Evil, fine-tuning and the creation of the universe
Abstract. Could God have created a better universe? Well, the fundamental scientific laws and parameters of the universe have to be within a certain miniscule range, for a life-sustaining universe to develop: the universe must be ‘Fine Tuned’. Therefore the ‘embryonic universe’ that came into existence with the ‘big bang’ had to be either exactly as it was or within a certain tiny range, for there to develop a life-sustaining universe. If it is better that there exist a life-sustaining universe than not, then it was better that the embryonic universe was one of this small set of very similar embryonic universes than that it was not. Furthermore, there are no firm grounds for claiming that of this small set of very similar embryonic universes, there is one which would have developed into a universe better than ours. Therefore there are no firm grounds for claiming that God could have created a better universe than ours. 
Introduction 
There is a common challenge to theism which goes broadly as follows. If an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God were to create a universe, then He would create the best possible universe; however, this is not the best possible universe; therefore this universe was not created by an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God. This paper rebuts this argument. 
This paper argues roughly as follows. It is now widely accepted that the universe is ‘fine tuned’. This means that for a universe containing life to develop and persist, the initial conditions of the universe and the fundamental scientific laws and parameters had to be either exactly as they are, or within a certain miniscule range. In other words, the ‘embryonic universe’ that came into existence with the ‘big bang’ had to be either exactly as it was or within a certain miniscule range, for there to develop and persist a universe able to sustain life. It follows that there was only a tiny range of embryonic universes, each very similar to the others, that would develop into universes which would persist and be able to sustain life. Thus, if it is better that there exist a universe able to sustain life than one which does not, then it was better that the embryonic universe that came into existence was one of this set of very similar embryonic universes than that it was not. Furthermore, there is no way of knowing, and no firm grounds for claiming, that of this set of very similar embryonic universes, there is one which would have developed into a universe better than this one. Therefore there are no firm grounds for claiming that God could have created an embryonic universe which would have developed into a better universe than this one. Thus the aforementioned challenge to theism fails.

The problem of evil is best divided into two parts. This paper considers the first part, whether the evil in the universe undermines faith that an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God created the universe.
 It does not consider the other part, whether the lack of intervention within the universe (once it was created) to reduce or eliminate evil, undermines faith in such a God. This latter is an entirely separate question that will be addressed on another occasion.

The main argument
Let us now explore in detail the argument outlined above. The consensus scientific view is that at the earliest moment in the history of our universe
 there existed certain initial conditions (the initial quantity and distribution of energy and mass, that came into existence with the beginning of the universe) along with certain fundamental scientific laws and parameters (which have underlain the working of the universe since its creation). Let us refer to this as the ‘embryonic universe’. What has subsequently occurred (the period of extremely rapid expansion; the cooling; the clumping of matter together to form stars, planets, galaxies; the evolution of life and so on) followed from there having been that particular embryonic universe, rather than a different one.

Assuming the scientists are correct, it follows that to say that God created our universe is to say that He created the embryonic universe that developed into the universe we see around us. It also follows that, to say that God could have chosen to create a different universe, is to say that He could have chosen to create a different embryonic universe – which would have then developed differently to our universe and produced a universe different to our current universe. Let us call the embryonic universe that actually came into existence, and which developed into the universe we see about us, EA.

Theists have faith that an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God created EA. There is a well known argument against having this faith, roughly that if an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God had created the universe then the universe would be better than it is. This can be laid out more precisely as follows. For the sake of clarity it is assumed that this is the only universe there is, though the argument would reach the same conclusion if it were assumed there exist, or could have existed, universes additional to this one.

1) The set of all embryonic universes that could have come into existence is SE = {E1, E2, E3….En}. 

2) If a God who is omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good were to bring into existence an embryonic universe then He would bring into existence that member of SE which would develop into a universe than which no member of SE would develop into a better.

3) There are one or more members of SE that would have developed into a universe better than this one.

4) Thus, it is the case that {God does not exist} or {God exists but: is not perfectly good and/or not omnipotent and/or not omniscient and/or did not bring EA into being}.

The foregoing will be referred to as the ‘best possible universe’ argument. The ‘best possible universe’ argument makes a positive claim, 4, which if proven would undermine the theist’s faith that an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God created the universe. The theist only needs to show the ‘best possible universe’ argument does not succeed in order to be able to reject this challenge to his faith. The majority of the debate in the literature is over whether premise 2 is correct. It is commonly (though not universally
) thought that if 2 is correct then the conclusion 4 is correct. It is not yet certain that premise 2 is correct, though it does seem likely to be.
 This paper shows that the conclusion 4 is not correct, even if premise 2 is correct. It does this by focusing on premises 1 and 3. Therefore, for the sake of argument, in what follows 2 is taken to be correct. This means this paper’s argument has the potential to win over those who think premise 2 correct. 

Note that the conclusion 4 points out that, if premises 1-3 hold then either there is no God, or there exists a God who: did not create the universe; and/or is not omnipotent (so was not able to bring into existence a member of SE that would develop into a better universe than ours); and/or is not perfectly good (so chose not to bring into existence a member of SE that would develop into a better universe than ours); and/or is not omniscient (so would not know the nature of each member of SE, or roughly how it would develop, so would have to choose at random which member of SE to bring into being; in which case it would be just chance whether or not He brought into existence that member of SE that would develop into the best universe).

Let us begin the main discussion by considering:

Fine Tuning (FT): If and only if the embryonic universe that came into existence were EA or very similar to EA would there develop a universe able to sustain life.

There is strong scientific evidence that FT is true. Consider the following two pieces of evidence provided by Robin Collins (1999, p49):

1. If the initial explosion of the big bang had differed in strength by as little as one part in 1060, the universe would have either quickly collapsed back on itself, or expanded too rapidly for stars to form. In either case, life would be impossible. (As John Jefferson Davis points out, an accuracy of one part in 1060 can be compared to firing a bullet at a one-inch target on the other side of the observable universe, twenty billion light years away, and hitting the target.) 

…

3. Calculations by Brandon Carter show that if gravity had been stronger or weaker by one part in 1040, then life-sustaining stars like the sun could not exist. This would most likely make life impossible. 
Thus the fundamental scientific laws and parameters of the embryonic universe had to be as they were or very similar in order for a universe to develop which would persist and be able to sustain life. Likewise for such a universe to develop there had to be certain initial conditions, a certain initial quantity and distribution of energy and mass. For instance, if there had been insufficient energy and mass then the massive universe we see around us could not have developed. Assuming FT is true, as is widely thought, it follows that if the embryonic universe which came into existence were not very similar to EA then the universe which developed would not be one within which life could be sustained. Rather it would be barren and lifeless, perhaps it would last only briefly before it ‘collapsed back on itself’ or expanded ‘too rapidly for stars to form’.

Thus we can subdivide SE into two subsets: the subset containing those members of SE which will develop into universes within which life can develop and be sustained – let us call this subset SL – and the subset containing other members of SE – let us call this subset SN. This enables us to divide up the problem posed by the ‘best possible universe’ argument. 

First let us consider SN. In asking whether it would be better that a member of SN were brought into being than that EA were brought into being, we are asking whether it would be better that a universe devoid of life exist rather than that our universe exist. Reflection on our universe reminds us that there is an amazing amount of love, natural and manmade beauty, friendship, care, companionship, community, understanding and so on. There are great works of art and progress in science, engineering, medicine and so on. There is learning, opportunity, virtue, happiness and (apparently) freewill. There is much to wonder at. Thus there are firm grounds for claiming that it is better that this universe exist than that a universe unable to sustain life exist. Thus it is reasonable to think that an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God who chooses to bring into existence the embryonic universe that will develop into the best universe, would bring into existence EA in preference to any member of SN (and, equally, in preference to not bringing into existence a universe
).

This brings us to the final question. FT indicates that SL contains a small range of embryonic universes, each very similar to the others (i.e. with very similar initial conditions and very similar fundamental scientific laws and parameters). There are only miniscule differences between these embryonic universes – for instance the strength of gravity will differ by less than one part in 1040 (see the Collins quote above). And the differences are only of certain general types: this fundamental force very slightly stronger or weaker; that fundamental constant very slightly higher or lower; slightly more or less mass or energy present at the outset. Given this, the question then is, are there firm grounds for thinking that one of the members of SL would develop into a universe better than our universe? Clearly there are not.

We do not really understand in exactly what ways our universe is different from the universes that would develop from the other members of SL. Certainly there are no firm grounds for thinking that there is an embryonic universe that is a member of SL, and so only very slightly different from EA, which would develop into a universe with less pain, suffering and death than this universe. Evolution precisely requires the elimination of the less fit, and there is no scientific evidence that a miniscule variation in the embryonic universe (i.e. in the initial conditions and/or in the fundamental scientific laws and parameters) would result in there developing a universe which would allow life to come into being other than by evolution. Likewise there are no firm grounds for thinking that tiny variations in the embryonic universe could leave the universe largely as it is, with all the good things enumerated a couple of paragraphs above, but with less evil – for instance, fewer liars, thieves, rapists, torturers or murderers (and remember that FT points out that anything other than a miniscule variation in the initial conditions and in the fundamental scientific laws and parameters would result in there not existing a universe which could sustain life). 

The supporter of the ‘best possible universe argument’ has to show that there are firm grounds for thinking that there is a member of SL which would have developed into a better universe than this one. However, we really have no way of connecting particular miniscule changes to the fundamental scientific forces, parameters, or initial conditions, at the earliest moment in time, to the amount of good and evil in the universe which develops as a result. Of course, it is easy to imagine a universe exactly like ours but with, for example, one fewer murder. However the supporter of the best possible universe argument has to show that there are firm grounds for thinking that there is a member of SL – i.e. that there is a particular miniscule change to EA – that would have brought a better universe than this one. This he is unable to do. 

Furthermore, as already mentioned, there is an amazing amount of love, friendship, beauty, happiness, understanding and so on in our universe. This reminds us that things could be so very much worse. Thus had there come into existence a member of SL other than EA then there is every possibility that it would have developed into a worse universe than this one. 

The foregoing indicates that we must conclude that are there no firm grounds for thinking that there is a member of SL which would have developed into a universe better than this one.
 
It is important to remember here that it is the proponent of the ‘best possible universe’ argument who is making the positive claim. For him to provide firm grounds for thinking that his conclusion holds he has to provide firm grounds for thinking that all his premises are correct. The theist only has to show that there are not firm grounds for thinking that all his premises are correct. This paper achieves this by showing that there are not firm grounds for thinking premise 3 correct. 

Conclusion

The ‘best possible universe’ argument is intended to show that there does not exist a God who is omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good and creator of the universe. The foregoing discussion indicates that despite there being much evil in this universe, there are no firm grounds for thinking that there is a member of SE that would have developed into a universe better than this one. Thus there are no firm grounds for thinking premise 3 true. Without firm grounds for thinking premise 3 true there are no firm grounds for thinking 4 holds. Therefore, the ‘best possible universe’ argument fails. This means that even if premise 2 is correct, the ‘best possible universe’ argument fails to provide firm grounds for thinking that there does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God who created the universe. Thus it remains tenable for the theist to have faith that an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God created the universe, despite the evil in the universe.
References

Collins, Robin, (1999). A Scientific Argument for the Existence of God. In Murray, Michael, (Ed), Reason for the Hope Within (pp. 47-75 ). Grand Rapids: Eerdmans.

� Although this paper talks of ‘faith in God’ rather than ‘belief in God’, it could equally well have used the latter locution. Thus the reader can choose to read ‘belief in God’ whenever I write ‘faith in God’. I speak in terms of ‘faith in God’ because I prefer it on grounds unconnected with this essay.


� Physicists refer to this as the Planck epoch


� Leibnitz for instance accepted 2 but rejected 3 & 4. ‘Soul-making’ theodicies may also accept 2 but reject 3 & 4, on the grounds that a universe with evil in it such as ours, is the best one for building good characters, and building a good character is what is best for us.


� It is certainly the commonsense view that a perfectly good, devoted, loving father will strive to do what is best for his children (though there may be debate about what is best for them). Likewise if a father chooses not to do what he knows is best for his children but rather chooses to subject them to needless suffering, then it is commonsense that he is not perfectly good, devoted and loving. 


� By the way, it is theoretically possible that there is only one member of SE. As our scientific understanding has progressed we have come to see the scope for variation in the fundamental scientific laws and parameters get more and more closely constrained. Thus it is possible, given the fundamental mathematical structure of the universe, that either things are as they are, or they would not be at all. For example, just as a plane will not get off the ground unless certain conditions are satisfied and a substance will not explode unless certain conditions are satisfied, so it might be that EA had to be exactly as it was, otherwise nothing would have existed at all. In this case premise 3 is false (because there is no member of SE that would have developed into a better universe than this one – because there is no member of SE other that EA). From this it follows that the conclusion, 4, can be rejected. Then the argument would move on to the question of whether it is better that this universe exist rather than no universe at all. Here, for reasons given in the text, the theist has firm grounds for arguing that, for all its faults, it is better that this universe exist than that nothing exist. 


Note also that there are good reasons for thinking that a law governed universe is better than a non-law governed universe – for only then is learning, understanding, progress, responsibility and so on possible. Therefore there are not firm grounds for thinking it would have been better if God had created a non-law governed universe, rather than this one.


� Indeed, there are no firm grounds for thinking it more likely than not that there is a member of SL which would have developed into a universe better than this one. Therefore even a weaker version of the ‘best possible universe’ argument would fail. For example, it would fail even if premises 3 and 4 were weakened to:


3) It is more likely than not that there are one or more members of SE that would have developed into a universe better than this one.


4)Thus, it is more likely than not that {God does not exist} or {God exists but: is not perfectly good and/or not omnipotent and/or not omniscient and/or did not bring EA into being}.
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