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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 nothing-

ness 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   

doing 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.  
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You can find the video of this session, 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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