order to 

identify with it when Jill doesn’t have to seek to satisfy the interest to have it as an 

interest. Further, examples like Jones and his son Paul seem to indicate that one can 

identify with interests one doesn’t all things considered seek to promote or advance or 

satisfy. Let me give another case: Ted identifies with his daughter Leah’s interest in 

having a puppy; Ted desires that she have a puppy because he knows that she desires this. 

And Ted continues to identify with Leah’s interest even though he doesn’t get her a 

puppy because he has an overriding reason not to get her a puppy (Ted’s son is allergic to 

dogs). Accordingly I am unconvinced that we should adopt Jordan’s understanding of 

identifying with an interest (identifying2) which grounds his defense of (NL3).  

 If I were to grant Jordan’s identifying2 account, I would reject Jordan’s claim 

(NL1) – that maximally intense love requires identifying with all of a person’s interests. 

As I’ve already stated, (NL1) depends on  

(NCL): If person S loves person P, then (i) S has a disinterested concern for P and 

(ii) S takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P. 

and 

(IL) For all persons S and P, the greater the intensity of S’s love for P, the more S 

takes as his own or identifies with the interests of P. 

 

First, consider (IL). I take it that the case of Jones and his sons shows that Jones can love 

both Peter and Paul equally, while in this case identifying2 with Peter’s interests rather 

than Paul’s by giving Peter the ticket. Here I appeal to fact over theory: if Jordan’s 



118 

understanding of (IL) entails that Jones loves Peter to a greater degree than he loves Paul, 

then so much the worse for Jordan’s account.  

 I think there are many other cases which indicate that intensity of love does not 

depend on identifying2 with interests. Do we want to say that in the above example Ted’s 

love for Leah is not as intense as it would be if he got a puppy for her when doing so 

would cause Ted’s son (Leah’s brother) to suffer? Consider another example if you’re not 

convinced yet. Katie makes her young son Jacob his favorite dessert. She brings the 

dessert to him with a green fork. Jacob would prefer a blue fork, so he asks his mother if 

he can have a blue fork instead. (Let’s assume that Jacob’s desire for a blue fork is not 

harmful or destructive.) Unfortunately, there aren’t any blue forks in the house. Since 

Katie loves her son, she cares about her son’s interests and thereby desires that Jacob 

have a blue fork (i.e., she identifies1 with Jacob’s interest). Unfortunately the only blue 

forks in the state are a three hour drive away. Jordan’s account of intensity of love 

combined with his account of identifying with an interest imply that if Katie went to the 

store and got Jacob a blue fork, her love would be more intense than if she asks him to eat 

with the green fork. But surely it is wrong to think that Katie loves Jacob less because she 

decides not to drive across the state to get him a blue fork. In summary, assuming that 

identifying with an interest implies attempting to promote or satisfy that interest (i.e., 

assuming identifying2), there are many cases we can consider which give reason to reject 

Jordan’s account of the intensity of love, and therefore (NL1) should be rejected.  

  More broadly, I think that Jordan’s (NCL) (which undergirds (NL1)) is not the 

best way to understand the necessary conditions for love. According to the account of 

love I find most plausible (the account of love provided by Aquinas among others), love 
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has two necessary conditions; love requires a desire for the good of the beloved (which 

corresponds to one of Jordan’s necessary conditions), and love also requires a desire for 

relationship with the beloved (which Jordan doesn’t address).
21

 Neither of these two 

conditions would require identifying2 with all the interests of a person in order to 

maximally love that person. It does seem that desiring the good of the beloved requires 

identifying2 with the beloved’s interest in his ultimate good. Along with most of the 

Christian tradition, I see each person’s interest in his ultimate good as being fulfilled by a 

personal relationship with God. And I see no reason to think that God could not identify2 

with (i.e., seek to promote or advance) every person’s ultimate interest in having a loving 

relationship with God (even though some will not choose to desire or care about this 

interest for themselves and thus not have the salvific relationship which is their true 

good).  

Let me sum up my case against Jordan’s nature of love argument. If a person’s 

interest is understood according to Jordan’s explicit statement of what constitutes an 

interest (i.e., interest1), then Jordan’s own affirmation that God would not identify with 

harmful or destructive interests gives reason to deny (NL1). So to make the argument 

plausible I modified Jordan’s account of interest to interest2. I then argued that if 

identifying with an interest is understood as identifying1, then one can identify with 

incompatible interests, making (NL3) false. Finally, I argued that if identifying with the 

interests of a person is understood as identifying2, then it seems that (NL1) is false. There 

are clear cases where a lover fails to seek to promote or satisfy a beloved’s interest 

without that failure counting against the intensity of the love. This makes sense on my 
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 Eleonore Stump gives a helpful and insightful explication of Aquinas account of the nature of 

love in chapter 5 of Stump, Wandering in Darkness. These two conditions of love are also recognized by 

Robert Adams in his article Adams, “Pure Love.” 
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proffered account of love, on which the intensity of love depends on the intensity of the 

concern for the beloved’s good and the intensity of desire for relationship with the 

beloved, but not on the number of interests of the beloved the lover seeks to satisfy.  

 

§5.6: Conclusion 

Jordan rightly recognizes that the truth or falsity of (L) is fundamentally important 

to contemporary discussions of the argument from divine hiddenness. It is also 

intrinsically important for those who desire to know God. Jordan’s case against (L) is 

original and provocative, but I have tried to show that it is ultimately unsuccessful. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

A Critical Evaluation of Rea’s Response to the Problem of Divine Hiddenness  

 

 

In a recent discussion of the problem of hiddenness, Michael Rea briefly presents 

and defends an argument from divine hiddenness which he thinks encapsulates the 

problem of divine hiddenness, and then develops a detailed and nuanced response to this 

argument.
1
 Importantly, Rea claims that his response to his argument from hiddenness 

does not depend on the commonly held theistic view that God allows hiddenness to 

secure human goods. Rea proposes that what justifies God in allowing hiddenness is the 

good of God acting in accord with the divine personality. Further, Rea contends that 

hiddenness is compatible with God’s concern for all people because God has provided a 

widely and readily accessible way to experience his presence despite divine hiddenness – 

humans can have mediated experiences of God made available via Christian scripture and 

liturgy.  

Though the argument from hiddenness Rea develops and attempts to respond to 

differs from the AIN presented in chapter three, I think that it is important to evaluate 

Rea’s response to this argument. As I have tried to show in chapter two, there are a 

number of different ways that arguments from hiddenness can be developed, and it is 

good for the literature to expand beyond a focus on Schellenberg-type arguments. In this 

chapter I argue that Rea’s response to the argument from divine hiddenness he develops 

is unsuccessful. In order to do this, in §6.1 I outline Rea’s presentation of his version of 

                                                 
1
 Michael Rea, “Narrative, Liturgy, and the Hiddenness of God,” in Metaphysics and God: Essays 

in Honor of Eleonore Stump, ed. Kevin Timpe (New York: Routledge, 2009), 76–96. References to this 

work in the remainder of this paper will be made parenthetically in the text.  



122 

the argument from divine hiddenness and then in §6.2 I summarize Rea’s response to this 

argument from hiddenness. My critical evaluation is given in §6.3-§6.6. In §6.3, I argue 

that Rea’s stated understanding of “divine hiddenness” (or as he prefers “divine silence”) 

makes it such that the argument he presents fails to embody a plausible problem of 

hiddenness. Accordingly, I modify his account of divine silence, attempting to stay as 

true to his stipulative definition as feasible while providing a definition that grounds a 

plausible argument from hiddenness. In §6.4 I critique Rea’s appeal to the divine 

personality to justify divine hiddenness. In §6.5 I argue against Rea’s claim that God 

provides a way for persons who experience divine silence to encounter him through 

mediated experiences made available in scripture and liturgy. Finally, in §6.6 I challenge 

Rea’s claim that the availability of mediated experiences of God makes divine silence 

compatible with God’s concern for the well-being of all people.  

 

§6.1: Rea’s Argument from Hiddenness  

In order to offer a response to the problem of hiddenness, Rea begins by stating 

and defending an argument from hiddenness. His argument is presented as a reductio. If 

we assume that God exists, then the following mutually inconsistent claims also seem 

true: 

P1:  God has allowed himself to remain hidden from many people. 

P2:  It would be bad for an omnipotent, omniscient God to remain hidden from 

anyone. 

P3:  God, being perfectly good, cannot do anything that is bad.  

 

I refer to this argument as Rea’s inconsistent triad (RIT). (Unless I indicate otherwise, 

when I refer to the argument from hiddenness, I am referring to RIT.) 
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Rea doesn’t give any defense of P3, nor does he need to, since neither proponents 

nor opponents of arguments from hiddenness question the claim that if God exists, he 

would be perfectly good, nor that God’s goodness would entail that he cannot do 

anything that is bad.  

Regarding support for P1, Rea claims that defenses of the existence of hiddenness 

standardly cite something like the truth of the following two facts (76): 

INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE: For many people, the available a priori and empirical 

evidence in support of God’s existence is inconclusive: one can be fully aware of 

it and at the same time rationally believe that God does not exist.  

 

ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE: Many people – believers and unbelievers 

alike – have never had an experience that seems to them to be a direct experience 

or awareness of the love or presence of God; and those who do have such 

experiences have them rarely.  

 

Rea grants that these two facts are true. He argues, however, that the fact that 

INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE both obtain is better 

understood as “divine silence” rather than “divine hiddenness” (see 78-81). Rea then 

stipulates that when he speaks of divine silence he “will be speaking simply of the fact 

that INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE both obtain” (81). 

Though Rea doesn’t update RIT after arguing for the terminological change from “divine 

hiddenness” to “divine silence”, it will aid in understanding the argument to update RIT 

as follows
2
: 

P1*:  God has allowed INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE. 

P2*:  It would be bad for an omnipotent, omniscient God to allow INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE. 

P3:  God, being perfectly good, cannot do anything that is bad.  

                                                 
2
 This change is also supported by Rea’s statement that the proponent of the hiddenness argument 

can “replace talk about divine hiddenness with talk about the obtaining of INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and 

ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE” and the argument “would then proceed with much the same force as 

the original” (77). 
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(Since I don’t find the terminological preference for divine silence rather than divine 

hiddenness as important as Rea does, I use divine silence and divine hiddenness 

interchangeably. Unless I indicate otherwise, I use these terms in the way that Rea has 

stipulated.) 

Concerning support for P2*, Rea claims that the basic problem with divine silence 

is that it seems inconsistent with the following thesis (a thesis that seems entailed by 

God’s perfect goodness): 

DIVINE CONCERN: God strongly desires to promote the well-being of all his 

rational creatures, both now and in the afterlife (77). 

 

Rea rightly notes, however, that P2* is true only if divine hiddenness does not promote 

any good the promotion of which would justify God in permitting hiddenness. So the 

proponent of the argument from hiddenness claims that divine silence is all-things-

considered bad for God to allow, because it is inconsistent with DIVINE CONCERN. The 

opponent of the argument (assuming that he grants the existence of divine silence) must 

defend a God-justifying good which “would justify God in permitting whatever bad 

things come from divine hiddenness” (77).  

 

§6.2: Rea’s Response to RIT 

Rea’s intentions in responding to the RIT can be summarized as follows. Rea 

notes that most attempts to identify God-justifying goods assume that the good (or goods) 

which justify hiddenness must be a human good. Rea aims to buck this trend, intending 

“to defend a response to the problem of divine hiddenness that is consistent with the 

following claim” (78): 
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NO HUMAN GOOD: It is not the case that God permits INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE 

and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE in order to secure human goods. 

 

Rea will then argue that “even if NO HUMAN GOOD is true, divine hiddenness does not cast 

doubt on DIVINE CONCERN” (78). He thinks this is so if the following is true:  

DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE: God has provided some widely and readily accessible 

way of finding him and experiencing his presence despite silence. 

 

Rea will then argue that DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is in fact true. 

I think that Rea’s response can be stated as a defense of the following three 

separate theses (these are my statements of Rea’s theses, not his): 

T1 The good of divine acts which express God’s personality justifies divine 

silence (making Rea’s greater good account compatible with NO HUMAN 

GOOD). 

T2 Even if God does not permit divine silence in order to secure human goods, 

divine silence is compatible with DIVINE CONCERN so long as DIVINE SELF-

DISCLOSURE is true. 

T3 DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is true: Biblical narratives and liturgical acts are 

means by which we might find and experience the presence of God in the 

midst of divine silence. 

 

§6.2.1: Defending T1 

Rea recognizes that “it is easy to see why one might think” divine silence is 

incompatible with DIVINE CONCERN (81). Consider the experience of Mother Teresa, who 

longed to experience God’s presence but (according to her private writings) did not 

experience God’s presence at many times in her life. How could a compassionate God 

refrain from answering the cries of Mother Teresa and others like her? A human parent 

would surely draw near to his child and offer words of comfort and affection; shouldn’t 

we expect at least as much from a perfectly loving divine being? 

 In response, Rea claims that inferring that divine silence is incompatible with 

DIVINE CONCERN commits an error often committed in complaints about the behavior of 
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humans; it “depends on a particular interpretation of behavior that can in fact be 

interpreted in any of a number of different ways, depending upon what assumptions we 

make about the person’s beliefs, desires, motives, and overall personality” (82).  To make 

an accurate interpretation of someone’s behavior, one must know things like the person’s 

cultural background, what sort of social norms she is likely to know and respect, her 

views about what various kinds of behaviors communicate, and so on. And if we need 

this kind of information to interpret human behavior, then we should be slow to interpret 

the behavior of the God of the universe. Even with the witness of Christian Scripture, Rea 

thinks “we have precious little by way of clear and reliable information about God’s 

personality and about his general style of interacting with others” (82).   

Since we don’t know these key facts about God necessary for interpreting his 

behavior, divine silence may simply be the result of an expression of God’s unique 

personality and/or God’s preferences about how to interact with creatures like us. This 

possibility becomes Rea’s proposed God-justifying good: “…divine silence is an 

outgrowth of the divine personality or of God’s preferences about how to interact with 

creatures like us…” (86). Since it is intrinsically good for God to live out God’s 

personality, this intrinsic good justifies God allowing divine silence. Further, the good of 

God acting according to his personality is not a human good, so Rea’s proposed God-

justifying good is compatible with NO HUMAN GOOD.  

Rea acknowledges that God acting in accord with his personality does result in 

suffering, which seems to indicate that God is unconcerned for those who experience 

divine silence. But he defends as plausible the following claim: 

It might be that our suffering in the fact of divine silence is unreasonable, due 

more to our own immaturity or dysfunction than to any lack of kindness on God’s 
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part. Perhaps it results from our own untrusting, uncharitable interpretations of 

divine silence, or from an inappropriate refusal to accept God for who God is and 

to accept God’s preferences about when and in what ways to communicate with 

us (84-85).
3
 

 

 

§6.2.2: Defending T2 

Rea acknowledges, however, that if “God had provided no way for us to find him 

or experience his presence in the midst of his silence,” divine silence would be 

incompatible with DIVINE CONCERN (83). Rea thinks, however, that DIVINE SELF-

DISCLOSURE is true.  

DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE: God has provided some widely and readily accessible 

way of finding him and experiencing his presence despite silence. 

 

Rea seems to take it as obvious that T2 is true: if there is a “widely and readily accessible 

way” of experiencing God despite divine silence, then divine silence would not conflict 

with DIVINE CONCERN. 

 

§6.2.3: Defending T3 

Rea avers that most discussions of divine hiddenness assume that God has 

provided some widely and readily accessible way of finding him only if one or both of 

INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE are false.  This 

position, however, “ignores… the possibility of mediated experiences of the presence of 

God through media that are themselves widely and readily available” (88).  

Very roughly, Rea’s mediated experiences are not direct experiences of the object 

experienced, but provide a person with much if not all of the propositional and non-

propositional information one would get via direct experience. Rea builds on the work of 

                                                 
3
 Rea’s defends this claim at length (84-85, 87).  
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Eleonore Stump to argue that mediated experiences of God are available through the 

biblical narrative.
4
 Stump’s account is summarized by Rea as follows. A second-person 

experience is a conscious experience of another person as a person, rather than as a mere 

object. Turning to the biblical narrative, Stump claims that many biblical narratives are 

second-person accounts, by which she means they are narratives that communicate the 

content of a second-person experience. Most importantly for Rea’s purposes, Stump 

claims that second-person accounts can communicate roughly the same kind of 

information that one gets from a second-person experience of God by making the original 

experience available through the narrative to the reader. Put in his own terms, Rea claims 

that the biblical second-person accounts mediate second-person experiences of God. The 

upshot for Rea is that if this account is right, through reading the biblical narrative, a 

person can have a mediated experience of God.  

Rea also thinks that something similar can be said about liturgical actions. The 

Eucharist and baptism are commemorative of past events, and can possibly be ways of 

making present the things commemorated, perhaps offering mediated experience of God. 

(Rea has less to say about how this works in liturgical actions, and seems less confident 

that mediated experiences are made available through liturgical actions.)  

Rea concludes that if his account of mediated experiences is correct, “then (given 

that Biblical narrative and the right sorts of liturgical forms… are readily available) 

DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is true.” He then reiterates that “if DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is 

true, then… divine silence is unproblematic” (93).   

 

                                                 
4
Rea cites Eleonore Stump, “The Problem of Evil: Analytic Philosophy and Narrative,” in Analytic 

Theology: New Essays in the Philosophy of Theology, ed. Oliver D. Crisp and Michael C. Rea (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2009), 251–264; Stump, Wandering in Darkness. 
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§6.3: Evaluating Rea’s Presentation of the Argument from Divine Hiddenness  

Below I offer critical evaluations of T1, T2, and T3. But before doing that, I must 

evaluate Rea’s presentation of the argument from hiddenness. Rea’s presentation of the 

argument from hiddenness is not dependent on any extant version of an argument from 

hiddenness in the literature, so it’s important to consider whether the argument he’s 

presented is plausible. To begin, I overview the support Rea gives for the key premise of 

the argument. I then argue that Rea’s stipulative definition of divine silence results in his 

presentation of the argument from hiddenness failing to embody a plausible problem of 

hiddenness for theism.  

Recall the updated version of RIT:  

P1*:  God has allowed INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE. 

P2*:  It would be bad for an omnipotent, omniscient God to allow INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE. 

P3:  God, being perfectly good, cannot do anything that is bad.  

 

According to Rea, the key premise P2* is supported by the apparent inconsistency of 

INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE with DIVINE CONCERN. 

Rea gives two lines of reasoning for thinking that divine silence is incompatible with 

divine concern. I’ll refer to these as A and B: 

A: All of the major theistic religions agree that belief in God is vital for our 

present and future well-being. But a world in which God is hidden is one in which 

God is doing far less than he could (if he is omnipotent and omniscient) to 

promote rational theistic belief. Hence, it is one in which God is doing far less 

than he could to promote our well-being (77).  

 

B: Divine hiddenness is a source of suffering in believers, who often feel 

abandoned, neglected, unloved, or rejected by the being to whom they have 

devoted their lives and whom they have been taught to regard as their loving 

heavenly Father (77).  
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As an initial comment, B seems unduly narrow. It should include not just believers, but 

also nonbelievers who desire to believe in God but experience divine silence. Their 

suffering can be as serious as the suffering of believers who experience divine silence.
5
 

So this line of support can be made more precise as: 

B*: Divine silence is a source of suffering in believers who feel abandoned, 

neglected, unloved, or rejected by God, and is a source of suffering for 

unbelievers because they lack the belief in God they desire. 

 

Having clarified the support for P2*, I now turn to a problem for that premise. 

The problem with P2* is this: it is possible that INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF 

RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE both obtain without there being any clear incompatibility or even 

evidential tension with DIVINE CONCERN. Here’s why. INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE states that 

many people lack a priori and empirical evidence sufficient to justify belief in God; 

ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE asserts that many people have never had a direct 

religious experience which could justify belief in God. But the truth of these two facts is 

compatible with every person in the world having evidence sufficient for knowledge-

level justification for belief in God and knowledge-level justification for belief that God 

is concerned for their well-being and actively involved in their lives.  

Consider the following possible scenario. The many people who lack a priori and 

empirical evidence to justify belief that God exists (i.e., who make INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE true) have frequent experiences of the loving presence of God. These people 

have direct evidence for God’s existence via their direct experiences of God, and because 

of their frequent religious experiences they could not reasonably feel neglected or 

abandoned by God. Additionally, the many people who fail to have direct experiences of 

                                                 
5
 For a good description of the suffering that some nonbelievers seem to experience because of 

divine silence, see Schellenberg, The Wisdom to Doubt, 227–235. 
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God (i.e., who make ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE true) have knowledge-level 

justification via their available a priori and empirical evidence. Further, their a priori and 

empirical evidence provides knowledge-level justification for beliefs about God’s love 

for them and continual involvement in their life.  

If it is possible that divine silence is true while every person has knowledge-level 

justification for belief that God exists and that God loves them and is active in their life, 

then the truth of INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE in 

itself is not in any way in tension with DIVINE CONCERN. So the problem with Rea’s 

definition of divine silence is that it does not entail any problem of hiddenness. Since this 

is the case, a response to RIT, with divine silence understood as Rea stipulates, doesn’t 

require the account of the God-justifying good that Rea develops, or any account of a 

God-justifying good. Rather, one can simply deny P2*. The mere fact that INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE both obtain is not incompatible with or 

even in evidential tension with divine concern.  

If Rea’s presentation of the argument from hiddenness is to embody the problem 

of hiddenness in a plausible way, his account of divine silence needs to be modified such 

that it’s plausible to think that silence is pro tanto bad because of its tension with DIVINE 

CONCERN. Seeking to modify Rea’s account as little as possible, I propose the following 

revised account of divine silence: 

INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE & LACK OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE*: For many people, 

their available a priori and empirical evidence in support of God’s existence is 

inconclusive (they can be fully aware of it and at the same time rationally believe 

that God does not exist), and they have never had an experience that seems to 

them to be a direct experience or awareness of the love or presence of God.  
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If divine silence is understood as INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE & LACK OF RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE*, then there is a plausible case to be made for the inconsistency of divine 

silence and DIVINE CONCERN. Additionally, while it’s the case that this modified account 

of divine silence asserts more than Rea’s initial account, it would be somewhat surprising 

to think that Rea’s INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE and ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE both 

obtain but deny that INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE & LACK OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE*obtains. 

So hereafter, to make plausible Rea’s argument from divine hiddenness, divine silence 

will be understood as INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE & LACK OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE*. 

Because of this, RIT must be modified as: 

P1#: God has allowed INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE & ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE*. 

P2#: It would be bad for an omniscient, omnipotent God to allow INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE & ABSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE*. 

P3:  God, being perfectly good, cannot do anything that is bad.  

 

 

§6.4: Evaluating T1 

 Recall that Rea intends for his account of what justifies hiddenness to be 

compatible with NO HUMAN GOOD, which says that it is not the case that God permits 

divine silence in order to secure human goods. I summarized Rea’s account of the non-

human good that justifies divine silence as 

T1 The good of divine acts which express God’s personality justifies divine 

silence (making Rea’s greater good account compatible with NO HUMAN 

GOOD). 

 

Rea’s argument for (T1) has two components. First, Rea attempts to undercut the 

inference from divine silence to the conclusion that God is unloving or unconcerned for 

humanity. Second, Rea puts forward the hypothesis that divine silence is a result of 

divine action that expresses God’s personality, and since God expressing his personality 
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is intrinsically good, this good might justify divine silence without any reference to 

human goods. Here I offer brief criticism of both steps (§4.1 and §4.2) and then point out 

a further problem for Rea’s account of what justifies God in allowing divine silence 

(§4.3).  

 

§6.4.1: Interpreting Divine Silence 

Rea’s case against inferring from divine hiddenness that God is unloving or 

unconcerned can be summarized as follows (hereafter the INTERPRETATION SKEPTICISM 

ARGUMENT):  

(IS1) In order to understand someone’s behavior, one must know substantial 

information about the person’s beliefs, desires, motives, dispositions, and 

overall personality.  

(IS2) But when it comes to God, we know very little about these factors. 

(IS3) So we cannot understand why God is silent.  

(IS4) So we shouldn’t interpret divine silence as expressing lack of love or 

concern.  

 

Rea motivates (IS1) with a couple of examples and explanations of our inability 

to understand human behavior. Here’s one of his examples: 

HALLWAY SILENCE: A senior member of your department doesn’t greet you in the 

hallway. Is he offended by you? Does he think you’re beneath him? Is he 

depressed and having a bad day? Or is that just him, a little preoccupied and not 

really noticing his surroundings? 

 

Rea is correct that on the evidence that I have here, any of the options explaining 

my colleague’s behavior are viable. So there is something that I cannot understand about 

my colleague’s behavior. But there are still reasonable interpretations of my colleague’s 

behavior that I can make in this case. We can have a fair bit of knowledge upon which to 

build interpretations of a person’s actions by knowing that a person is a normally 

functioning human being. Human beings are motivated by love, fear, physical pleasure, 
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moral considerations, and a host of other psychological factors, and they have practical 

reasoning skills that enable them to act on their motivational states. So concerning 

HALLWAY SILENCE, for example, I seem perfectly justified in interpreting my colleague’s 

behavior as not intended to ascertain how my day is going. 

Further, the reasons for not interpreting the silence in HALLWAY SILENCE as an 

expression of unconcern or disdain go beyond mere lack of information about the other 

person. It’s not simply that I don’t have enough information about my colleague’s 

personality, beliefs, or cultural expectations; rather, it’s reasonable to withhold 

interpreting his behavior in part because we can think of multiple plausible explanations 

for his behavior (as shown in the options Rea gives in the case). We know that people are 

sometimes preoccupied when walking down the hall. We know that some people are 

introverted, or that some people aren’t comfortable talking with people in passing, etc. 

Contrast this with a case like the following: 

NON-INTERVENING COLLEAGUE: You meet a colleague in the hall, look him in the 

eye, and say “I have an important question I need to ask you.”  He ignores you 

and looks the other way. Just then, you feel severe pain in your chest, and collapse 

to the floor. You look at your colleague again and ask “please call for help!” but 

again he ignores you and looks the other way.  

 

Assume that you know this person has a conversational knowledge of English, and you 

have good reason to believe that he hears you and sees you. Perhaps you shouldn’t 

attribute this behavior to a particular malicious intention. But no matter how little I know 

about this person, I am justified in believing that his behavior is incompatible with his 

concern for me. This is so because, whatever the details of a person’s background and 

personality, actions that are hurtful or undermine another’s well being are not loving, 
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unless we have a reason to think that the action (though undermining my well being) is 

necessary for a good purpose.  

It’s true that substantial information about the person’s beliefs, desires, motives, 

dispositions, and overall personality is necessary for a full understanding of a person’s 

behavior. But we can make reasonable interpretations providing a partial understanding 

of a person’s behavior even if we lack some information about these characteristics of the 

person. The parallel of this point with interpreting divine hiddenness is important. The 

proponent of the argument from hiddenness claims that divine silence is incompatible 

with DIVINE CONCERN. She can recognize that to give a specific interpretation of a 

person’s action we may need to know a good bit about a person, but also think that it’s 

reasonable to believe an action is incompatible with promoting the well-being of another 

without knowing much about the person. And I take it that the proponent of the 

hiddenness argument sees divine silence as more like the case of NON-INTERVENING 

COLLEAGUE rather than the case of HALLWAY SILENCE. 

Perhaps what does the heavy lifting in Rea’s argument is (IS2). Rea stresses that 

we know very little about the factors of God’s personality that would allow us to 

understand his interaction with us. Consider the following statements: 

Even granting the complete reliability and transparency of Biblical testimony 

about God, we have precious little by way of clear and reliable information about 

God’s personality and about his general ‘style’ of interacting with others; and to 

ask about God’s “culture” or about what sorts of social norms God would likely 

recognize and respect seems to border on the overly anthropomorphic. God is as 

alien and “wholly other” from as it is possible for another person to be (83). 

 

…the most enigmatic, eccentric, and complicated people we might ever encounter 

in literature or in real life are, by comparison with God, utterly familiar and 

mundane (85). 
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While what Rea says here is in part correct, the case seems overstated. Consider first that 

Rea acknowledges that we do know an important truth about God’s personality; namely, 

DIVINE CONCERN: 

DIVINE CONCERN: God strongly desires to promote the well-being of all his 

rational creatures, both now and in the afterlife. 

 

If DIVINE CONCERN is true, then we have a solid understanding of one of God’s 

fundamental desires and motives. So when we attempt to interpret divine silence (or other 

of God’s actions) it’s not the case that we know little of importance concerning God’s 

beliefs and desires. Rather we interpret divine silence in light of the truth that if there is a 

God, he has perfect love for all humans and desires their ultimate well-being. Even if 

there is much we don’t know about the beliefs, desires, motives, and dispositions of a 

perfect Divine being, if divine silence seems to clearly not promote human well-being, 

then we have some reason to interpret it as incompatible with DIVINE CONCERN.
6
 

 Rea thinks that the considerations he gives against interpreting the actions of 

persons support a strong agnosticism concerning the interpretation of divine silence: 

Silence is an interpretable kind of behavior; and, as with any other person, God’s 

behavior doesn’t wear its interpretation on its sleeve—it can be understood only 

in the light of substantial background information. To be sure, divine silence 

                                                 
6
 Additionally, Rea overstates his case when he claims that even with Christian Scripture, there is 

little we can know about the way God would interact with humans. The Christian Scriptures give many 

affirmations from which one would be able to know something about God’s beliefs, desires, and overall 

personality. To take just one example, Scripture commends that God’s personality and interaction with 

humans can be understood analogously with what a human parent would do in dealing with a child. 

Consider this statement of Jesus from the Sermon on the Mount: 

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For 

everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be 

opened. Or which one of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for 

a fish, will give him a serpent? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your 

children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask 

him! (Matthew 7:7-11 ESV) 
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could be an indication of divine rejection or lack of concern. But that 

interpretation is entirely optional, given our evidence (83, my emphasis). 

 

This is too strong a conclusion. It doesn’t follow from the truth that the behavior of 

persons is interpretable and our lack of robust knowledge of the divine personality that 

there is no good reason to interpret divine silence as incompatible with DIVINE CONCERN. 

Rea’s considerations concerning interpreting agential behavior should remind us to be 

careful and circumspect in inferring God’s intentions in allowing divine silence. But it 

seems clear that we know enough about what a perfect being would do such that divine 

silence is a pro tanto bad state of affairs, such that if one wants to deny P2# (as Rea is 

attempting to do), then one needs to provide a reason to think that divine silence 

promotes a good “the promotion of which would justify God in permitting whatever bad 

things come from divine hiddenness” (77). As Richard Swinburne (an influential 

opponent of the argument from hiddenness) states 

All knowledge is good, but especially knowledge of deep truths about the 

Universe and our place in it, who or what is the source of our being, and more 

truths about our duties and the good actions beyond duty which we can do… As 

our creator, God will seek to interact with us. He will want us to feel his presence, 

to tell him things and ask him to do things; and he will want to tell us things… 

and to do good things with us, to cooperate with us in producing further goods. 
7
 

 

Swinburne thinks it’s clear that “God will, for these and other reasons… want us to know 

that he exists.”
8
 This is why theists like Swinburne give accounts of plausible goods 

which could justify God allowing divine silence – they recognize that God would not 

withhold evidence of his existence unless he had a good reason to do so. So I now turn to 

consider Rea’s account of what justifies God in allowing hiddenness.  

 

                                                 
7
 Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil, 112–113. 

8
 Ibid., 113. 
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§6.4.2: Rea’s Defense of his God-justifying Good 

Recall that Rea states that he intends to “defend a response to the problem of 

divine hiddenness that is consistent with [NO HUMAN GOOD]” (78). This can be 

understood in a couple of different ways. One might think that Rea intends to provide an 

account of a God-justifying good and argue that this account is plausibly true. Rea does 

not, however, give any argument to support the conclusion that his God-justifying good is 

true, or even reasonable to believe. Rather, the structure of his defense for his God-

justifying good is given in the following passage: 

To be sure, divine silence could be an indication of divine rejection or lack of 

concern. But that interpretation is entirely optional, given our evidence. Divine 

silence might instead simply be a reflection of the fact that God prefers to 

communicate with us and to draw us into his presence in ways other than ones 

that would render [divine silence] false. It might just be a reflection of God’s 

personality, so to speak (83). 

 

Another point concerning Rea’s defense of his God-justifying good is important to note. 

Rea nowhere gives an account of what divine belief, desire, or motive might motivate 

God acting in such a way that divine silence occurs. His appeal is to an unknown aspect 

of the divine personality. 

 Here’s why I think this is inadequate. Proponents of arguments from hiddenness 

have provided reasons to think that P2# is true. They argue that God allowing divine 

silence is bad. If the interpretation of divine silence as bad was “entirely optional, given 

our evidence”, then putting forward a God-justifying good that’s merely possible may be 

sufficient for thinking that P2# is false. But I’ve argued that though divine silence is an 

interpretable behavior, this doesn’t undermine the case that divine silence is a pro tanto 

bad state of affairs. Rea needs to give a reason to think that divine silence, though pro 

tanto bad, is not all-things-considered bad by developing a plausible account of why God 
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allows divine silence. Rea’s claim – that possibly God has an unknown part of his 

personality that is such that acting from his personality leads to divine silence – doesn’t 

give a reason to think that divine silence is not all-things-considered bad. In other words, 

since reasons have been given for the claim that divine silence is incompatible with 

DIVINE CONCERN (see A and B* above), and because Rea’s INTERPRETATION SKEPTICISM 

ARGUMENT is not successful, the onus is on the opponent of the argument from 

hiddenness to give some reason to think that there is a good that justifies God in allowing 

hiddenness. Simply appealing to the possibility of an unknown divine motivation fails to 

count as a defense of a God-justifying good.
9
  

 

§6.4.3 Another Problem for Rea’s God-justifying Good 

I have argued that Rea’s case against inferring that God is unloving/unconcerned 

from divine silence and his positing of God’s actions expressing the divine personality as 

his account of the God-justifying good both have problems. However, even if my account 

here is unsuccessful, there is another problem for T1. Rea admits that the good of God 

acting from the divine personality justifies hiddenness only if DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is 

also true: 

DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE: God has provided some widely and readily accessible 

way of finding him and experiencing his presence despite silence. 

 

But if DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is a necessary condition for justifying divine silence, then 

it seems inaccurate to claim that what justifies divine silence is the good of God living 

out the divine personality. Rather, for Rea what justifies divine silence is the good of God 

living out the divine personality in conjunction with the availability of means to find God 

                                                 
9
 There are clear parallels between Rea’s appeal to an unknown component of the divine 

personality and the skeptical theist’s response to the argument from evil. The issue of skeptical theism has 

been discussed extensively in the recent literature, and I can’t do justice to that discussion here.   
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and experience him despite divine silence. So even if my criticism of T1 is unsuccessful, 

Rea’s account of what justifies God in allowing divine silence is only as good as his case 

for T2 and T3. I accordingly evaluate these two theses in the next two sections.  

 

§6.5: Evaluating T3 

 Recall T3: 

T3 DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is true: Biblical narratives and liturgical acts are 

means by which we might find and experience the presence of God in the 

midst of divine silence. 

 

Two preliminary points. First, I limit my discussion of Rea’s case for DIVINE SELF-

DISCLOSURE being met through mediated experiences of God made available through 

biblical narratives. My criticisms, however, could be applied, mutatis mutandis, to what 

Rea says about mediated experiences via liturgy.  

Second, in order for Rea’s account of mediated experiences of God to be 

plausible, Stump’s position that second-person accounts of God given in certain biblical 

narratives make available second-person experiences of God must be true. Rea gives no 

argument for the truth of this position; he simply assumes it in developing his account of 

how DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE is true. To evaluate Stump’s position, however, is beyond 

the scope of this paper, so I grant this part of Rea’s account.  

The fundamental problem for T3 is that people who experience divine silence 

seem to not be in the epistemic position necessary to have mediated experiences of God 

via biblical narratives. Concerning what is required to have a mediated experience of God 

through biblical narratives, Rea states: 

A certain kind of ‘seeing as’ is a necessary condition for experiencing the 

presence of another person as such: one has to consciously regard the other as a 

person… Likewise, then, one would expect that a similar sort of ‘seeing as’ would 
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be involved in having mediated experiences of the presence of another person. 

Thus, for example, if one were to read a story about Fred’s second-person 

experiences of Wilma while failing to see Wilma as a (real) person… the 

experiences conveyed by the narrative would be different and, in that event, there 

would be no reason to think that the narrative would in any sense be mediating 

Wilma’s presence. If this is right, then whether Biblical narratives mediate the 

presence of God will depend importantly upon whether one takes those narratives 

to be reporting real experiences of God” (91, emphasis mine).  

 

So in order to have a mediated experience of God through the biblical narrative, one must 

take those narratives to be reporting real experiences of God. The most plausible way to 

understand this requirement is that one would have to believe that the biblical narrative 

reports real experiences of God. But I argued in §3 that in order for Rea’s argument from 

hiddenness to be plausible, divine silence must be understood as INCONCLUSIVE 

EVIDENCE & LACK OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE*. Those who experience divine silence are 

such that “their available a priori and empirical evidence in support of God’s existence is 

inconclusive (they can be fully aware of it and at the same time rationally believe that 

God does not exist), and they have never had an experience that seems to them to be a 

direct experience or awareness of the love or presence of God.” So people who 

experience divine silence do not have epistemic reason to justify belief that God exists, 

which means they don’t have reason to take the biblical narratives as reporting real 

experiences of God. Since this is so, those who experience divine silence should not 

believe that the biblical narratives are reporting real experiences of God. And this, 

according to Rea’s own account, would keep them from being able to have a mediated 

experience of God via the biblical narratives.   
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 Rea has responded to this criticism in correspondence as follows.
10

 Consider a 

person who lacks evidence for God’s existence because he accepts an argument from 

hiddenness against God’s existence; i.e., if he did not accept the argument from 

hiddenness he would justifiably believe in God. This person then comes to believe that 

biblical narratives (if true) could provide mediated experiences of God. This could 

provide a defeater for the reasons he had for accepting the argument from hiddenness, 

such that he would be open to experiencing the presence of God via the biblical narrative.  

 This is an interesting response, but it fails to undercut the general point I’m trying 

to make. First, this reply only shows that those who (i) experience divine silence because 

of hiddenness and then (ii) come to see that it’s possibly true that one can have a 

mediated experience of God have reason to believe the biblical narratives are true, and 

thus be open to mediated experiences of God. But it seems implausible to think that most 

people who experiences divine silence fail to believe in God because of the argument 

from hiddenness. So for those who lack a priori, empirical, or experiential evidence for 

God’s existence for reasons other than an argument from hiddenness, they still lack a 

reason to believe that the biblical narratives are true and thus fail to be in an epistemic 

position to have a mediated experience of God via scripture. Second, for the person 

whose reason for unbelief is defeated by considering the possibility of mediated 

experiences of God, it is not true that this person has the possibility of experiencing God 

despite silence (which is the claim of T3). Rather, this person now has the reason that was 

keeping him from justifiably believing in God defeated. So he no longer experiences 

divine silence – he has a justified belief in God. 

                                                 
10

 Personal e-mail correspondence, June 26, 2013. 
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Another possible response that Rea could make is as follows: while the person 

who experiences divine silence epistemically ought not believe that the biblical narratives 

are reporting real experiences of God, he could have pragmatic reasons to believe that the 

biblical narratives are reporting real experiences of God. In response, believing that the 

biblical narratives are reporting real experiences of God for pragmatic reasons when one 

has insufficient evidence to justify this belief seems psychologically implausible. Most 

accounts of belief agree that belief is synchronically involuntary. As Swinburne states, 

“In general, a person cannot choose what to believe there and then. Believing is 

something that happens to someone, not something that he does.”
11

 If this is the case, one 

cannot choose to believe that the biblical narratives are reporting real experiences of God 

at time t on the basis of pragmatic reasons. So in order to believe that biblical narratives 

are reporting real experiences of God, one would have to act in such a way that over time 

(a) one convinces oneself that the biblical narratives are true when one doesn’t have good 

evidence for this, or (b) one comes to have evidence that supports this proposition. If (a), 

then it seems like the person has done something irrational, and it seems problematic that 

a perfectly loving God would require people who experience divine silence to be 

irrational in order to be able to experience God despite divine silence. If (b), then by 

having evidence for believing that the biblical narratives are true the person would have 

evidence that supports belief in God, which would mean that she would no longer 

experience divine silence.
12

 So I conclude that even if Rea’s account of mediated 

                                                 
11

 Swinburne, Faith and Reason, 2005, 24. 

12
 One might claim that one can take a narrative to be reporting a real experience of God without 

believing that there is a God: perhaps another propositional attitude toward God would be sufficient, such 

as hoping that God exists. It does not seem to me, however, that one can take a narrative to be reporting a 

real experience of God without believing that God exists. But if Rea thinks that another propositional 
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experiences of God is correct, only those for whom God is not hidden will be able to have 

mediated experiences of God, which means that we should deny T3.  

 

§6.6: Evaluating T2 

In the previous sections I argued against T1 and T3. In this section I argue that 

even if we grant these two theses (which again, I have argued against), there is a 

fundamental problem for T2: 

T2 Even if God does not permit divine silence in order to secure human goods, 

divine silence is compatible with DIVINE CONCERN so long as DIVINE SELF-

DISCLOSURE is true. 

 

The problem is that a gap exists between DIVINE CONCERN and DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE. 

DIVINE CONCERN claims that “God strongly desires to promote the well-being of all of his 

rational creatures.” But DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE only claims that God has made a way to 

experience him that is “widely and readily accessible.”  

In order for DIVINE CONCERN to be compatible with divine silence, the way made 

available to experience God needs to make God accessible to all those who experience 

divine silence. Rea seems to acknowledge this, stating that 

If we have been entirely cut off from God’s presence, God then has done or 

permitted something that is both devastatingly harmful to us and totally out of our 

control, and it is much harder to make plausible the suggestion that God has taken 

reasonable steps to be compassionate towards us in the midst of our suffering 

(88). 

 

If God desires the well-being of all his rational creatures (including those who experience 

divine silence), then it seems that he would provide all who experience divine silence 

access to mediated experiences of God. Rea’s position is that the widely and readily 

                                                                                                                                                 
attitude is sufficient, he needs to make this clear and offer some reason for thinking that belief in God is not 

necessary.  
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accessible way of finding God and experiencing his presence despite silence is mediated 

experiences of God made available by Christian Scripture and liturgy. It seems 

implausible, however, to think that all people for whom God is hidden currently have 

access to Christian Scripture and liturgy (to say nothing of people in the past). It is an 

uncontroversial fact that many people have no access to Christian Scripture or the 

Christian church. Further, many instances of divine hiddenness cited by proponents of 

arguments from hiddenness are people who do not have access to these means of indirect 

experience of God. In Schellenberg’s initial defense of the argument from hiddenness, for 

example, he puts forward as examples of divine hiddenness “individuals – primarily from 

non-Western cultures – who have never so much as entertained the proposition ‘God 

exists’.”
13

 

So even if people who experience divine silence can find God and have mediated 

experiences of his presence via Scripture and liturgy (contra my case above), divine 

silence is not thereby shown to be compatible with DIVINE CONCERN if there are people 

who experience divine silence and who don’t have access to Christian Scripture or 

liturgy. For Rea to defend the compatibility of divine silence and DIVINE CONCERN, the 

means of mediated experiences of God must be available for all who experience 

hiddenness; otherwise there will be individuals who “have been entirely cut off from 

God’s presence,” and for whom God “has done or permitted something that is both 

devastatingly harmful… and totally out of [their] control.” Rea has not, however, given 

any defense of the claim that all who experience hiddenness have access to Christian 

scripture and liturgy; further, to defend this claim would be a difficult task in light of the 

                                                 
13

 Schellenberg, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, 58. 
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experience of many who have no access to Christian Scripture and liturgy and seem to be 

exemplar cases of divine hiddenness. 

 

§6.7: Conclusion 

 I have attempted to show that the response to the problem of hiddenness given by 

Rea fails for a number of reasons. I have attempted to give reasons to reject each of Rea’s 

three key theses. This does not mean, however, that the argument from hiddenness Rea 

presents gives evidential support for the conclusion that a perfectly good God doesn’t 

exist. In the next and final chapter of this dissertation, I attempt to develop a response to 

the argument from hiddenness by arguing that there are a number of different goods that 

are made possible by or make possible instances of inculpable nonbelief, and that these 

goods plausibly justify God in allowing instances of inculpable nonbelief. It seems to me 

that the justification I offer for inculpable nonbelief there can also be applied to the 

presentation of the argument from hiddenness that Rea gives. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

A Cumulative Case Response to the Argument from Inculpable Nonbelief 

 

 

As outlined in chapter three, the Schellenberg-influenced Argument from 

Inculpable Nonbelief can be stated in summary form as follows: 

Theological Premise:  (1) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

exists, then inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does 

not occur. 

Existence Premise: (2) But inculpable nonbelief in God’s existence does occur.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

does not exist. 

 

In the process of developing Schellenberg’s case for the two premises, the argument was 

fleshed-out to the following: 

ARGUMENT FROM INCULPABLE NONBELIEF (AIN) 

Theological Premise:  (1) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

exists, then if any human H is at time t capable of relating 

personally to God, H at t believes that God exists on the 

basis of internally accessible evidence that makes God’s 

existence epistemically probable, except insofar as H is 

culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at t. 

Existence Premise:  (2) But there are some humans who at some time t are (i) 

capable of relating personally to God and (ii) not culpably 

in a contrary position for relating to God yet (iii) do not 

believe that God exists.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

does not exist. 

 

In this chapter I argue that the AIN is unsound by giving reasons to reject the theological 

premise. I then consider a modification to the AIN – an Argument from Inculpable 

Favorably Disposed Nonbelief (AIFDN) – arguing that it too is unsound because we have 
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reason to reject the theological premise. To accomplish this task, in §7.1 I address the 

question of what is needed in order to reasonably reject a premise of the AIN/AIFDN. In 

§7.2 I give my argument for rejecting the theological premise of the AIN. Then in §7.3 I 

argue against the theological premise of the AIFDN. Finally, in §7.4 I consider 

Schellenberg’s reply to greater-good responses to arguments from inculpable nonbelief 

(which he calls the accomodationist strategy) concluding that this response fails to defeat 

the reasons I have provided for thinking that God is justified in allowing cases of 

hiddenness.  

 

§7.1: What is Required to Reply to the Argument? 

 In order to argue that the AIN and the AIFDN are unsound, I need to show that 

we have reason not to accept one of the premises of the argument. In both cases, I argue 

that we have reason to reject the Theological Premise of the argument. The question 

addressed in this section is this: what do I need to accomplish to show this? (In answering 

this question, I focus on the AIN and the existence of inculpable nonbelief, though what I 

say will be applicable to the AIFDN and the existence of inculpable favorably disposed 

nonbelief which I address in §7.3.)  

Though the AIN is given in deductive form, the argument as developed in chapter 

three, as opposed to Schellenberg’s most recent iterations of the argument from 

hiddenness, does not claim that it is a necessary conceptual truth that God could not allow 

inculpable nonbelief. Rather, the claim of the AIN is, as Schellenberg states in Divine 

Hiddenness and Human Reason, “that because of what we have reason to believe about 

the connection between divine love and the prevention of reasonable nonbelief, and 

because states of affairs for the sake of which even a loving God might permit reasonable 
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nonbelief to occur apparently do not obtain” there is good reason to think that the 

theological premise is true.
1
 Since this is the case, it is insufficient to provide a Plantinga-

type “defense” – supplying a description of possibly true circumstances that is consistent 

with God’s love which would make God’s love and the temporary inculpable nonbelief 

of one human person compatible. Even if one gives a description of a metaphysically 

possible state of affairs where a perfectly loving God exists and inculpable nonbelief 

exists, this seems insufficient to give reason to reject the claim of (1).  

On the other hand, it is important to realize the implications of the conditional 

truth asserted in the consequent of the theological premise. (1) claims that a loving God 

would have an all-things-considered reason to ensure evidence sufficient for rational 

belief for every person at all times a person is capable of relating to God and hasn’t 

culpably put himself in a position not to believe that God exists. So this premise would be 

false if there is one case where temporary inculpable nonbelief would be compatible with 

the existence of a perfectly loving God. An argument for rejecting this premise, therefore, 

needs to give reason to think that for some case of inculpable nonbelief, a perfectly 

loving God is justified in allowing it to occur. Additionally and importantly, since the 

AIN claims that a perfectly loving God would not allow inculpable nonbelief of any 

duration, a response to this argument only needs to give plausible reasons for God to 

allow inculpable nonbelief for a time. 

The argument in favor of the theological premise of the AIN requires two parts – 

(a) God has a strong reason(s) to not allow any case of inculpable nonbelief, and (b) these 

reasons are not overridden or offset by other goods made possible by God allowing 

                                                 
1
 Ibid., 9. 
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inculpable nonbelief or goods that could make inculpable nonbelief possible. So one can 

respond to the theological premise either by (i) challenging the claim that God has a 

strong reason to bring about belief in his existence, or by (ii) arguing that there are goods 

that would justify God in allowing inculpable nonbelief despite the reason(s) he has for 

preventing inculpable nonbelief, or (iii) by doing both – showing that the reasons God 

would have to prevent inculpable nonbelief are not as strong as the proponent of the 

argument claims, and that there are goods that would justify God in allowing inculpable 

nonbelief despite the goods that in fact would come from ensuring belief. (Note that in 

this chapter when I refer to goods that would factor into God’s justification for some 

action, I want this to be understood broadly to include both goods that would be brought 

about or made possible by that action and evils that would be avoided because of that 

action.)  

In this chapter I follow the third approach presented in the previous paragraph in 

my response to both the AIN and the AIFDN: I argue that the reasons God has for 

ensuring reasonable theistic belief are not as strong as Schellenberg claims, and I argue 

that there are certain goods that result in the possibility of inculpable nonbelief or that 

require inculpable nonbelief, and that a combination of these goods would plausibly 

justify in God allowing certain cases of inculpable nonbelief.  

One might ask whether I am attempting to provide a defense or a theodicy. I am 

inclined to think that since these terms are used in so many different ways in the 

literature, I should refrain from attempting to label my response. For example, according 

to Plantinga, a “theodicy” is an attempt to state what are God’s actual reasons for 
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allowing evil, or a particular evil, to occur.
2
 According to Swinburne, however, a 

theodicy is “not an account of God’s actual reasons for allowing a bad state to occur, but 

an account of his possible reasons (i.e., reasons which God has for allowing the bad state 

to occur, whether or not those are the ones which motivate him).”
3
 It seems, however, 

that if God has a possible reason for allowing a bad state to occur, then this reason will be 

part of God’s actual reason for allowing a bad state to occur. I affirm that God is 

omnirational; God always acts for reasons, and acts on all the reasons he has that are in 

favor an action.
4
 This implies that all of God’s possible reasons for acting in a certain 

way are a part of his actual reasons for that action. So by arguing that there are goods that 

lead to or result from cases of divine hiddenness, I am not merely attempting to give an 

account of God’s possible reasons; rather, I’m giving at least a partial account of God’s 

actual reasons for allowing cases of divine hiddenness. I am not, however, claiming to 

provide an exhaustive list of the reasons God has for allowing inculpable nonbelief. My 

goal is to offer accounts of goods that lead to or result from hiddenness which I think 

(with various degrees of rational confidence) are true, that if true would make the 

theological premise of the AIN, and later the modified AIFDN, false.  

Another key issue that needs to be addressed concerns what is required for it to be 

the case that God would be justified in allowing a case of inculpable nonbelief. One 

might think that in order for God to be justified in allowing cases of inculpable nonbelief, 

                                                 
2
 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 

1974), 10. 

3
 Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil, 15. 

4
 See Alexander R. Pruss, “Omnirationality,” Res Philosophica 90, no. 1 (2013): 1–21. Pruss’s 

account of omnirationality is more nuanced, arguing that “whenever [God] does anything, he does it for all 

and only the unexcluded reasons that favor the action, and he always acts for reasons” (1). I am not 

convinced that there are such things as excluded reasons, so I don’t include this in my statement of 

omnirationality. 
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the goods that lead to or result from inculpable nonbelief must be greater than, or all-

things-considered outweigh, the goods that come from God preventing inculpable 

nonbelief. This is often how theodicies are presented – the standard language here refers 

to “greater good” theodicies. This requirement, however, seems to be an unnecessary 

standard for God being justified in allowing certain bad states of affairs. The requirement 

that the goods that justify God in allowing hiddenness must outweigh the goods of 

preventing hiddenness assumes that there is a clear scale of comparison such that 

different types of goods can be quantified and compared on a commensurable scale. But I 

take it that the true account of goods is such that at least some different kinds of goods 

are incommensurable. As Thomas Morris suggests in discussing which possible world 

God might actualize, “Some world A might be better than rival world B in some respect, 

but with B surpassing A in others, and the relevant values not such that they could be 

summed over and compared overall.”
5
  

To offer a defense of this account of goods is beyond the scope of this chapter, so 

I can only point to the plausibility of the incommensurability of goods. Consider an 

instance where my four-year old son Jacob is trying to put together a puzzle which is 

difficult for him to do. I can help him complete the puzzle, or I can let him try to do it on 

his own. If I help, Jacob experiences my concern for him in a tangible way, we can have 

the good of working together in completing the task, and the possibility of his failing can 

be avoided. On the other hand, Jacob completing the puzzle without my help would be 

valuable for him, both intrinsically and instrumentally (e.g., in increasing his confidence, 

completing a difficult task on his own, etc.). It seems to me that the opposing sets of 

                                                 
5
 Thomas V. Morris, “Perfection and Creation,” in Reasoned Faith (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 

University Press, 1993), 236–237. 
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goods in this situation are such that there is not a determinate ranking of one over the 

other, and I would be morally justified in choosing to help or to refrain from helping. I 

think that something similar is the case, though obviously on a vastly larger scale, for 

God when deciding what general strategy to take with regard to providing evidence for 

his existence, or when deciding to allow a specific case of divine hiddenness.
6
 God would 

recognize that there are goods that come from ensuring that there are no inculpable 

nonbelievers. But, as I attempt to show below, there are other goods that would be made 

possible by inculpable nonbelief or would make possible inculpable nonbelief. And if the 

goods that would result from temporary nonbelief are incommensurable with those that 

would result from belief, then for God to be justified in allowing divine hiddenness it is 

not necessary that the goods which require temporary nonbelief outweigh the goods that 

would come from God preventing inculpable nonbelief. Rather, God would be justified in 

allowing a case of inculpable nonbelief provided that there are goods that result from or 

result in the inculpable nonbelief that would not exist without the inculpable nonbelief, 

and it would not be all-things-considered better for God to prevent the inculpable 

nonbelief.
7
 In light of these considerations my intention is to argue that it’s reasonable to 

think that God is justified in allowing cases of inculpable nonbelief because the goods 

that result from or lead to inculpable nonbelief are such that God preventing all cases of 

inculpable nonbelief is not a better option for God.  

 

 

                                                 
6
William Hasker emphasizes the incommensurability of values in his work on the argument from 

evil. See Hasker, The Triumph of God Over Evil: Theodicy for a World of Suffering, 89–92. 

7
 This particular statement, as well as my views on incommensurability and justifying God’s 

decision of which world to create has been influenced by Alexander R. Pruss, “Divine Creative Freedom,” 

in Oxford Studies in Philosophy of Religion, vol. 7 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Forthcoming). 
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§7.2: Responding to the AIN 

 In this section I will argue that the AIN as stated is unsound. I will first address 

the existence premise, arguing that it’s reasonable to accept that there is temporary 

inculpable nonbelief. Then I will argue that the theological premise is false.  

 

§7.2.1: A Consideration of the Existence Premise 

 If one is thinking about arguments from hiddenness from a traditional Christian 

perspective, then one might be inclined to think that it is the existence premise of the AIN 

that should be rejected. There seems to be good scriptural support for the claim that all 

nonbelief in God’s existence is in fact culpable. For example, the Apostle Paul in Romans 

1:19-20 claims 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For 

what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to 

them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine 

nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the 

things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 

 

Additionally, many passages of scripture seem to indicate that all who earnestly seek 

after God will find him, which could be taken to support the claim that if a person does 

not believe in God, it is because they have not earnestly sought after him (e.g., Proverbs 

8:17 and Jeremiah 29:13).
8
 Further many (if not most) theologians in the Christian 

tradition have claimed that all nonbelief is culpable, including Edwards, Calvin, Aquinas, 

Anselm and Augustine.
9
 Finally, important arguments against the existence of inculpable 

                                                 
8
 For more scriptural support for the claim that those who seek after God will find him, see 

Douglas Henry, “Does Reasonable Nonbelief Exist?,” Faith and Philosophy 18, no. 1 (2001): 89, note #14. 

9
 For textual support, see Douglas Henry, “Reasonable Doubts About Reasonable Nonbelief,” 

Faith and Philosophy 25, no. 3 (2008): 287, footnote #19 & 20. A thorough discussion of Edwards on the 

culpability of nonbelief can be found in William Wainwright, “Jonathan Edwards and the Hiddenness of 
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nonbelief have been given in the contemporary literature by Douglas Henry and Robert 

Lehe.
10

 

 I am sympathetic with the position that the Christian has reason to reject the 

existence of inculpable nonbelief on certain understandings of inculpable nonbelief. For 

example, if inculpable nonbelief were understood as the nonbelief of someone who is a 

fully functioning adult who actively seeks after evidence for God yet never comes to 

belief in God before death, then there plausibly would be a case against the existence 

premise. But the AIN claims that God would not allow any person who (i) is capable of a 

personal relationship with God and (ii) who is not culpably in a contrary position for 

relating to God (i.e., who is not actively resisting evidence for God and who has judged 

that his investigation of the issue of God’s existence has been adequate) to lack evidence 

sufficient for belief in God for any amount of time. When inculpable nonbelief is 

understood in this way, I think that it’s reasonable to grant the existence of some 

inculpable nonbelief. But understanding inculpable nonbelief in this way comes at a 

price, for as Henry says “if the standards for reasonable nonbelief are stringent, it 

becomes plausible to hold that they are never met, while if they are more relaxed, it is 

dubious that God would of necessity prevent such nonbelief from occurring.”
11

 Granting 

that inculpable nonbelief occurs (in the sense stipulated in my exposition of the AIN), I 

turn to developing an account of the reasons that would justify God in allowing 

inculpable nonbelief.  

                                                                                                                                                 
God,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002), 98–119. 
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 Henry, “Does Reasonable Nonbelief Exist?”; Henry, “Reasonable Doubts About Reasonable 

Nonbelief”; Robert Lehe, “A Response to the Argument From the Reasonableness of Nonbelief,” Faith and 

Philosophy 21, no. 2 (2004): 159–174. 

11
 Henry, “Reasonable Doubts About Reasonable Nonbelief,” 277. 
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§7.2.2: Rejecting the Theological Premise of the AIN  

Briefly, my argument of this section will be as follows: the Schellenberg-inspired 

arguments in favor of (1) are based on justified belief in God being instrumentally good 

as a necessary condition for having a loving personal relationship with God. But if God 

knows that a person would respond to belief in God’s existence by not entering into a 

loving relationship with God, or if God knows that it is likely a person would respond to 

belief in God by not entering into a loving relationship with God, then the instrumental 

good of justified belief in God dissipates or is seriously mitigated. If this is the case, then 

the good of believing that God exists in these cases is fairly easily offset by other goods 

made possible by inculpable nonbelief. 

 The primary defense of the theological premise, which I overviewed in §3.1, 

argues from God’s perfect love to the conclusion that God would ensure that every 

person who was not culpably in a contrary position for relating to God would have 

evidence sufficient to justify belief that God exists, because of the good of having a 

personal relationship with God. Here’s Schellenberg’s argument for (1) which was 

explicated in §3.1: 

(1a) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t is in a 

position to do so (i.e., can at t do so just by choosing to), except insofar as H is 

culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at t. 

(1b) Any human H is in a position to relate personally to God only if H at time t 

believes that God exists. 

(1c*) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God, H at t believes that 

God exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that makes God’s 

existence epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary 

position at t. 
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The basic argument given there is as follows. A perfectly loving God would desire the 

good of the beloved and union with the beloved. Having a loving relationship with God 

would be beneficial for all people and fulfill God’s desire for union with all people. 

Because God desires a relationship with all people, he would ensure that each person 

would be able to enter into a relationship with Him, such that the only way that a person 

would not be in a position to having a personal relationship with God would be by 

rejecting evidence for belief in God or not adequately pursuing evidence for God’s 

existence. And since belief is a necessary condition for having a relationship with God, 

God would provide evidence sufficient for belief in his existence for everyone who is not 

culpably lacking evidence for God’s existence.  

 I want to challenge (1a)’s claims that God would ensure that every person would 

be able to enter into a relationship with him who is not culpably in a contrary position. 

Consider the following analogy. Jack meets Joy. She is funny, smart, beautiful, virtuous, 

good with children, and in general a great person. After getting to know her for some 

time, Jack desires to marry Joy, both because he desires this for its own sake and he 

thinks that it would benefit Joy as well (while Jack is not perfect, he knows that he can 

provide for her and make her happy). A necessary condition for Joy entering in to a 

marriage relationship with Jack is for Jack to buy her an engagement ring. So by parity of 

reasoning with the argument outlined above, Jack should have a strong reason to buy an 

engagement ring for Joy. It seems clear, though, that he does not have a good reason if he 

thinks that were he to offer the ring to Joy, she would reject his offer of marriage. The 

general point to be drawn from this example is clear: that one state of affairs A is a 

necessary condition for the realization of a valuable state of affairs B does not imply that 
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one has a strong reason to bring about A when one does not have some reason to think 

that B will result after one brings about A.   

This general consideration has been applied to the issue of inculpable nonbelief 

by a number of Christian thinkers, including Daniel Howard-Snyder, Robert Lehe, Paul 

Moser, and Chris Tucker.
12

 Robert Lehe makes this point well, stating 

Although belief that God exists is a necessary condition, it is not a sufficient 

condition of belief in God. Some persons may be unable or unwilling to come to 

belief in God because of their moral or spiritual deficiencies… Therefore, being 

deprived of sufficient evidence for belief that God exists does not harm those who 

would not believe in God even if they came to believe that God exists.
13

 

 

The fundamental good that motivates the claim of the incompatibility of inculpable 

nonbelief with a perfectly good God is the good of a loving relationship with God. So if a 

person would not enter into a loving relationship with God were he to come to believe 

that He exists, the good of relationship with God would not provide God with reason to 

provide evidence of his existence, and thus the support for the theological premise is 

undercut.
14
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The specific application of this general point is dependent on whether or not God 

has knowledge of how a person would respond were they to come to believe that God 

exists in a particular circumstance (i.e., whether God has knowledge of counterfactuals of 

freedom). Let’s first assume that Molinism is true, and that God foreknows how a person 

will freely act (in a libertarian sense) in any possible circumstances.
15

 If Molinism is true, 

then God knows whether or not an inculpable nonbeliever would respond by entering into 

a relationship with God were he to come to have a justified belief that God exists. It 

seems reasonable to suppose that for some inculpable nonbelievers, God knows that upon 

coming to believe that God exists they would not relate personally to God for a period of 

time. Call an inculpable nonbeliever who God knows would not respond for a period of 

time an inculpable non-responsive nonbeliever. And if God knows that an inculpable 

non-responsive nonbeliever N would not enter into a relationship with God upon 

believing that God exists, then considerations concerning the value of relationship with 

God would not give God a reason to ensure theistic belief for N during the period of time 

God knows N would not relate personally to God.
16

  

God’s considerations would not be limited to the fact that there is no relationship-

based reason for providing evidence for an inculpable non-responding nonbeliever during 

the time that God knows that person would not enter into a relationship with God. 

Additionally, if a person were to come to believe that God exists and yet not enter into a 

                                                                                                                                                 
knowing that God exists (see §7.3.4.3 and §7.3.4.4 below). Finally, the potential bad states of affairs that 

could result from belief that God exists which I outline in this section –rejecting a loving relationship with 

God, increased guilt for moral wrongdoing, resenting God for harms that he has allowed – would offset the 

good of knowing a truth about the fundamental nature of reality. (Thanks to Alex Pruss for questioning my 

argument at this point, and offering suggestions for a response.)  
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relationship with God, then this would be a bad state of affairs. Fundamental to the 

Christian view is that having a loving relationship with God requires not merely that one 

believe that there is a God, but that one love God (which Schellenberg stresses) and that 

one repent of one’s sins against God and man. Since we ought to enter into a loving 

relationship with God upon coming to believe that God exists by loving, trusting, and 

worshipping God and repenting of our sins, rejecting a relationship with God or being 

indifferent toward a relationship with God are both bad states of affairs. This is especially 

so if the rejection or indifference is the result of a free choice of the agent. As Paul Moser 

says, 

I could know that God exists but resolutely and demonstrably hate God and others 

while promoting my own selfish interests… Indeed, my hate toward God could 

increase as my evidence of God’s reality increased. As I got more evidence of 

God as a genuine moral authority over me, I could easily deepen my hate toward 

God. This could come, out of resentment, from willful insistence that I be my own 

moral authority at least in certain areas of my life.
17

 

 

Even if one’s rejection of or indifference to a relationship with God is due to 

psychological factors outside of one’s control, actually rejecting or ignoring a 

relationship with God would be bad for the agent, as it would be an action that affirms 

something that is not good for the person and also leaves a mark on the person’s character 

making rejection/indifference more likely in the future. So if a loving God knows that an 

inculpable nonbeliever would reject or ignore a relationship with God, then God would 

have reason to keep a person from acting wrongly by rejecting a relationship with Him. 

God therefore would have a reason to allow the person to remain an inculpable 

nonbeliever. In conclusion, if Molinism true, and if there are inculpable non-responsive 
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nonbelievers, then God has good reason to not provide these nonbelievers with evidence 

of his existence.  

What about if God does not have knowledge of counterfactuals of human 

freedom?
18

 An omniscient God, even if he did not know how a person would respond 

when coming to believe that God exists, would still know how a person would be 

disposed to respond when coming to believe that God exists. If God knows that an 

inculpable nonbeliever has a disposition to reject or be indifferent to a loving relationship 

with Him upon believing that God exists (call these inculpable negatively disposed 

nonbelievers), then God knows that it is likely that the person will not respond 

appropriately to God upon coming to believe that God exists. Of course, there will be 

various strengths of negative dispositions among inculpable negatively disposed 

nonbelievers. Even if humans have libertarian freedom, some inculpable nonbelievers, 

because of their character, will be unable to do otherwise than respond inappropriately to 

God were they to come to believe that He exists. In the case of these inculpable strongly 

negatively disposed nonbelievers (ISND nonbelievers), the considerations of why God 

would be justified in allowing inculpable non-responding nonbelief given in the previous 

paragraph would apply. But there will also be those who are disposed to respond 

inappropriately with dispositions of various strengths compatible with the possibility of 

choosing to respond appropriately (we can refer to this class as inculpable moderately 

negatively disposed nonbelievers (IMND nonbelievers)). In the case of IMND 

nonbelievers, the possibility that they enter into a loving relationship with God gives God 

some reason to provide evidence of his existence, since there is a good that comes from 
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being in a loving relationship with God based on belief that God exists which would be 

made possible. Yet because of the greater possibility that the IMND nonbeliever will 

reject or ignore a relationship with God, it seems plausible that God would have a 

justifying reason not to provide evidence of his existence for IMND nonbelievers.  

What about those who are roughly just as disposed to not respond appropriately to 

God as they are to respond appropriately (call these people inculpable neutrally disposed 

nonbelievers (IND nonbelievers)). One might think that for the IND nonbeliever, the 

possible good of entering into a relationship with God based on belief that he exists 

would outweigh the possible bad of responding inappropriately, even if the likelihood of 

responding inappropriately is roughly the same. But there are further bad states that can 

result from coming to believe that God exists without responding appropriately to belief 

in God by entering into a loving relationship with God. God would consider the 

prevention of these bad states when considering whether or not it would be best to reveal 

himself to an inculpable negatively disposed nonbeliever. Travis Dumsday has given two 

accounts of possible bad states of affairs that can result from God revealing evidence of 

his existence. First, it seems that for many people their moral conduct would not improve 

were they to come to believe that God exists.
19

 But immoral actions done in a state of 

belief that a perfectly good God exists is morally worse, since the immoral conduct not 

only would violate moral norms but would also be a sin against God. So when 

considering whether or not to allow an IND nonbeliever to remain without justification 

for belief, God will also recognize that divine hiddenness can decrease moral guilt, 

making divine hiddenness a divine mercy. Second, many people, including inculpable 
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nonbelievers, are victims of the serious wrongdoing of other people.
20

 If these victims 

were to come to believe that God exists, there would be a clear danger that they would 

come to see God as responsible for their suffering. As Dumsday notes,  

If God’s existence were constantly obvious to those victims, even in the midst of 

their victimization, many of them would be led to an attitude of enmity, even 

hatred, toward the God who is openly seen to stand by, as it were, and permit their 

victimization. (Would one not resent a police officer who stood by and watched 

one’s robbery?) Such an attitude could prove extremely harmful to the person, in 

that it could prevent the formation of a positive relationship with God which 

would lead to an attitude of enmity rather than openness to a loving relationship 

with God. Since God would not want these people to develop an attitude of 

enmity toward him, this possibility gives him a reason to remain hidden from 

inculpable nonbelievers.
21

  

 

Though Dumsday limits these considerations to victims of moral evil, I think that the 

issue would be even more problematic with regard to victims of severe suffering due to 

natural evil. The essential point is that there is a danger of an IND nonbeliever, if she 

were to choose to reject a relationship with God upon coming to theistic belief, also 

having deep-seated feelings of resentment toward God because she thinks that God 

should have kept her from suffering. With these additional bad states of affairs that could 

result from a IND person coming to believe that God exists, it seems plausible that God 

would be justified in deciding to allow inculpable nonbelief even if it is roughly equally 

as likely that the IND nonbeliever would enter into a relationship with God.  

In light of the above considerations, I conclude that we have good reason to reject 

the theological premise of the AIN as it stands. That a person is an inculpable nonbeliever 

is not incompatible with the existence of a perfectly good God. God has good reason to 

remain hidden from inculpable nonbelievers who would respond inappropriately, who 
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would likely respond inappropriately, or who would just as likely as not respond 

inappropriately upon coming to believe that God exists.  

 

§7.3: Responding to AIFDN 

The arguments given in the previous section, however, do not seem to apply to 

those who God knows would (or would likely) enter into a loving relationship with Him 

upon having a justified belief that God exists. I refer to this type of inculpable nonbelief 

as inculpable favorably disposed nonbelief (IFD nonbelief). So the AIN can be modified 

as follows: 

ARGUMENT FROM INCULPABLE FAVORABLY DISPOSED NONBELIEF (AIFDN)  

Theological Premise: (1') If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God  

exists, then if any human H is at time t capable of relating 

personally to God and is favorably disposed to enter into a 

personal relationship with God, H at t believes that God 

exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that 

makes God’s existence epistemically probable, except 

insofar as H is culpably in a contrary position for relating to 

God at t. 

Existence Premise:  (2') But there are some humans who at some time t are (i) 

capable of relating personally to God, (ii) favorably 

disposed to enter into a personal relationship with God, 

and (iii) not culpably in a contrary position for relating to 

God yet (iv) do not believe that God exists.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

does not exist. 

 

This is a more formidable argument, and my response will require a number of steps. I 

address the existence claim in §7.3.1, accepting that there are cases of IFD nonbelief. My 

response will be to question the truth of the theological premise. Ultimately I will argue 

in §7.3.4 that there are a number of goods that are made possible by or make possible 

IFD nonbelief, and these goods justify God in allowing temporary IFD nonbelief. But in 
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order to make this case, I need to address the question of how bad a case of IFD nonbelief 

would be. I need to do this to see the strength of God’s pro tanto reasons to not allow IFD 

nonbelief which must be offset by the goods made possible by or that make possible IFD 

nonbelief. Accordingly, in §7.3.2 I argue that God’s reasons for not allowing IFD 

nonbelief are the kinds of reasons that are in principle able to be offset by other goods. I 

then argue that the badness of the temporary unavailability of relationship with God is 

significantly mitigated if one affirms (i) that God will ensure that IFD nonbelief is only 

temporary, and (ii) that humans have the opportunity to personally relate to God 

eternally. Then in §7.3.3 I argue that belief that God exists is not a necessary condition 

for personally relating to God, because persons can be in a loving relationship with God 

on the basis of de re beliefs about God and/or hope that God exists. Because of this, the 

AIFDN must be further clarified to refer to explicit relationship with God based on de 

dicto belief that God exists. But while I grant that there may be some increase of value in 

explicit relationship with God over de re belief/hope based relationship with God, this 

increase in value is not great. It is in light of the considerations offered in §7.3.2 and 

§7.3.3 that my claim that the goods outlined in §7.3.4 justify God in allowing cases of 

IFD nonbelief should be evaluated. 

 

§7.3.1: Evaluating the Existence Premise 

I begin with the existence premise (2'). Claiming that there are inculpable 

favorably disposed nonbelievers makes the existence claim less probable. We should be 

less confident that there are people who have not actively rejected evidence for God’s 

existence, have reasonably judged that their investigation into whether or not God exists 

has been adequate, and who would enter into a personal relationship with God, but do not 
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have evidence for God’s existence sufficient to justify belief in God. Schellenberg argues 

that there are clearly people who desire to enter into a relationship with God and yet 

remain unbelievers. For example, he cites the existence of former believers in God who 

only come to disbelieve that there is a God on the basis of their understanding of the 

evidence against theism, and who continue to desire that there is a God.
22

 Yet the fact that 

there are unbelievers who seem to be nonresistant and favorably disposed to a 

relationship with God does not show that this is in fact the case. As William Wainwright 

argues, “the fact that many agnostics and atheists want to believe in God is consistent 

with their also not wanting to do so. For both can be true of the same person. Indeed, 

theists themselves often display the same ambivalence.
23

 Further, traditional Christian 

doctrine claims that humans are unable to enter into a personal relationship with God 

without God’s gracious enabling of their ability to rightly relate to God. So this doctrine 

seems to imply that no one will be favorably disposed to rightly relate to God merely 

upon coming to believe that God exists. I want to sidestep this issue, however, since it 

seems plausible that the claim that there are inculpable favorably disposed nonbelievers 

can be put in terms of nonresistant nonbelievers who would rightly respond to God if 

they received evidence for belief that God exists and whatever enabling grace is 

necessary for rightly relating to God.  

So for the sake of the argument, I will grant that there are inculpable favorably 

disposed nonbelievers – those who would be favorably disposed to enter into a personal 

relationship with God were God to provide evidence of his existence (and anything else 
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that was needed for relating to God). My case against the AIFDN will therefore focus on 

providing a reason to reject the Theological Premise (1'). 

 

§7.3.2: A Consideration of the Value of Theistic Belief for the Favorably Disposed 

Since the argument has been modified to refer to IFD nonbelief, we need to 

update the Schellenbergian argument given for the theological premise (1'):  

(1'a) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any human 

H is at time t capable of relating personally to God and favorably disposed to 

enter into a personal relationship with God, H at t is in a position to do so (i.e., 

can at t do so just by choosing to), except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary 

position for relating to God at t. 

(1'b) Any human H is in a position to relate personally to God only if H at time t 

believes that God exists. 

(1'c) So, if an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of relating personally to God and favorably disposed 

to enter into a personal relationship with God, H at t believes that God exists on 

the basis of internally accessible evidence that makes God’s existence 

epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in a contrary position at t. 

 

In this section I want to begin my evaluation of (1') by looking at the claim 

implicit in (1'a) that God would not allow IFD nonbelief of any duration. In §3.1 I 

summarized the case for this position by arguing that because of the goods associated 

with relationship with God, God would have strong reason to enable the personal 

relationship as soon as possible. Schellenberg provides a defense of this premise, drawing 

on our understanding of the nature of love via our own interpersonal relationships. 

What we cannot say is that insofar as we are truly and properly loving parents or 

spouses or siblings or friends, we will ever take steps to put meaningful 

relationship out of reach ourselves, and thus, if the object of our love takes no 

such steps, he will always (insofar as we are able to ensure it) be in a position to 

relate to us positively. The possibility of some form of meaningful conscious 

relationship will always be there for him. Surely this is overwhelmingly plausible. 

What loving mother or husband or brother or friend would ever allow this 

possibility to be taken completely away, if he or she could help it? And to this we 

must surely add, given that God’s love for us would have to be far more 
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unremitting and indefectible than the best love of human persons.... What 

perfectly loving God would ever allow this possibility to be taken completely 

away?
24

 

 

Though Schellenberg’s case here is rhetorically moving, his argument trades on an 

important ambiguity. He asks, “What perfectly loving God would ever allow the 

possibility of a personal relationship with Him to be taken completely away?” The 

intuitively obvious answer is – no perfectly loving God would allow this. But this answer 

only seems obvious when “taken completely away” is understood as “taken completely 

away forever” or “taken completely away for a significant amount of time.” But the 

claim that Schellenberg is arguing for is “taken away for any amount of time.” And when 

this is made explicit, the rhetorical question does not have as obvious of an answer.  

The first point I want to make in this section is that it seems that I can think of 

possible scenarios where a loving mother or husband or brother or friend would allow the 

possibility of relationship to be completely taken away for a time, if there are goods for 

the beloved that require the possibility to not be available, and the relationship will be 

made available at a later time. Consider the following example (which is taken in 

modified form from Schellenberg himself): 

Hidden mother: Sally, because of certain circumstances, was forced to give up her 

son Sam for adoption and break all contact with the child. Sam is now an adult 

who doesn’t know that his biological mother is alive. Sally is now in a position to 

reveal her existence to her son. But Sam is going through an extremely difficult 

time in his work and personal life. Sally reasonably believes that Sam will 

respond favorably to the news that she is alive, and will enter into a relationship 

with her. Nevertheless, it is also clear to Sally that revealing her existence will 

draw Sam away from the difficulties at work and in his personal life that he needs 

to address. So Sally, because of her love for her son, decides to temporarily 

refrain from making contact with Sam.
25
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As was noted in the discussion of (1) of the AIN in §3.1, love includes a desire for the 

good of the beloved and a desire for relationship with the beloved, and the desire for 

relationship cannot be reduced to the desire for the good of the beloved. But these two 

desires can come in to conflict at least for a time, such that to act on one would be to act 

against the other. When this occurs, the loving thing to do seems to be to put the all-

things-considered good of the beloved above the good of personal relationship with the 

beloved. Contra Schellenberg’s claim, it would be unloving for Sally to seek to establish 

a relationship with Sam when this would keep Sam from resolving the difficulties in his 

life that need to be addressed. And this general point seems applicable to God’s love for 

humans. If God loves a person, this does not entail that he will seek a relationship with an 

inculpable favorably disposed person as soon as that person is able to relate to God, if the 

temporary nonbelief would provide goods for the person that would not be available if 

the person believed in God (this will be the focus of §7.3.4).  

 There is a second general point that needs to be made concerning the claim that 

God would not allow inculpable nonbelief of any duration, a point particularly important 

for undercutting the motivation for (1'a). It seems that the badness of the temporary 

unavailability of a relationship is dependent on the duration of the unavailability of the 

relationship in proportion to the total duration of the future personal relationship. If Sally 

knows that Sam will be able to work out his difficulties in a few days, the fact that they 

cannot be in a loving relationship for those few days, though still an evil, is not very bad 

if Sally thinks it is probable that they will be able to relate personally for the next 40 

years. But if Sally knows that she is terminally ill and only has a few months to live, then 

the lack of relationship for a few days would be much worse.  
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This point is significant when applied to cases of IFD nonbelief in God’s 

existence. On the Christian view, our earthly existence before death, though significant 

for the formation of our character and eternal destiny, is only part of an eternal existence. 

I think that the Christian theist should affirm that any case of IFD nonbelief will be 

temporary, and that God will ensure that the inculpable favorably disposed nonbeliever 

will receive evidence sufficient to justify belief in God before death, or if not before 

death then post-mortem
26

, in order to make a relationship based on belief available to the 

person. Temporary IFD nonbelief, even of a fairly long duration with regard to our 

earthly existence, would be of miniscule duration in comparison to the eternal duration of 

the robust relationship with God to be had in heaven. So the disvalue of temporary IFD 

nonbelief, though always a bad state of affairs, is significantly mitigated on the 

assumption that eternal conscious relationship with God will be made available to the 

IFD nonbeliever in the future. 

 In this section I have not argued that IFD nonbelief is not a bad state of affairs 

such that a perfectly good God would have no reason to prevent it from occurring. 

Rather, I have tried to show that while there is some disvalue in instances of temporary 

IFD nonbelief, it is the kind of bad state of affairs that can be justified by goods that 

make possible or are made possible by temporary nonbelief (the account of goods that 

justify temporary IFD nonbelief will be given in §7.3.4). I then argued that the degree of 

disvalue of temporary IFD nonbelief is significantly lowered on the reasonable 

assumption that a perfectly good God will ensure that the nonbelief is only temporary.   

 

                                                 
26
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entering into a personal salvific relationship with God that one believe that God exist before death.  
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§7.3.3: Relating Personally to God without Theistic Belief 

Now consider (1'b) – the claim that a person can personally relate to God only if 

he believes that God exists. In this section I argue that this is false – even if one does not 

believe that God exists, one can still have a personal relationship with God. This position 

has been defended in various ways by theists who have responded to Schellenberg’s 

argument. Here I will consider two ways that relationship with God does not require 

belief that God exists – relating to God on the basis of an awareness of God that can 

ground de re beliefs about God, and relating to God on the basis of hope that he exists. 

Let’s first consider the claim that a personal relationship with God is possible 

without belief that God exists through having an awareness of God.
27

 C. Stephen Evans 

has articulated an account of this kind of relationship with God on the basis of 

Kierkegaard’s thought.
28

 On Evans’s Kierkegaardian account, a nonbeliever can be aware 

of God’s reality and thereby have a relationship with God by hearing God’s voice and 

responding to it. This occurs in human moral experience. One way this can be the case is 

if the Good actually is grounded in God (a position that has strong support in the 

Christian tradition). To be aware of the Good is to in fact be aware of God, and to be 

committed to the Good is to be submitted to God. Another way this can be the case is if 

moral duties are constituted by divine commands. As Evans says, 

Kierkegaard claims that the fundamental moral obligation humans have towards 

humans is the duty, captured in both the Jewish and Christian scriptures, to love 
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our neighbors as ourselves. For him this duty is a divine command and thus those 

who are aware of their obligation to love their neighbors… have a kind of 

awareness of God's reality. Presumably those who respond to God’s voice and 

attempt to love their neighbors can even be said to enjoy a relation of sorts to 

God.
29

 

 

Alternately, even if one does not think that moral obligations are divine commands, one 

can think that moral knowledge is dependent on God in fact making a person aware of 

their moral duties, such that in becoming aware of and acting in accordance with one’s 

moral duties one is responding to God.  

 Moser makes this point well in his published discussion with Schellenberg on 

divine hiddenness: 

Schellenberg claims “it is logically impossible for you to hear God speak to 

you… while not believing that there is a God.” This is false. It rests on a 

confusion of (a) hearing God and (b) hearing God as (interpreted as) God. We 

have no reason whatever to think that (a) requires (b). Likewise, ordinary hearing 

of a human person does not require hearing that person as (interpreted as) that 

person. One can hear a voice, for instance, without (correctly) identifying the 

source of that voice. So people may actually hear God through conscience without 

correctly identifying the “voice” of conscience as God.
30

 

 

 We can think of this kind of awareness of God (following the terminology of 

Poston and Dougherty) as grounding de re belief in God. Belief de re is belief of a person 

or thing, whereas belief de dicto is assent to a proposition that is preceded by a that-

clause. When a de dicto nonbeliever believes that he should live according to the good as 

he recognizes it, he believes of God that God’s character is worthy of emulation. When a 

nonbeliever believes that she ought to obey moral obligations, she believes of God that 

his moral instructions are to be obeyed. Poston and Dougherty give another way that a 
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nonbeliever can have a de re belief in God.
31

 A nonbeliever may at times feel grateful for 

their life or particular goods that they experience, and  

if we are ever grateful [for these goods] it seems that we are grateful [to] their 

source, so to speak. God is in fact that benefactor of all, so whoever expresses 

gratitude to the benefactor in fact expresses gratitude to God and is to that extent 

in a relationship with Him.
32

 

 

In light of these considerations, it seems that even if a person is a de dicto nonbeliever 

(i.e., does not believe the proposition <An omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving 

God exists>), that person can still have an awareness of God and be a de re believer in 

God, and that this can serve as the basis of a relationship with God.  

Another way that one can have a personal relationship to God without believing 

that God exists is relating to God on the basis of hope. Consider the following case given 

by Andrew Cullison:  

The Hallucination Scenario: Suppose Bob recently discovers that he has been (for 

several years) hallucinating people and from his perspective developing very 

sophisticated, complex relationships. After Bob spent several months in the 

hospital, the doctors have determined that he has been cured. They are confident 

that he will no longer hallucinate. Julie is one of the doctors. Bob is skeptical that 

Julie is real. He even says on several occasions, I really don’t believe you exist. 

However, Bob thinks to himself, Julie (if real) would be the most amazing person 

I have ever met, and I am confident that we could have a long-lasting relationship. 

I could never forgive myself if I didn’t give her exactly the kindness she deserves 

(if I discovered she were real), so I’ll continue this relationship.
33

 

 

We can construe the story such that Bob is reasonable in his nonbelief in Julie’s 

existence. It seems that Bob is able to relate to Julie even though he does not believe that 

she exists because he hopes that she exists and acts as if she exists. And it certainly seems 

like the same could be true for God. Assuming that one thinks that the existence of a 
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perfectly good being is epistemically possible, then one can hope that God exists, and on 

the basis of this hope pray to God, obey the commands ascribed to God by a religious 

tradition, ask God for forgiveness, and other things that would constitute a personal 

relationship with God, even if one does not believe that God exists.
34

  

 I want to note that I am not claiming that the kind of relationship made available 

through de re awareness of God or hope that God exists is sufficient for God’s full 

intentions for divine-human relationships.
35

 But it seems plausible that there is a sense in 

which a person can be in a relationship with God even if he does not believe that God 

exists. Further, this kind of relationship can be the beginning of a person’s interactions 

with God which God ensures will develop in to a more full relationship based on belief 

that he exists.  

In light of the possibilities outlined above, on one reasonable reading of “relate 

personally to God”, (1'b) 

(1'b) Any human H is in a position to relate personally to God only if H at time t 

believes that God exists. 

 

is false. And if this premise is false, then the Schellenbergian argument for (1') of the 

AIFDN is unsound.  

Schellenberg has responded to this kind of theistic argument by claiming that the  

considerations concerning God’s love support a claim stronger than the claim that God 

would ensure that everyone is able to have a personal relationship with Him. Rather, God 
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would ensure that everyone would be able to have a fuller sort of relationship involving 

mutual recognition, and that this sort of relationship requires de dicto belief that God 

exists.
36

 So the proponent of the AIFDN can modify the argument for the theological 

premise so as to refer to explicit personal relationship with God, where this kind of 

relationship requires de dicto belief that God exists.
37

 

(1''a) If an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then if any 

human H is at time t capable of explicitly relating personally to God and favorably 

disposed to enter into an explicit personal relationship with God, H at t is in a 

position to do so (i.e., can at t do so just by choosing to), except insofar as H is 

culpably in a contrary position for relating to God at t. 

(1''b) Any human H is in a position to explicitly relate personally to God only if H at 

time t believes that God exists. 

(1''c) So, if an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then for any 

human H and time t, if H is at t capable of explicitly relating personally to God 

and favorably disposed to enter into an explicit personal relationship with God, H 

at t believes that God exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that 

makes God’s existence epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in 

a contrary position at t. 

 

The AIFDN would then be modified as 

 

Theological Premise:  (1'') if an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

exists, then for any human H and time t, if H is at t capable 

of explicitly relating personally to God and favorably 

disposed to enter into an explicit personal relationship with 

God, H at t believes that God exists on the basis of 

internally accessible evidence that makes God’s existence 

epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in a 

contrary position at t. 
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Existence Premise:  (2'') But there are some humans who at some time t are (i) 

capable of explicitly relating personally to God, (ii) 

favorably disposed to enter into an explicit personal 

relationship with God, and (iii) not culpably in a contrary 

position for explicitly relating to God yet (iv) do not believe 

that God exists.  

Conclusion:  (3) So an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God 

does not exist. 

 

What should we make of this response? It should be remembered that what underwrites 

the theological premise is Divine love, which is motivated by union with the beloved and 

the good of the beloved. It seems to me that a person who has a relationship with God on 

the basis of de re belief in God and/or hope that God exists does achieve union with God. 

This would not be full union with God, but neither would Schellenberg’s belief-based 

explicit relationship with God. Further, many of the kinds of attitudes and actions that 

would constitute a personal relationship with God for humans in their earthly existence 

can exist in a relationship based on de re beliefs about God and/or hope that he exists.  

Nevertheless, I acknowledge that a relationship based on de dicto belief that God 

exists can ground a deeper union with God than a relationship based on de re belief in 

God and/or hope that God exists. The primary difference seems to be one of stability in 

the relationship with God and a sense of God’s presence. I also am inclined to think that 

because of this, when considering the good of the relationship itself, having a de dicto 

belief-based relationship with God is a better state of affairs for a person than a 

relationship based on de re belief/hope. However, explicit relationship does not seem to 

be significantly more valuable than de re belief/hope based relationship, since many of 

the significant aspects of a personal relationship with God can exist without de dicto 

belief that God exists.  
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In summary, my goal in §7.3.2 and §7.3.3 has been to evaluate the strength of 

God’s reasons for not allowing IFD nonbelief of any duration so as to determine what 

strength of goods would be required to offset God’s pro tanto reasons for preventing IFD 

nonbelief. In §7.3.2 I argued that the evil of temporary IFD nonbelief is significantly less 

than it might first appear when one recognizes that on the Christian account of reality, 

God would ensure that all cases of IFD nonbelief are temporary, and that humans have an 

opportunity to have an eternal personal relationship with God. In this section I have tried 

to show that because humans can be personally related to God without belief that God 

exists, then believing that God exists, though a good, is only moderately better than 

epistemically justified nonbelief. Since I think that goods are not quantifiable and 

commensurable, it’s not clear how to speak about the magnitude of good and bad states 

of affairs. But in light of these considerations, I would claim that the badness of an 

occurrence of IFD nonbelief is not significant.  

Yet even if temporary IFD nonbelief is not a significant evil, it remains the kind 

of state that a perfectly loving God would need to have some reason to allow. So in the 

next section, I will argue that there are a number of goods which entail the possibility of 

IFD nonbelief or are made possible only if IFD nonbelief occurs. I will then argue that 

it’s reasonable to think that these goods at minimum justify God in allowing certain cases 

of IFD nonbelief, which implies that (1'') of the AIFDN is false and the argument under 

consideration is unsound. 

 

§7.3.4: The Cumulative Case Response to the Theological Premise 

 Many attempts have been offered by theists to offer accounts of goods that make 

hiddenness possible or goods that are made possible by hiddenness such that God has 
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reason to allow hiddenness. I think that much of what has been said by theists in response 

to the argument from hiddenness is on the right track in identifying goods that are made 

possible by inculpable (or in this case inculpable favorably disposed) nonbelief. The 

problem is that these individual accounts are sometimes taken to be the whole story 

concerning God’s justification for inculpable nonbelief. My approach will attempt to 

draw on a number of strands of hiddenness theodicy. I argue that there are a number of 

different goods that make possible or are made possible by IFD nonbelief. Every good 

described will not be present in each case of IFD nonbelief, but it seems reasonable to 

think that in many cases of IFD nonbelief, there will be multiple goods achieved that 

require the occurrence, or the possibility of, the IFD nonbelief. It seems, therefore, that 

the more goods that come through temporary IFD nonbelief, the more likely that some 

cases of temporary IFD nonbelief are justified. So in this section, I aim to provide what 

amounts to a cumulative case response to the AIFDN. I think that Dumsday is correct 

when he says “…the problem of divine hiddenness is perhaps best addressed not with any 

single reply, but rather through a set of interconnected and compatible responses that link 

up to form a sort of cumulative case argument.”
38

 Here I aim to present that cumulative 

case. 

 It’s important to recall that my task is not to attempt to justify every purported 

case of IFD nonbelief. I am arguing against (1'') of the AIFDN. To do this I only need to 

argue that for some case of IFD nonbelief God is justified in allowing its occurrence. It’s 

also important to remember that in §7.3.2 and §7.3.3 I tried to show that the badness of 

cases of IFD nonbelief is not significant, so the task of providing goods which would 
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justify a case of IFD nonbelief is not as difficult as it initially appeared when we 

considered Schellenberg’s initial argument.  

I begin with a consideration of how God would go about ensuring that (1'') is true 

for humans. If (1'') is true, then God would ensure that a person has evidence sufficient to 

justify belief in God as soon as that person comes to have the cognitive capabilities for 

relating personally to God, is not actively resisting evidence for God’s existence, has 

judged that his inquiry has been adequate, and is favorably disposed to enter into a 

relationship with God. This has implications for God’s role in providing evidence for his 

existence. We can think of evidence for God’s existence as coming from arguments for 

his existence or from religious experiences broadly construed (so as to include the 

deliverances of the sensus divinitatis as described by Plantinga
39

 and perceptions of God 

as described by Alston
40

). With regard to inferential evidence for God’s existence, God 

would need to ensure that the person have access to the propositions that make up the 

support for God’s existence and have a grasp of the inferential connections before having 

what is necessary capacity-wise for relationship with God. Since it’s plausible to think 

that a person has the capacities for relationship with God at a fairly young age (this seems 

to be Schellenberg’s view
41

), then God would need to ensure that the inculpable 

favorably disposed person have fairly easy access (cognitively speaking) to the premises 

and inferential support relations of an argument for theism if she were to have evidence 

for theism on the basis of argument. A more plausible way for God to provide evidence 

for his existence for those who are nonresistant and favorably disposed is via religious 
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experience. Schellenberg seems to agree with this, adopting as the model of a world 

where all nonresistant persons have evidence for God’s existence a world where “all 

human beings who evince a capacity for personal relationship with God have an 

experience as of God presenting himself to them…”
42

 But however God would provide 

the evidence, the proponent of the AIFDN must see God taking a strong role in providing 

the evidence needed to justify belief in theism, in order to ensure that there is no 

instances of inculpable favorably disposed nonbelief of any duration.    

 

§7.3.4.1: Nonbelief and the good of moral freedom.  Several authors have argued 

that belief in God decreases a person’s ability to exercise moral freedom. Since human 

ability to exercise moral freedom is an important human good, nonbelief allows the good 

of increased moral freedom. This view has been defended by Richard Swinburne and 

Michael Murray (among others), and I’ll refer to it as the good of moral freedom.  

 In thinking through why God might allow inculpable nonbelief from the 

perspective of Christian theism, we need to ask why God has created humans and placed 

them on the earth to live a portion of their existence, since on the assumption of Christian 

theism humans will live eternally. A standard answer to this question is that humans are 

given this life to develop morally significant characters. And if these characters are to be 

our own, we need to have a say in the formation of who we are morally. So God has 

endowed humans with libertarian freedom. More specifically, he has endowed humans 

with morally significant freedom – freedom to choose between good and evil courses of 
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action. Recently, following John Hick, this process of character formation via free 

choices of good over evil has been referred to as “soul-making.”
43

 

The exercise of this morally significant freedom requires that good and evil 

courses of action have some psychological appeal. But if a person comes to believe that a 

perfectly good God exists and desires that all people choose the good, and further that if 

he chooses the evil God will punish him, then this may create overwhelming incentive to 

choose the good such that the possibility of choosing the evil is significantly diminished 

or even in certain cases altogether overridden. This incentive would be motivated by a 

desire for one’s own well-being. An early proponent of this kind of idea was Kant, who 

said 

For suppose we could attain to scientific knowledge of God’s existence, through 

our experience or in some other way... Then in this case, all our morality would 

break down. In his every action, man would represent God to himself as a 

rewarder or avenger. This image would force itself involuntarily upon his soul 

and his hope for reward and fear of punishment would take the place of moral 

motives. Man would be virtuous out of sensuous impulses.
44

 

 

In addition, Swinburne notes that humans have a desire to be well thought of, which is a 

good desire essential for appropriate social interaction. But when one knows that God 

exists and will be pleased with a person who obeys his will, the desire to be liked by God 

may lessen or vitiate the strength of one’s motivation to do evil.
45

  

Explications of this response to hiddenness sometimes make it seem like God 

making his existence known would remove all possibility of choosing evil for certain 

people. Consider Murray and Taylor’s summary of this response:  
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     We can imagine God setting up the world in such a way that we are followed 

around by moral ‘highway patrolmen’ ready to punish us whenever we make a 

morally evil choice. In this case, any incentives for doing evil would be 

eliminated or at least overwhelmed by the presence of the moral patrolman, and 

we would be psychologically unable to choose evil.  

     Such freedom-removing conditions could be established in other ways as well. 

For example, if God were to make his existence clearly and powerfully known to 

us, the impact would be no less than the moral patrolmen. If we knew God was 

there, watching over us continually, all incentives to choose evil would be lost 

along with our ability to choose between good and evil actions. Our moral free 

choice would have been eliminated.
46

 

 

Perhaps if God were constantly providing religious experiences such that God was as 

evident as the computer before me, our psychological motivation to choose evil would be 

completely overridden. But the AIFDN claims that God would provide everyone capable 

of a relationship with him with evidence sufficient to justify belief that a perfectly good 

God exists. It seems implausible to think that justified belief that God exists would 

remove or override all incentive to all evil acts from anyone.  

This does not, however, undercut the general principle of this response to 

hiddenness. For a person with a desire to please his benefactors, moving from a state of 

nonbelief to belief that a perfectly good and just God will increase his motivation to do 

the good, and this implies that the motivation to do evil will decrease proportionally. 

Further, moving from a state of nonbelief to belief that a perfectly good and just God 

exists will significantly increase a person’s self-interested motivation for doing the good. 

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to offer a complete account of the psychology of 

morally significant free choice, but it seems that there would be a diminishing of morally 

significant freedom for any unbeliever were she to come to believe that God exists. This 
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increase in incentive toward the good would also plausibly make it the case that in certain 

situations, the motivation to do evil would be completely overridden.  

In conclusion, inculpable nonbelief may be necessary for certain people to have a 

broader range of morally significant freedom. Further all cases of inculpable nonbelief 

provide a more robust exercise of morally significant freedom for the nonbeliever (at 

least on the assumption that the person has a desire for their own welfare and a desire to 

please others). Since morally significant freedom is a great good in that it allows a person 

to form virtue in himself, this is a good which in part justifies all cases of temporary IFD 

nonbelief, with the amount of good dependent on the increase in morally significant 

freedom nonbelief enables for the nonbeliever.  

 

§7.3.4.2: Divine hiddenness and the good of intellectual probation.  In his 

Analogy of Religion first published in 1736 Joseph Butler addresses an argument from 

hiddenness against the existence of the Christian God (which I briefly overviewed in 

§2.1.2). His account of what justifies God in allowing ignorance of the Christian 

revelation seems able to provide another account of why God might allow IFD 

nonbelief.
47

 Butler stresses that the formation of virtue is the primary purpose of our 

earthly existence:  

The known end, then, why we are placed in a state of so much affliction, hazard 

and difficulty, is, our improvement in virtue and piety, as the requisite 

qualification for a future state of security and happiness.
48
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In this he emphasizes (like the good of moral freedom) the importance of soul-making. 

Butler offers a consideration concerning a good that can come from inculpable nonbelief 

that is independent from that given in the previous section. I’ll refer to this account as the 

good of intellectual probation. 

First, Butler notes that our inquiry into the evidence of religion is a realm of moral 

action like our other behavior. 

The evidence of religion not appearing obvious… gives scope for a virtuous 

exercise, or vicious neglect, of [a person’s] understanding, in examining or not 

examining into that evidence. Here seems no possible reason to be given, why we 

may not be in a state of moral probation, with regard to the exercise of our 

understanding upon the subject of religion, as we are with regard to our behavior 

in common affairs (2.6.8, p. 266). 

 

Butler’s point here is simple: there can be an important exercise of virtue in continuing to 

examine the evidence for God’s existence. Nonbelief offers an opportunity for 

intellectual perseverance in seeking after truth about this most important of subjects. This 

opportunity for virtue is exercised in overcoming the desire to do other things with one’s 

time rather than seek after evidence for God.  

Butler makes the additional claim that for certain people, the trial of seeking after 

truth in matters of religion (which of course includes whether God exists) may be their 

primary means of exercising morally significant freedom. He notes that for most people, 

the chief temptations to evil are “the ordinary motives to injustice or unrestrained 

pleasure… which renders many persons almost without feeling as to any thing distant, or 

which is not the object of their senses.” But there are certain people “who, from their 

natural constitution of body and of temper, and from their external condition, may have 

small temptations to behave ill, small difficulty in behaving well, in the common course 

of life” (2.6.13, p. 269). For those who are naturally inclined to virtue, their need to 
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exercise their capacity to form their character for virtue may be best exercised in 

choosing the good of persevering in seeking evidence for God’s existence.    

 Evaluating Butler’s account here, it seems clear that there is an opportunity for the 

good of exercising intellectual virtue in seeking after evidence for God which could not 

be had if God made evidence of his existence available as soon as a person was able to 

enter into a relationship with God. Since there is a good here that requires temporary 

nonbelief, this is another good that would be a part of God’s justification for allowing 

inculpable nonbelief. It also seems plausible that there are some people (though probably 

not a large number) who are inclined to do the good because of disposition, upbringing, 

and habituated virtue, such that persevering in inquiry into evidence for God’s existence 

provides them with their most robust opportunity for the continued formation of virtue.  

 

§7.3.4.3: Divine hiddenness and the goods of social dependency. Human beings 

are social creatures, and it’s plausible to think that it is good that humans are social 

beings. Several theists, including Stephen Evans
49

, Richard Swinburne
50

, Kevin 

Kinghorn
51

, and Robin Collins
52

 have argued that the goods that come from our social 

dependence give God a reason to allow temporary inculpable favorably disposed 

nonbelief.  

There are a range of goods that necessitate dependence of humans on one another. 

As a general point, it is good that humans have the ability to make a difference for good 
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or bad in the world – to have responsibility. Further, it is a great good to have 

responsibility with regard to others, to use our free will to help and serve others.
53

 The 

Christian tradition affirms this claim; the teaching of Jesus (as reported by the apostle 

Paul) is that “it is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). It is also good to be 

in a position to need help from another, in that in being dependent in this way one can be 

an occasion for others to help and aid. It is also a great good to be in a loving personal 

relationship with other people. The Christian tradition teaches that man’s good is not 

found exclusively in having a loving relationship with God but also in having loving 

relationships with other people. It seems clear that being dependent rational animals is 

instrumentally good in putting us in a position to relate to others in our families and 

social communities so as to have opportunities to exercise our capacity for responsibility 

for others and developing loving relationships with others.  

Concerning the specific issue of IFD nonbelief, our being socially dependent 

extends into the cognitive realm. As Evans notes, “most of what all of us know and 

believe is due to those who have brought us up and the communities that continue to 

shape us. The power to be shaped by such communities is necessarily a power to be 

helped or hurt, depending on the nature of the community.”
54

 Since this is the case, then 

it seems unsurprising that our cognitive dependence would include depending on others 

to learn about God’s existence. And the goods listed above apply specifically to IFD 

nonbelief. Nonbelief is necessary for the good of helping others come to belief. It is also 

necessary for the good of being in a position to need help from others. It also allows the 
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opportunity of cooperative investigation into the issue of God’s existence. As Swinburne 

says,  

In [the] pursuit of this very great good, the knowledge of God, it is good that 

humans cooperate, cooperate in investigation when none have found the great 

good; and when some have found it and others have not, that those who have 

found should try to help those who have not, to find it. What a good thing it is that 

those who know should be able to teach those who do not—in all matters, but able 

all in this most important of matters!
55

 

 

Nonbelief also allows opportunities for expressions of love for others by sharing with 

them evidence for the existence of a perfectly good God, and the relationship that can 

come out of this can be one of deep friendship. These goods of social dependency require 

nonbelief.  

Robin Collins has recently argued that there are goods that accrue through social 

dependence in addition to those I’ve already mentioned.
56

 Though he makes his point 

more broadly with regard to the goods of interpersonal dependence and evil, here I apply 

his considerations to IFD nonbelief. When a person (or a number of people) freely and 

virtuously responds by helping a nonbeliever come to believe that God exists, there can 

be profound interpersonal connections formed, including connections of appreciation, 

connections of contribution to another’s well-being, and connections of intimacy where 

the one who teaches and the one taught are united because of the act of the teacher. To 

make the point more generally, the help provided by one teaching another about God can 

be a constitutive part of the relationship between two people. Further, these connections 

can continue throughout the lives of the individuals, providing intrinsic value throughout 

the relationship as long as these connections remain an important part of the relationship. 
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And assuming that the former IFD nonbeliever and those who assisted her in coming to 

belief that God exists continue to be in a loving relationship into the afterlife, the value of 

the specific connections formed through the assistance provided can continue to accrue 

value throughout eternity. 

The goods of social dependency outlined in this section have a further connection 

to IFD nonbelief. It is good for God to give humans significant responsibility for one 

another. But it is also good that he gives us moral freedom. Because of our moral 

freedom, the responsibility that God has given to humans to teach one another about God 

can be neglected. When humans fail to act on their responsibility to others come to know 

about God, this results in further cases of inculpable nonbelief
57

. 

If the AIFDN is right, then as soon as a person reaches the cognitive and 

emotional development required to enter into a relationship with God and would be 

disposed to enter into a relationship with God, then God must ensure that this person 

immediately has evidence for his existence. But in order to do that he would have to 

ensure that propositional evidence of a fairly clear sort was immediately available, or 

(what seems more plausible) provide evidence of his existence via personal religious 

experience of some sort. But if this were so, then assuming that humans have freedom 

whether or not to teach others about God, God would often be required to provide 

evidence for his existence directly in order to ensure that IFD nonbelief never occurred. 

In contrast with this picture of what a loving God would do, it seems that in light of the 

above considerations, God would have reason to allow IFD nonbelief based on the 

different goods of social dependence.  

                                                 
57

 Thanks to Doug Henry for pointing out that I needed to make this point clear. 



189 

 That God desires for humans to learn about him via other humans is in 

consonance with the teaching of Christianity. It is a fundamental part of the mission of 

the church (Christ’s spiritual body on earth) to teach others about God. So on the 

hypothesis of Christian theism, inculpable favorably disposed nonbelief is a phenomenon 

to be expected. Laura Garcia sums up this point winsomely, stating 

God might desire that most persons should come to know Him (and especially of 

His love for them in Christ) by hearing this message from others – originally from 

eyewitnesses of His miracles and His ‘glory’, but later from those who have not 

seen and yet have believed. This method preserves the relationality of human 

beings better than the more direct, individualistic methods [posited by proponents 

of hiddenness arguments], and is perhaps a better introduction into the realm of 

personal relationships that comprises our final destiny and that characterizes even 

the inner life of God himself (according to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity).
58

 

 

In conclusion, it seems reasonable to think that the various goods of social 

dependence outlined in this section (being able to teach others about God, learn from 

others about God, pursue belief about God in cooperation with others, form deep 

relationships with others because of the help given and received) provide God with 

additional reasons to allow temporary IFD nonbelief.  

§7.3.4.4: Divine hiddenness and the good of learning for oneself that God exists.  

It is a good state of affairs for a person to learn an important truth for oneself through 

one’s own experience. To motivate this claim, Swinburne puts forward the following 

example: 

Consider some scientist Smith who originally held [with justification] some quite 

false theory of the universe T1; and then, being shown new evidence with which 

that theory was not compatible, and suddenly thinking of a new theory T2 

supported by all the evidence new and old, comes to hold the new theory. 

Contrast him with Jones, who was shown in his youth all the evidence which 

Smith eventually saw, and told about T2, comes to hold it because of the evidence.  

                                                 
58

 Laura Garcia, “St. John of the Cross and the Necessity of Divine Hiddenness,” in Divine 

Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser (Cambridge University Press, 2002), 

87. 



190 

Swinburne argues, “Both are equally rational in their response to evidence, but Smith 

alone in a crucial sense learns from experience. He alone manifests a rationality prepared 

to give up old views in the light of new evidence.”
59

 This seems right – there is 

something of value in Smith coming to know that T2 is true of the universe that could 

only be had if Smith started out in ignorance of T2 and comes to see the truth of T2 for 

himself.  

 There is an obvious parallel with the case of IFD nonbelievers. If God provided 

evidence for his existence as soon as a person had the capacity for relationship with him, 

wasn’t culpably in a contrary position, and had a disposition to relate to God, then it 

seems that there would be little opportunity to learn for oneself whether or not God 

exists. Nonbelief, therefore, seems to be necessary for a certain kind of learning for 

oneself that God exists, a state of affairs that is valuable. This good can serve as another 

reason that God would have for allowing inculpable favorably disposed nonbelief.  

§7.3.4.5: Divine hiddenness and the good of desiring to know God.  If (1'') is true, 

then there would be no person at any time would be an IFD nonbeliever. But this implies 

that there would never be any cases of desiring to come to have an explicit relationship 

with God or longing to have an explicit relationship with God. For as soon as a person 

had the capacity to know God and the disposition to know God, God would provide 

evidence that He exists, making an explicit relationship with Him available. But it’s 

plausible to think that there is a unique good that comes from desiring an explicit 

relationship with God. It seems that we humans come to appreciate things more if we go 
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through periods of time where we desire them but don’t have them.
60

 The person who has 

experienced times of hunger usually develops a deeper appreciation of food than a person 

who has always had all the food he could need. The person who has desired to have 

adequate shelter from the elements has a greater appreciation for his house than a person 

who has always had a nice place to live. And this propensity carries over to interpersonal 

relationships. The person who has desired but lacked a close friend often develops a 

greater appreciation for friendship than a person who has always had good friends (who 

may be inclined to take this for granted). It seems that even if a person is favorably 

disposed to a relationship with God such that he would enter into an explicit relationship 

with God were he to receive evidence for God’s existence, he may still benefit from 

going through a period of time where he desires for it to be the case that there is a loving 

God who he can salvifically relate to without having access to that relationship because 

of a lack of evidence for the existence of God.  

In this section I have outlined 6 different goods that require nonbelief or result in 

the possibility of IFD nonbelief. It may be that in a particular case of IFD nonbelief, no 

one of these goods would be sufficient to justify God in allowing the nonbelief (though 

I’m inclined to think this is not the case). But it is plausible to think that for some cases of 

IFD nonbelief, a number of these different goods are made possible by the nonbelief. And 

this conjunction of goods that lead to a particular case of IFD nonbelief and that can 

result from IFD nonbelief could make it such that it would not be on balance preferred by 

God to prevent the case of inculpable nonbelief. 
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§7.3.5: Conclusion of the Cumulative Case Response to the AIFDN 

In §7.3 I have offered an evaluation of the AIFDN. I have given reasons for 

rejecting (1'') 

(1'') if an omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly loving God exists, then for any 

human H and time t, if H is at t capable of explicitly relating personally to God 

and favorably disposed to enter into an explicit personal relationship with God, H 

at t believes that God exists on the basis of internally accessible evidence that 

makes God’s existence epistemically probable, except insofar as H is culpably in 

a contrary position at t. 

 

In §7.3.2 I argued that temporary IFD nonbelief does not seem to be a great evil, in light 

of the possibility of eternal relationship with God. Then in §7.3.3 I argued that belief that 

God exists is not a significantly better state of affairs than nonbelief on the basis of 

considerations of relationship since nonbelievers can have a personal relationship with 

God on the basis of awareness of God and/or hope that God exists. Then in §7.3.4 I have 

put forward a number of different goods that either make IFD nonbelief possible or are 

made possible by IFD nonbelief. And this conjunction of goods would render God’s 

allowing the case of temporary IFD nonbelief compatible with his perfect love for the 

nonbeliever. If there is one case of IFD nonbelief that God would be justified in allowing 

on the basis of a conjunction of the goods delineated in §7.3.4, then (1'') is false. Again, 

the claim that I’m defending is not that the conjunction of goods would justify a case of 

IFD nonbelief for the entirety of a person’s life. My claim is that we have reason to reject 

the claim of (1'') of the AIFDN that if there were a perfectly loving God, there would be 

no IFD nonbelief of any duration. I think that on the considerations I’ve given in §7.3.2, 

§7.3.3, and §7.3.4, it is reasonable to affirm that (1'') is false. 

Schellenberg has argued, contra this case, that the goods I’ve delineated in §7.3.4 

do not justify God in allowing inculpable nonbelief (and therefore these goods would not 
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justify IFD nonbelief either). He argues that any of the goods that can be put forward 

which would provide partial justification for IFD nonbelief can be accommodated from 

within belief that God exists. This is Schellenberg’s accomodationist strategy, and in 

order for my cumulative case response to the AIFDN is to be successful, I must address 

this objection.  

 

§7.4: Responding to Schellenberg’s Accomodationist Strategy 

 

§7.4.1: The Accomodationist Strategy Stated 

 Schellenberg’s accomodationist strategy can be stated simply.
61

 After listing some 

of the greater goods that have been put forward as plausible justifications for divine 

hiddenness (many of which I have defended above), Schellenberg states 

What the points here listed provide us with reason to suppose God would value 

are invariably broad types of things – such as courage – that can be tokened in 

various ways, and also in relationship with God; and given the connection 

between love and openness to relationship, we should not expect God to give up 

the latter unless these types cannot otherwise be tokened.
62

 

 

Schellenberg’s fundamental argument here is that whatever good that is put forward as 

the reason why God allows IFD nonbelief is a specific instance of a type of good, and this 

type of good can be achieved while the agent involved believes that God exists.  

Schellenberg has applied his accomodationist strategy to several of the goods I 

defend in §7.3.4. Here I overview his response to the good of learning for oneself the 

truth that God exists as defended by Swinburne (similar to the good I defend in §7.3.4.4). 

Swinburne says that given theism, the ultimate truth about the universe is that God exists, 
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and that it is a great privilege to be able to discover this ultimate truth for ourselves. 

Schellenberg claims that the key assumption here is that the privilege of being able to 

come to know this ultimate truth is the greatest intellectual privilege we can have. Here’s 

Schellenberg’s response: 

Surely there is an important sense in which the ultimate (in the sense of the 

greatest) intellectual discovery possible is not the discovery of the ultimate truth, 

where this is a lone proposition like “God exists.” The ultimate discovery given 

theism would be discovery of just exactly what belongs to a huge—perhaps 

infinitely large—conjunction, of which the proposition “God exists” is but one 

conjunct.
63

 

 

This conjunction of propositions, which would include “propositions about the nature of 

God and God’s creative and revelatory activity and the nature of the universe and 

ourselves and about the relations among all these things” is something that we can come 

to know more fully, such that we achieve “ever deeper levels of understanding.” And it is 

this, according to Schellenberg, which would be the intellectual goal “that a God 

concerned for our intellectual well-being would certainly wish to help us forward.” But 

coming to know these propositions that make up a fully-orbed view of God’s reality is 

compatible with already having justified belief that God exists. Since coming to know 

these truths is extremely valuable, “there would appear to be a rather large number of 

intellectual attainments at least as great as that of discovering that God exists which must 

be open to us to pursue even if we have achieved knowledge of that proposition.”
 64

 So 

Schellenberg concludes that the good that I (following Swinburne) have put forward as a 

part of the justification for the existence of IFD nonbelief can in fact be achieved for 

those who believe that God exists. 
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 Schellenberg thinks that the application of the accomodationist strategy that I’ve 

outlined here “is… a prototype of what we can do in many other cases”
65

 since other 

goods can be accommodated from within theistic belief in much the same way. 

Schellenberg thinks it clear that  

infinite resourcefulness… would provide many ways for a perfectly loving God to 

make explicit Divine-creature relationship a genuine possibility at all times 

without failing to meet the dominant concern of any of the reasons for God to 

remain hidden that have been advanced, or seem likely to be advanced.
66

  

 

In light of this, Schellenberg would judge that the cumulative case response I’ve provided 

above is adequately defeated by his accomodationist strategy.  

 

§7.4.2: Reply to the Accomodationist Strategy 

I find the accomodationist strategy unpersuasive. Since I outlined Schellenberg’s 

application of the accomodationist strategy to the good of learning for oneself that God 

exists (§7.3.4.4), I will begin my reply with a consideration of this particular application 

of the accomodationist strategy. The major problem for Schellenberg’s accomodationist 

response to this good is his understanding of how good states of affairs are classified. 

Schellenberg is committed to the types of human goods being very broad (courage, 

perseverance, etc.), with any instances of those goods being individual tokens of the type. 

This seems to me to be an inadequate understanding of the classification of human goods. 

We can translate Schellenberg’s type-token talk into genus-species talk. On 

Schellenberg’s account, there are a number of different broad species of goods (like 

courage, perseverance, etc.) and that any act that falls under the species is a simply a 

particular instantiation of the species. He therefore thinks that the good of learning for 
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oneself that God exists is accommodated in the life of a believer in God by the possibility 

of coming to learn other important goods.  

It seems more accurate, however, to see each broad type of good as a genus of 

goods, with different species of the genus determined by specific differences. Consider 

courage. It seems that there are different types of courage – there’s courage in battle, but 

there’s also courage in confronting a friend who is acting in a self-destructive way. 

Rather than seeing these as instances of the same species of human good, it seems that 

these are two different species of courage. Further, there is unique value instantiated in a 

person’s life when he is able to act in such a way as to put specific virtues into practice. I 

want my son to be courageous in standing up to a bully, but I also want him to be 

courageous in admitting to me that he has lied. These two goods aren’t simply token 

instances of the same species courage; they are instances of specific types of courage, and 

each type instantiates a unique value that is irreducible to the general category of act of 

courage.   

The application of these considerations to the good of learning for oneself that 

God exists is straightforward. Contra Schellenberg, a case of a person learning for herself 

that God exists are not simply an instance of the species of good learning an important 

truth for oneself. Rather, there are a number of species of the genus learning an 

important truth for oneself, one of which is learning for oneself that God exists. Further, 

achieving the good learning for oneself that God exists is a unique type of good, a type of 

good that requires a previous state of nonbelief. And it’s plausible to think that God 

values the instantiation of this unique type of good for those he loves, both for the good 
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of the beloved in instantiating a unique species of goodness and because of His 

appreciation for the diversity of goods to be instantiated in the universe. 

This general problem of not having a fine-grained understanding of the species of 

human goodness also applies to the accomodationist strategy response to several of the 

other goods I present. Consider the good of intellectual probation (§7.3.4.2). Schellenberg 

addresses this good, and argues that there are other religious truths that a person could 

lack evidence for besides the truth of God’s existence, such that God could provide 

instances of intellectual probation for those who believe that God exists.
67

 But if 

persevering in seeking evidence for God’s existence is a unique species of the genus 

persevering in seeking evidence for important truths, then this is a unique good that 

cannot be instantiated in the life of a person without inculpable nonbelief. These 

considerations would also apply to the various goods of social dependency discussed in 

§7.3.4.3. I take it that the accomodationist strategy would claim that humans could 

continue to be socially dependent and responsible for one another even if God ensured 

that there were no IFD nonbelievers. Even if John could not help Mary come to know 

that God exists, he could help her come to understand algebra. But again, the good of 

helping another person come to believe that God exists seems like a unique species of the 

good helping another person come to an important belief, and the good of loving a friend 

as the person who helped me believe that God exists seems like a different species of love 

from loving a friend as the person who helped me learn algebra. These unique types of 

goods require IFD nonbelief, and provide a reason for a loving God to allow temporary 

nonbelief. 
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Turning to the good of desiring to know God (§7.3.4.5). My claim is that without 

times of inculpable nonbelief, a person could not desire to know God.  Schellenberg 

doesn’t explicitly address this good in his discussions of the accomodationist strategy, 

and it’s unclear what type of good that Schellenberg would think that this good falls 

under such that it is merely an instance of the general type of good. The best I can come 

up with would be the claim that a believer who has a personal relationship with God can 

still desire to know God in a deeper way, and this ability allows for instances of the 

general type of good desiring to know another person more fully. But it simply seems 

clear that desiring to know God is a unique species of good that cannot occur without 

nonbelief.  

 Finally, the accomodationist strategy also seems to miss the mark when it is 

applied to the good of greater moral freedom (§7.3.4.1) Schellenberg responds to what he 

takes to be Swinburne’s view and Murray’s view that belief that a perfectly good God 

exists would strengthen our motive to choose the good such that “we would no longer be 

free to choose the bad instead, and so would be unable to participate in the sort of ‘soul-

making’ that theist and nontheists alike will say God has abundant reason to facilitate.”
68

 

He responds by arguing first that this claim seems false; moral choice is possible even if 

one believes that a perfectly good God exists. Second, he argues that even if one is 

motivated by belief in God such that he cannot choose to do a bad action, one can still 

choose to do the good action for the sake of the good or for self-interested considerations, 

which is an important moral choice. In response, my account of the good in question 

made possible by nonbelief is not that it makes significant freedom possible. I 
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acknowledge that people who believe that God exists can still choose what is morally 

wrong. My claim was that for many people belief that God exists would decrease the 

range of morally significant choices that they could make. So my claim is that inculpable 

nonbelief brings about an increase in the range of moral choice, and that this is good for 

people in allowing an increased control over their moral formation. So it seems that 

Schellenberg’s accomodationist strategy response simply misses the mark here. 

 

§7.5: Conclusion 

 In this final chapter I have argued that the Schellenberg-based AIN and the 

AIFDN are unsound. There are good reasons to think that the claim that a perfectly good 

God would not allow any cases of inculpable nonbelief or inculpable favorably disposed 

nonbelief is false. The argument given in this chapter does not, however, show that all 

arguments from hiddenness are unsuccessful arguments against theism. As was indicated 

in §2.2, there are many versions of arguments from hiddenness that have not been 

developed anywhere in the literature. It seems to me that there is much important work 

that remains to be done on arguments from divine hiddenness; I predict that the argument 

from hiddenness will be an important area for future research.  
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