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THE TRANSCRIPT 

 

Episode 4 Evil and What to do about it   

 

4.1 Is evil real?  

 

Jeremy Greaves: Yes, we only have to look around the world to see that evil is a reality in all sorts of       

different ways. We can name structural evil in our world, things that can keep people oppressed and poor; 

there are evils that do damage to the environment. There are structural things about humanity and the way 

we behave that causes these things to happen. I think also people have the capacity to do evil things as   

individuals as well. We just need to turn on the news and see terrible things that happen. So while I don’t 

think I’d say that people can be evil, I think they can do evil things.  

 

Peter Kline: This is a question that many theologians throughout the centuries have wrestled deeply with: is 

evil real? Another way to ask that question is: what is the origin of evil? Is there an origin that we can       

pinpoint and say, "This is where evil comes from?" as a way of saying, “Yes indeed evil is real”? One of the 

Church's - Christianity’s - most influential, most famous theologians, from the 5th century is the figure of    

Augustine, a bishop from North Africa. And he wrote a lot about this question. He basically says evil isn't 

really real. Now he doesn't mean that bad things don't actually happen. He's trying to ask the question 

“Does evil have a kind of essence? Is there an active force of evil in the world that is equal and opposed to 

the force of good? You think of Star Wars, the dark side. And Augustine’s answer is no - there's not an    

active force called "evil". What we call evil is simply a name for what we call the falling apart,                  

disintegration, the corruption of the good. So, for Augustine, if anything exists, it’s by its very nature, good.  

What we call evil is that good coming into various kinds of corruption. It comes into corruption because it’s 

infiltrated by a kind of nothingness. So, for Augustine, evil is not really a force, it’s a non-force of           

nothingness that causes good things to fall apart, what is called good to be corrupt. So that's Augustine’s 

answer: evil is not really real, what is real is the good.  Now some people find that an adequate, helpful 

explanation, where other theologians don't.  

One of the reasons is because our experience of evil can be so overwhelming, and it can seem like it’s such 

an overwhelmingly positive force or agency. Whether you're talking about natural evils, tsunami,          
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earthquakes or whether you're talking about human evil, all kinds of abuse, genocide, war...or you can point 

to a combination of human and natural evil in something like climate change. Humans are producing natural    

catastrophes. In all those instances, evil seems like it’s not just nothing, it seems like it’s an overwhelming    

positive force, like it’s real. So much so, that sometimes theologians and Christians have been driven to talk 

about it as an agent, as a person.  

The whole idea of a devil, of Satan, as a person who embodies or personifies evil is one way of giving voice 

to the idea that evil is an independent force that overtakes the world. Things like demons, or the satanic, 

(whatever you want to call it) is one way that people have given language to the fact that evil seems real, that 

it seems like there's a real evil force that's opposed to the force of the good (God).  

 

Bruce Boase: Evil and what to do about it. Yes! Evil is real and we should wipe it out. I do mean what I say in 

the first part of that – evil is real and that’s acknowledged by God and through Christ. We live with that proof 

every day that some people make a choice to do something very, very wrong. What do we do about it? It 

really does need to start almost in the womb. Start by assuring the child in the womb that they are loved and 

special. Affirm the goodness that should be there when the child is born, then the other teaching starts. They 

can understand that they can grow with the knowledge of good and evil and the knowledge that the good is 

what we should be doing.   

 

Marian Free: I don’t think evil is real in the sense that there’s a personal devil, or there’s a force equal to God. 

I think evil is where there’s an absence of God. That can come from people who reject God or turn their backs 

on God. I think it’s mostly to do with the absence of God.  It’s perfectly possible particularly from our New 

Testament that people have this idea of the personification of evil. In the temptations we talk about the devil 

and Paul mentions Satan, so it definitely seems to be a first century view. We know that some of that dualistic 

idea came from the exile (of the Jews) in Persia. I also think we need to be very careful about dualism. If we 

are monotheists, and we believe in one God, we can’t have a second god who is evil. Our basic premise as 

a monotheistic religion is that we cannot have an equal and opposite force that is the same as God and that 

we then call that the devil. If there is evil in the world, it has to be of a completely different nature.  

 

Bruce Boase: A little girl asked me “How come I can’t hear God when He is speaking to me?” and I thought 

about it and for want of a better answer I said to her “Well you know, when you have a choice between do-

ing something good and something bad what do you do?” and of course she said “ I do something good” 

and I said “Well that’s when God is speaking to you, He’s telling you to do the good thing.” I didn’t go into 
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what the other bloke might say. But it is the choice that we have to show our children that we are given a 

choice. And the way we live our lives depends on the choices we make.  

 

Penny Jones: I suspect it relies on what you mean by evil and it relies a lot on what you mean by real. If you 

mean there’s an abstract entity “evil” then I don’t think so. There’s no question that we have experience of 

evils – war, poverty, suffering and our experience of those things is real and valid but I don’t think I would 

give that much power and oxygen to evil. Evil has something to do with the absence of love and in some 

sense, love is all that is good and is in some way equate-able with God. Where there is an absence of those 

things, we might describe evil almost as a shadow but it’s not substantial in itself. To make it have substance, is 

to give it an honour it should not have. It doesn’t have strength and validity in and of itself. It is the absence, 

not the presence. In so far as God is present in and through all things then that presence of God is what 

stands and shines light in the places that we recognise as evil.  

 

 

4.2 Is a person born evil, do they become evil, or is there another interpretation for behaviour 

that we perceive to be intrinsically evil?  

 

Peter Kline: One of the most complicated and controversial theological topics is this whole question of original 

sin, which is an attempt to delve into these questions about: Are we born sinful?  Are we born evil? Is that an 

intrinsic part of how we come into the world?  Or is sinfulness (this is the way Christian theology tends to talk 

about it) something that comes later?  Is it an intrinsic make up of who we are or is it a result of choice?  Do we 

choose to become evil, to become sinners? Again, there's very different answers to this across the theological 

spectrum. Different Christians and theologians will answer it very differently.      

 

Jeremy Greaves: I don’t think anyone can look at a tiny baby and say this person is evil. The gift we’re given, 

the gift of life is that we are created in the image of God, and I think ultimately, we are created good. That’s 

the difference between thinking about original sin, and original blessing. God looks at the world created and 

says “this is good” then we muck it up. So, I think that people are born inherently good, but we have a great 

capacity to go off the rails and do wrong things. People make all sorts of decisions for all sorts of reasons and 

sometimes we make bad decisions which can lead to great tragedy and terrible things can happen.  
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Sometimes they are decisions we make consciously. Other times they are decisions we make because we find 

ourselves in a place because of structural evil that has placed us in a particular place in society or in the world 

where we don’t have the capacity to make the same sorts of decisions as others.   

So, I think there are all sorts of things that can lead to evil acts happening, but I think ultimately that person 

who has done the most horrific thing, I don’t think they can be defined by that thing. Because at the heart of 

the faith there’s some stuff about redemption that suggests that even for the worst possible person, the good 

that was part of them from the beginning can triumph  

 

Penny Jones: I think there is a story of a teacher asking school children and saying “if all the good people are 

red and all the bad people are blue, what will you be?” and a child replies “Well Miss, I’d be streaky” and 

that’s spot on isn’t it?  There’s the good and the bad in all of us and we are all of us the sum of our lives – of 

the things that have happened to us, and indeed perhaps happened before we were born – that are in our 

genetic makeup, in our family circumstances that are in the national and  international circumstances into 

which we are born.  

So, an enormous number of factors play into how our “goodness” or our “badness” develops within us. It’s 

very hard for us to see those things sometimes because we stand in our own light and some of what makes us 

tremendously good is also the very thing that make us very bad – what psychologists sometimes refer to as 

“the shadow” - that which projects the greatest light also has the deepest darkness.  

So, all of us have good and bad. When Jesus was asked about the blind man “Who sinned? This man or his 

parents? That this man was born blind?” Jesus says “None of that, none of that applies.” That each and every 

one of us, like the blind man, is here in our own way, as best as we are able, to show something of the glory 

of God. And the factors that play into our lives will to greater or lesser extents, and at different times, obscure 

that, but the reality of the light of God in every person remains.  

 

Peter Kline: One of the most common ways that Christianity has told the story about human beings and our 

relation to evil is through the whole story of The Fall. The way Christians generate this story is that we go to 

Genesis, the first book in the Bible, we read the story of Adam and Eve. They were created by God as the first 

human beings and were told, given a few guidelines of what they could and could not do. God told them 

they couldn’t eat the fruit of a particular tree, but they did it anyway. This was a transgression, a first sin that 

plunged the rest of the human race into the status of being sinner.  From then on all of the Adam and Eve’s 

descendants were born sinners, because in doing the first sin, Adam and Eve corrupted human nature itself. 

That Adam and Eve corrupted human nature itself, such that any reproduction of human nature down through 
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the centuries, down through the ages, will be born evil. So all of us, because we are descendants of Adam 

and Eve are now born evil.   

That’s a very common story that Christianity has told. It has also come under massive criticism from a lot of 

different angles. From within and outside of Christianity. It is very problematic for all sorts of reasons, to say 

that human nature has become evil. Precisely where you locate the nature of that evil? Often times there's 

been a tendency in Christianity to say that if you want to talk about the heart of that evil, we need to talk 

about desire and sexuality. That somehow desire and sexuality is bound up with the core of what it means for 

people to be evil. Which again has been massively critiqued from all different angles, that that way of       

construing the innateness of human evil, brings all sorts of problematic relations to ourselves, the ways we can 

think about our bodies, the way we think about human relations all different kinds of stuff.   

That's not to say that the way to counteract the problematic ways Christianity has construed humans being 

born into sin (as it were) is to simply swing to this optimistic, and romantic view of life "We just need to affirm 

ourselves as good, we are all basically good. All this talk about humans being evil is pessimistic, or too much. 

We just need to think of ourselves as good rather than evil." I don’t think this is helpful. If you simply look 

around the world and if you look into the intimate corners of the human heart, there is a lot of brokenness   

everywhere...it goes all the way to the biggest reaches of human existence, to how we organise countries and 

societies, and the whole sweep of history.  

But also, again, the most intimate aspects of human hearts and lives, there's brokenness everywhere. How do 

we make sense of that? It seems that even from the very earliest stages of human existence, there are things 

like selfishness and struggle. We struggle to learn how to respect and relate to each other. How do you make 

sense of that? How do you make sense of the disordered and broken nature of human existence all the way 

down? So, I still think something like Original Sin can be a helpful category. But it may be more helpful to 

think of it not in terms of an intrinsic aspect of myself, or what I’m born with...but what the world does to me 

when I'm born into the world. I think that's a more helpful way of talking of original sin, that we live in a world 

that has various structures into which we are all born. We inevitably participate in the brokenness of the 

world’s structures in all kinds of ways and none of us can escape that… to not talk of it in terms of the          

individual but about the world and that we are all born into a broken world. I think that’s a more helpful way 

to talk about the issue.  

 

Marian Free: I think that peoples’ experience can cause them to shut themselves off from God which is my 

definition of evil. The situation of being abused – that you lose all sense of self you lose all sense of the other, 

so that what we would call evil is a consequence of you just trying to survive, your way of coping with the 

world. That’s not something that you’re born with, that’s something that’s inflicted upon you by your life      

experience. But if you read Paul, Paul would say that our disobedience, our sense of being cut off from God is 
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something that we inherit from Adam. That’s a different thing from original sin though, it’s a sense of wilfulness, 

of disobedience and Paul would argue that Jesus has reversed that by Jesus’ obedience and complete       

submission to God.    

 

Jeremy Greaves: Do Anglicans believe in sin? I think absolutely. Its deeply a part of who we are. In our liturgy 

week by week we have a time of confession and absolution which is about recalling the ways we’ve fallen 

short of what God calls us to be and so that’s part of our understanding of sin. Personal sin? The same way 

with evil, I think there’s that sort of corporate sin…the ways as communities or as humanity we behave that is 

sinful as well.  

 

 

4.3 Why do some people get away with doing really bad stuff?  

 

Jeremy Greaves: I think that’s a question that people have struggled with for millennia and it’s at the heart of 

all great religious traditions and it has resonances with that other great question – why do bad things happen 

to good people? There’s no easy answer to that. I think inherently we want things to be fair, but the reality is 

that the world isn’t fair, and as Christians we are called to work for justice. Justice is different to fairness and at 

the heart of who we are called to be.  

People who wrestle with that question and try to make a difference can make the world a more just place. 

There’s always people who are going to get away with stuff that we think is not ok or is wrong, or is evil. And 

ultimately for some of those things there’s nothing we can do about it, but what we can do is in our own 

sphere, in our own place in the world we can do what we can to make justice a reality.  

 

Penny Jones: Martin Luther king says, that in the end we’ll remember not the words of our enemies, but the 

silence of our friends. And I think that really answers the question of how people can get away with bad stuff. 

It’s not so much the bad stuff that people do, it’s the fact that ordinary people, people like you and me don’t 

stop them. We can be extraordinarily lazy; we can be extraordinarily fearful. Human beings are really hard-

wired to protect themselves and to keep security around themselves and therefore to blot out and ignore 

things that might disrupt them. So that’s how, I think, dictatorship arises. It’s how exploitation of the poor can 

arise…not that we are actually setting out to do bad things, but that we are ignoring the bad things that are 

going on often under our very noses. And so, it takes courage to be clear eyed, and to look and to listen and 
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to see what is actually going on. We are all only one human being. We can’t always take responsibility        

for everything.  

So, you go to the supermarket and you try to choose the best foods you can. You try and look at how this has 

been packaged, you try to look at how this has been produced, who has been exploited, which farmer isn’t 

getting a fair price for their crop, but it’s not always obvious. And it’s not always easy, and it takes a huge 

amount of effort and energy to try to make those good choices. So sometimes we make bad choices not out of 

malice but out of sheer weariness because we are all only able to do so much. So it’s easy for bad things to 

happen, but the remarkable thing is that so many good things also happen and that human beings have that 

capacity to stand up for justice and to seek what is true and right and to focus their attention in that way.  

 

Marian Free: I think people get away with really bad stuff because the rest of us are too chicken to hold them 

accountable. There’s a second part to that answer of course, that the church has misunderstood forgiveness 

and grace. So the first thing is that one of the things we are confronting at the moment is this idea that men get 

away with wolf whistling, with domestic violence, saying hideous things about women because their male 

friends will not hold them to account and will not pull them up short. And that’s the same for all of us. I’m using 

men because that’s the current issue that’s in the press.  But we’re all the same, we don’t necessarily say to our 

best friends “that’s not good enough”.   

 

Peter Kline: One way to get into an answer to that question is that all human systems of human law and justice 

are broken, finite and incomplete. There’s no way that human beings among ourselves can establish perfect 

justice. So, some people get away with doing horrendous terrible things and that they never get called to   

account or made responsible for them. That itself is simply a function of the limitations and finitude of humanity. 

And also, that we never have any perfect notion of justice. We have things called laws; we have things that 

enforce those laws but we never have the perfection of justice among ourselves. Perhaps this is the reason that 

many religious traditions say that God is the one that ultimately has justice, even if justice can’t happen on 

earth even if people get away with very bad things, awful things here on earth, ultimately everyone will be 

held to account by God at the end of history (however religious traditions speak about that) there will be 

some ultimate reckoning. Whether in terms of the final judgement – that somehow all of us will be held to   

account for a perfect bar of justice...that somehow people will be held accountable for all deeds done. Even 

that notion that justice ultimately resides with God…that in itself can be used in problematic even terrifying 

ways, to say that even if you’re not going to be held accountable by a human court that “God’s gonna get 

ya!” at the end of the day.  

So various traditions can wield that idea that God ultimately holds justice actually as a way of trying to 

ground or fortify their own sense of justice, I think there needs to be a whole lot of caution that needs to be put 
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around that idea. That ultimately it is god who will ensure that there’s justice. That idea in itself can be used in 

some harmful and problematic kinds of ways.  One of the radical things about Christianity is that it says that 

because of what happened with Jesus, what we mean by divine justice or God’s justice is actually mercy and 

forgiveness. This is one of the ways that Christianity upends the whole idea of justice: the way that God will 

ultimately exercise justice on the earth is through mercy and forgiveness. It is actually mercy and forgiveness 

that are justice.  

Rather than simply punishment or holding people to account or getting people to pay a penalty, what      

Christianity wants to say is that God will bring justice to the earth by being merciful. So even though people 

get away with terrible things in this life, ultimately what they face is not some sort of severe punishment (so that 

what we hold out for is some sort of divine vengeance) which is perhaps simply a way of protecting our own 

desire for vengeance onto God) “if we can’t do it dammit God’s gotta do it”  

Christianity actually says something different: that even the most horrendous acts of injustice here will be met 

with an unfathomable, transformative love. And that’s what ultimately awaits everybody. And if that’s what we 

think ultimately awaits everybody, how then does that influence how we should do matters of justice and    

injustice here on earth? That’s a very big question.  

 

 

4.4 What happens when the church allows evil actions within its walls? Where is God in that?  

 

Phillip Aspinall: I think that whenever evil rears its ugly head, God kind of weeps. And when it happens in the 

church maybe God weeps even more deeply. Certainly, evil happens in the church. I mean human beings are 

prone to sin. As St Paul said, even if we know what we want to do, we can’t do it. We find ourselves not do-

ing what we want to do, so sin in that way kind of entraps us, enslaves us. We need something from outside 

us to help us not to sin and Christians believe that’s the Holy Spirit that empowers us to live in a new kind of 

way.  But evil is real. People should know and acknowledge that, and it comes in different shapes and sizes. 

Some of it is personal – the choices I make that are destructive for me and for other people and cause hurt. 

There’s a kind of structural evil at work in society where we arrange things that cause hurt to people…the rules 

we make, the laws we make hurt some people, so that’s a structural kind of evil. There’s even a cosmic kind of 

evil that we can’t explain fully. But the good news is that Christians believe that evil has been defeated – that’s 

what the resurrection means. In the crucifixion we see the climax of all the forces of anti-life, anti-creation   

focussing in on Jesus and leading to his death, but the death is not the final word. Life breaks out in spite of 

that which tells us that those anti life forces of evil have been defeated which is the great celebration of Easter.  
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Penny Jones: Well the truth is that evil is always going to be within the church’s walls because the church is 

made up of people and every person has both good and evil within them and the very greater the good, very 

often, the stronger the evil also, because that’s the shadow of that person, and that’s how our institution is 

made up. Its made up of people so there will always be both good and evil within it. That said, we have to do 

the very best we can to protect the vulnerable. We have to take what measures we can out of an awareness 

that there is that mixture of good and evil within all of us to ensure that there are safeguards for each and  

every one of us in the practice for our faith, and we need to commend those things to God. We need to go 

back to God all the time and ask for God to shine God’s light upon us, to show us where we’re going wrong.   

 

Marian Free: For me that’s almost a non-question because God and the Church are quite different – the    

institution is flawed; the real problem there is that the institution and therefor the people who make up the   

institution have not got a good enough grasp of the principles. So, what I said before about cheap grace – 

forgiving somebody much too easily without making somebody accountable, wanting to protect the           

institution, which is what we’ve seen with the child sex abuse – none of which is God stuff. God became    

totally vulnerable.  

If the church as an institution could see vulnerability as its primary goal, then I don’t think we’d be facing these 

issues. And I think this veneer, this pretence that we’re good, that we can do things right is all a nonsense. If 

we began by saying we are utterly flawed, we are utterly human and we need to make ourselves completely 

open and vulnerable, then those things wouldn’t happen, and if they did, we would acknowledge them and 

deal with them.  

 

Jeremy Greaves: We can see what happens, we’ve just had 5 years of Royal commission which has shown to 

the world what happens when we let evil flourish. Not only does it do great damage to the church as an     

institution, it certainly affects our ability to proclaim the gospel in the world. Why would anyone take us seri-

ously in the light of some of the things that have been discussed at the Royal Commission?  

 

Peter Kline: Where is God in the midst of the bad things that happen in the church? Sex abuse, child sex 

abuse, or any other number of awful things that can happen in the church…where is God? I would say that 

God is with the victims, that’s where God is, God is with the people who suffer. God is there with them if you 

want to turn and find God in the midst of the church’s own evil, you find God with and amongst the people 

the church has committed evil against – that’s where you find God.  
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Jeremy Greaves: Regardless of where evil is in the world, the only sort of God I can believe in is the one that’s 

found right there in the midst of suffering, rather than outside the world somehow directing it. For me the words 

of the psalmist (Psalm 139) who says “Where can I go from your spirit? If I ascend to the heavens you are 

there, if I make my bed in the grave, you are there”…speaks of the God who journeys with us even into the 

most terrible places, to the heart of suffering and so in the church or in the world when we see evil rearing its 

head, I have to believe that God travels with us into that place, to ultimately bring some sort of redemption. I 

think Desmond Tutu said “God, I know that you’re in control but I just wish you would make it a little bit more 

obvious” and I think sometimes in those places where we see evil our cry is “God tell us that you’re in con-

trol”: but that’s the place we find God I think.  

 

Peter Kline: Well ultimately I think that when the church allows evil things to happen within its walls and it does 

not do the necessary hard work to address then, remain accountable for them and transforms what enabled 

them to happen…the church completely undermines itself and any sort of transformative message it might want 

to give or embody for the world. It completely undermines and discredits itself. We should not expect the 

church to be a place where nothing bad happens because that would exempt the church from being part of 

the world. We shouldn’t expect the church to be some perfect haven that doesn’t participate in the disorder of 

the world.  

What should be a mark of the church is perhaps an insistent readiness and willingness to confront, hold and 

to reckon with and to not shy away from working through the nature of that and the consequences of that. Part 

of Christianity’s message ultimately is that you don’t have to be afraid of confronting disorder and brokenness 

and evil. You don’t need to brush it under the rug. You don’t need to turn away from it.  

Actually we have the resources within the Christian faith to say the best thing to do is to look right at it and that 

we can do that because the central affirmations of our faith allow us to say that we don’t need to turn away 

from the awful things that we do, we can actually confront them.  
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You can find the videos of these sessions, along with reflection questions for individuals or 

groups at www.stfran.qld.edu.au under “SFC Short Courses—Faith Asking Questions”. 
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