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Introduction
In 2022, at an interdisciplinary conference on Creation and the Imago Dei, Biola psychologist Liz Hall posed a powerful challenge to the philosophers and theologians in the room. In the face of the “already and not yet” nature of Christian theology, she put forth the need for a “theology of tension.” We are finite creatures made for eternity. It is finished and it is, in some sense, clearly not finished. Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again—and, in the meantime, we live in that tension. Over and over again, while reading Biblical Philosophy, I was reminded of this challenge.  For instance, Johnson writes: 
Jesus shelved linear discourse for the sake of pixelated overlapping metaphors, steeped in visual imagery, to fabricate concepts otherwise difficult to translate. Paul liberally peppers his linear discourses with rich metaphors…to create and convey the abstract notions which he was trying to get them to grasp. (108)

Perhaps the tension central to Christian theology rests on truths which go beyond what we can clearly and concisely articulate. Perhaps the Hebraic approach is more promising. I am convinced that Hall is correct; we need a theology of tension. 
It is my hope that Hebraic philosophy can help us towards that end. My central question will be this: What can Hebraic philosophy teach us about the philosophical challenges surrounding suffering? I am compelled by the following question: “If God is who Christianity says He is, why is life like this? ” This is not a rhetorical question. On the contrary, I believe that we can, and should, look to scripture for answers. Working to address the reality of suffering is a crucial step towards developing a theology of tension. How, then, might Hebraic philosophy contribute to this project?
My hopeful answer is: “a great deal.” I am convinced that the features Johnson puts forth as emblematic of Hebraic Philosophy can help us in two clear ways: First, retrospectively, Johnson’s categories are useful for diagnosing both the philosophical missteps targeted by critiques of theodicy and the features held in common by some of the more successful accounts. Second, going forward, the convictions and modes of argument central to Hebraic philosophy may help guide future philosophical responses to suffering. In general, I believe that the philosophical problems related to suffering are especially well-suited to responses that are pixelated, networked, mysterianist, creationist, transdemographic, and ritualist. Perhaps Hebraic philosophy can succeed where Hellenist philosophy has struggled: in addressing the tension that arises from the experience of suffering in a world governed by a loving, providential, sovereign God. 
At the same time, I recognize that pixelation and clarity are in the eye of the beholder. While I was working on this article, I encountered the following tweet by Paul Ens:
Watching theists try to defend against divine hiddenness is like looking into a broken kaleidoscope... it's a jumbled mess of nonsense that never coalesces into a coherent picture.[endnoteRef:2] [2:  @paulogia0, 6/11/23 https://twitter.com/paulogia0/status/1667968074719305729] 


Here, again, I was reminded of Hall’s challenge.  We need a theology of tension, but to get that we will need the pixelation to yield a coherent image.  It is not enough merely to hold contradictory things alongside each other and call the mess a solution. We should be wary of moving too far from the philosophical norms of clarity and rigor. 
To that end, while I am largely in favor of Johnson’s Hebraic philosophy, I will conclude by breaking from his view in one important respect. Johnson presents the Biblical view as substantially contrasting with the correspondence theory affirmed by many contemporary philosophers. With Hazony, he maintains that the word “truth,” as we understand it, has no synonym in Scripture. Where the correspondence theory invokes abstract objects and affirms a clear binary between true and false, Scripture presents truth as something closer to “fidelity to a purpose or a function.”[endnoteRef:3] As a result, the notion of “absolute truth” is rendered nonsensical. I will end by pushing back on this claim. On Johnson’s own account, the Hebraic notion of truth is determined with reference to the divinely designed order. I propose that we understand the Hebraic notion of truth as degrees of correspondence to this divinely ordered, absolute reality. [3:  Dru Johnson, Biblical Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 267.] 

The Problem: Evil, Suffering, and a Hidden God
	I will not reiterate the standard philosophical problem of evil. I trust that readers are familiar with these arguments. 	To borrow a phrase from van Inwagen, the “magnitude, duration, and distribution” of suffering is a force to be reckoned with.[endnoteRef:4]  Some people seem to suffer unrelenting hardship, tragedy, and trauma, while others live lives of relative peace and comfort. Some are debilitated with mental or physical health ailments, others robust and naturally cheery. Some see resolution and, at best, positive outcomes which result from their suffering; others live their whole lives without anything like a clear answer to questions like, “Why me? Why this loss? Why now?”  This much I take to be indisputable.  [4:  Peter van Inwagen, “The Magnitude, Duration, and Distribution of Evil,” Philosophical Topics 16, no. 2 (1988): 161–87.] 

Equally indisputable is the fact that so many people—including devout believers—feel abandoned by God in the midst of suffering. In a recent paper, Erik Wielenberg unites these two challenges in a single argument from “apparently gratuitous suffering and abandonment.”[endnoteRef:5] There are three distinguishing features of this argument: First, it targets the God of Christianity, not the generic God of the philosophers. Second, it aims to undermine skeptical theism without invoking or otherwise relying upon a “noseeum inference.” Finally, it appeals to the fact that many people feel abandoned by the Christian God in the midst of their suffering.  [5:  Erik Wielenberg, “The Parent–Child Analogy and the Limits of Skeptical Theism,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 78, no. 3 (2015): 301–14.] 

Elsewhere, I have argued that the argument fails in its central aim.[endnoteRef:6] Nevertheless, I am convinced that Wielenberg’s argument gets a number of things right— things that are, or should be, vitally important to a Christian philosopher.  In the first place, Wielenberg is right to focus on the Christian God.  A Christian philosopher doesn’t simply believe that some God or other exists; she believes in the God of the Hebraic and Christian scriptures. To show that the God of the philosophers might exist is not yet to have vindicated the Christian God. This is especially true if the Hebraic and Christian scriptures contain details which are, themselves, philosophically relevant complicating factors. [6:  ‘Day Care and Swim Lessons” in Faith and Philosophy, forthcoming. Briefly: The argument relies on a premise that makes the following claim: “1. A loving parent would never permit her children to experience prolonged, intense, and apparently gratuitous suffering together with a sense she has abandoned them or never existed in the first place if she could avoid doing so.” In ‘Day Care and Swim Lessons” (Faith and Philosophy, forthcoming) I give three counterexamples to this premise. Because the argument proceed without a noseeum inference—by design—this premise must be read as making a claim about actual capability. If, instead, it said that no loving parent would permit this unless she had good reason for doing so, it would, of course, be true. It does not. As such, and in light of the inevitable reality of things like sleep training, swim lessons, day care and the like, it is false.] 

This brings me to the second point: Wielenberg is correct that they do. A central premise of his argument claims: “if the Christian God exists, then He does permit His children to experience apparently gratuitous suffering and abandonment when He could avoid doing so.”[footnoteRef:2] Not only do I accept this premise, I am convinced that Wielenberg underestimates the evidence in its defense. He correctly notes that anecdotal evidence abounds;  believers must also contend with scripture. Consider Job:  [2:  Remember: this argument does not appeal to any noseeum inference. This standard here is possibility, not justifiability. If God could have not created sentient creatures, then he could have avoided our suffering. If some creatures feel that they suffer divine hiddenness in the midst of what feels like gratuitous suffering, this standard has been met.  ] 

3Oh that I knew how to find Him, That I might come to His home!... 8Behold, I go forward but He is not there, and backward, but I cannot perceive Him; 9 When He acts on the left, I cannot see Him; He turns to the right, but I cannot see Him. (23: 3, 8-9)

Consider Mary, throwing herself, weeping, at the feet of Jesus: “Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died.” (John 11:32) Consider the Psalmists:
13But I, Lord, have cried out to You for help, And in the morning my prayer comes before You. 14 Lord, why do You reject my soul? Why do You hide Your face from me? (88:13-14)

1My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? Far from my help are the words of my groaning. 2 My God, I cry out by day, but You do not answer; And by night, but I have no rest. (22: 1-2)

Finally, consider Christ on the cross, echoing Psalm 22. It is worth remembering that Jesus did not have to author this cry of despair to God; it was there in the Psalms for the taking. Indeed, the Psalms are replete with lament. The Christian theist cannot avoid the problem of perceived abandonment in the midst of great suffering; this is not a feature of experience that a Christian theist can deny.  
Those who have lived through this will recognize the experience that C.S. Lewis so strikingly described: 
But go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence. You may as well turn away. The longer you wait, the more emphatic the silence will become.[endnoteRef:7] [7:  C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (HarperOne, 2015), 6.] 


To be clear, I know that there are good reasons for treating the problem of divine hiddenness as its own distinct problem.[endnoteRef:8] Even granting this, it must also be included in the more general problems of evil and suffering. The problem of hiddenness is not exhausted by the problem of evil; the problem of evil must, of necessity, include the suffering wrought by hiddenness. When we acknowledge the especially difficult experience of hiddenness while suffering, the challenge becomes even more acute.  [8: See especially: M.C. Rea, The Hiddenness of God (OUP Oxford, 2018).] 

The final point that I take Wielenberg’s argument to underscore is this: the philosophical problem of evil—for the Christian—goes well beyond the task of logically reconciling the existence of God with the existence of suffering. This is not the end of the discussion; it ought rather to be the beginning. When we fail to see this, we miss a host of important questions. It is true that suffering and evil have historically been put forth as evidence against the existence of God. It does not follow that the nonexistence of God is the only thing for which they could serve as evidence. Having concluded that profound human suffering is compatible with God’s existence, we ought to go on to ask what we might learn from this compatibility: What does it tell us about God? About human flourishing? About our expectations, especially regarding religious experience? Indeed, as Christian philosophers, we ought to be especially compelled by these concerns—for they are our concerns. Devout, committed believers are often the ones who must contend with the challenging, sometimes excruciating, reality of the perceived hiddenness of God in the midst of great suffering. 
Neither would it suffice to set these subsequent questions aside as merely pastoral concerns. Many pastoral problem are philosophical problems.  Any Christian philosophical account of human flourishing must account for the sufferer and her suffering. Any Christian philosophical account of divine love and care must, likewise, acknowledge and address the perceived absence of such love and care in the midst of suffering. Any Christian philosophical account of who God is and who we are must be reconcilable with the following facts: we suffer, and God knows that we suffer; we feel abandoned, and God knows that we feel abandoned; we long for answers that we often do not receive, and the God who has those answers knows all of this. 
One More Problem: Theodicies
	Before addressing the specific ways in which Hebraic philosophy is well-suited to this challenge, there is one further kind of difficulty that must be considered. It is in responding to this set of challenges that I find Hebraic philosophy to be most promising, and the strength of Johnson’s account can only come into view in contrast with the weaknesses of those that have gone before. These difficulties are worth unpacking. 
 Any Christian philosophical response to the problems of evil, suffering, and divine hiddenness must, by design, go some distance towards reconciling these features of experience with the Christian account of God. Some degree of justification is inevitable. Furthermore, because philosophy tends to deal in generalized, universalized accounts, the ones doing the justification are, by and large, not the sufferers of note. Karen Kilby writes: 
The theodicist aims to find a way of thinking so that all suffering can be understood as woven into a larger pattern of meaning and value. Theodicy has been routinely rejected by systematic theologians in recent years, and while some of the motivation for this rejection is historical … in significant part the animus against theodicy is ethical—it has been ultimately I think, an objection to making meaning from, and thereby being reconciled to, other people’s suffering.[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Kilby, K E (2020) 'Negative theology and meaningless suffering.', Modern theology., 36 (1). P98 ] 


Of course, no one is immune from suffering. Surely theodicists include their own suffering in the task of meaning making. At the same time, it must be granted that most victims of the grievous harms which Marilyn Adams dubbed “horrendous evils” are not likely to be academic philosophers.[endnoteRef:10]  [10:  M.M.C. Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God, Cornell Paperbacks (Cornell University Press, 2000).] 

Amber Griffioen raises this concern in “Therapeutic Theodicy? Suffering, Struggle, and the Shift from the God’s-Eye View,”: 
I have come to suspect that many (though certainly not all) of the theodicies in mainstream analytic philosophy of religion stem from a place of relative privilege, in which the dominant voices represent those philosophers who are cognitively and emotionally in a position to be able to distance themselves from particular evils and traumata in a way sufficient to allow them to consider suffering more abstractly and to ask how it might be necessary for (or at least as conducive to) promoting some further divine end.[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Amber Griffioen, “Therapeutic Theodicy? Suffering, Struggle, and the Shift from the God’s-Eye View,” Religions 9, no. 99 (2018): 2, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel9040099.] 


In this way, Griffioen warns that theodicy itself, in attempting to respond to suffering, may ultimately compound it:
Philosophical theodicy may serve to propagate a form of epistemic injustice that both fails to take seriously the testimony of certain agents as credible sources of knowledge concerning human suffering and constructs an insular theological framework from which many such agents are no longer able to recognize their own lived experience and suffering. (3)

If Griffioen is correct, then the Christian philosopher ought to be careful not to place too high of a value on abstract, academic conceptions of suffering and too little on the first-hand testimony of sufferers. 
	Finally, there is also evidence that some responses to suffering put forth in the name of Christianity can yield harms of a more concrete variety. As Sarah Coakley cautions, 
The valorization of pain as a means of spiritual transformation is an undeniable strand in Christian history, and is something that has been rightly questioned in modernity from many directions and with greatest point recently by twentieth-century feminist critiques of Christian traditional atonement theology.[endnoteRef:12]  [12:  Coakley, Sarah. Pain and Its Transformations: The Interface of Biology and Culture. United Kingdom: Harvard University Press, 2007. P209] 


Michelle Panchuk elaborates, noting that theology can constitute or contribute to “hermeneutical injustice.”[endnoteRef:13] She writes, “Because some Christians believe that submission to suffering is a way of becoming more like their atoning savior, silent submission to abuse is sometimes endorsed or even demanded.”[endnoteRef:14]  Panchuk shares a telling example of this kind of harm, which she credits to Rebecca Parker. Recounting the testimony of one of her parishioners, Parker writes: [13:  Panchuk defines hermeneutical injustice as: “When the very nature of one’s experience is obscured from collective understanding as a result of unjust social structures, we can call it a hermeneutical in- justice (Fricker 2007; Dotson 2012; Medina 2012; Barnes 2016).” p.209]  [14:   Panchuk, Michelle. “Distorting Concepts, Obscured Experiences: Hermeneutical Injustice in Religious Trauma and Spiritual Violence.” Hypatia 35, no. 4 (2020): 607–25.  P619 doi:10.1017/hyp.2020.32.] 

One time [my husband] broke my arm...The priest said I should rejoice in my sufferings be- because they bring me closer to Jesus. He said, ‘Jesus suffered because he loved us.’ He said, ‘If you love Jesus, accept the beatings and bear them gladly, as Jesus bore the cross.’[endnoteRef:15]  [15:  (Brock and Parker 2001, 20-21) In Panchuk 2020] 


When Christian theology is invoked to scaffold the exploitation of the most vulnerable members of society under the guise of “redemptive suffering,” real people are harmed.  Likewise, when theodicy is offered as a complete solution to every aspect of the challenges raised by suffering, sufferers who are left unsatisfied may find themselves unjustly and wrongly dismissed. 
	In response to concerns like these, Kilby poses this challenge:
If there are reasons not to adopt any, or any modification or combination, of the available “answers” to the “problem of evil,” then what should Christian theology do in the face of the problem itself?[endnoteRef:16]  [16:  K. Kilby, God, Evil and the Limits of Theology (T & T Clark Limited, 2020), 75.] 


There are, Kilby concludes, “fundamentally two options.” The first is “to reject the legitimacy of the question, to refuse to address the issue at all, and so essentially to ‘change the subject.’” The second, and the approach which Kilby advocates, is “to accept the question and its legitimacy, but to acknowledge that Christian theology is utterly incapable of offering even an approximate answer.” (75) It is my hope that Hebraic philosophy can offer a third way: to accept the question and attempt an answer, but to do so while acknowledging some degree of inevitable tension. Without disputing the problematic aspects of theodicy, I am convinced that there are real and significant costs to the rejection of theodicy, as well. 
My concerns about abandoning theodicy arose, in part, from conversations I have had with the theologian J. Todd Billings. Billings is a husband, a father, and a person who lives with incurable cancer. Todd Billings is well-acquainted with suffering, grief, and the threat of despair.[endnoteRef:17]  In his recent book, The End of the Christian Life, Billings reflects on what it means to live as “a dying creature before the One whose days have no end.”[endnoteRef:18] Due, in part, to the many and varied treatments his cancer has required, Billings also lives with chronic pain. Chronic pain, like chronic illness, can be a difficult topic of conversation. Even with the best of intentions, those who ask the question “How are you doing?” often prefer the answer to be, “I’m getting better, thanks!”  When it isn’t, when the truthful answer is that things remain bleak, most people struggle to respond. By way of contrast, Billings shares the following account of his exchange with a friend who worked in hospice care and had inquired about his pain:  [17:  He shares more of his personal experience as a terminally ill Christian in his: Billings, J. Todd. Rejoicing in Lament: Wrestling with Incurable Cancer and Life in Christ. United States: Baker Publishing Group, 2015.]  [18:  P95 To be clear, as Billings notes we are all living as dying creatures; this is the human condition.   ] 

“Thanks for asking,” I said. “Yes, I feel pain all the time.” Lisa responded with a nod of recognition. Her eyes stayed focused on me, her face attentive, relaxed. Often, well - meaning friends respond to my halting explanations with eyes of pity, followed by a well-intended five-minute quest to find the golden key that will make the pain disappear. Lisa had seen chronic pain before, and she was empathetic, but she wasn’t scandalized by it. In contrast, when a friend responds to my ongoing pain as a terrible affront, my life feels diminished; the outrage seems to imply that this wound could never be part of “the good life.” (96)

My hope for the future of Christian philosophy is that we can reach the standard set by Lisa: empathetic, but not scandalized.  Suffering is awful; we ought not look away. Even as Christians, especially as Christians, our philosophical response to suffering should strive for empathy without abandoning the task of theodicy. 
There is nothing simple about this challenge. It is worth noting that Billings begins his very next paragraph by wondering aloud: “And yet, perhaps it’s exactly right to say that my life is ‘diminished.’” He does not shy away from the intractable complexity of suffering and goodness in the Christian life. When Billings calls upon Christian theologians and philosophers to think more carefully about suffering and death, he does so without suggesting that a neat and tidy theodicy is readily available; he knows full well that no neat and tidy answers are likely to be found.
This is, at last, where Hebraic philosophy comes in. If there is a third way, some path between denying the significance of the problem and conceding that Christian theology is without response, it will likely be a solution that is neither neat nor tidy. That we need a third way is clear. Kirby’s reluctance to cause further harm to sufferers is admirable. I am entirely sympathetic to concerns like this:
It is also pastorally important to be as clear as possible that evil, or particular evils, do raise questions and these questions cannot be answered… To be clear that there is a problem with no solution may not be very satisfying, but it avoids creating further problems. (116)

My worry is that it does, in fact, create further problems. In our haste to avoid the pitfalls of theodicy, Christian philosophers run the risk of leaving suffering believers with a devastating range of options. 
Billings’s insight brings to light a worrisome implication. If we can give no reasons at all why a loving God might allow his beloved creatures to suffer, where does that leave Todd? Atheistic, agnostic, and even deistic philosophers are free to conclude that suffering is exclusively bad, that no good could ever justify, let alone redeem, the worst kinds of suffering that we encounter in this world. Christian philosophers must do better.  We know that the world is rife with suffering; we know that Christians and other religious believers are not exempt. We must take care not to inadvertently send a message to those sufferers that their suffering could never be redeemed; that it is offensive even to consider the possibility of there being a good that might ultimately be worth it all; that their darkest days are just that—dark days, devoid of meaning, purpose, and any hope of redemption. 
To be clear, Kilby makes no such claim. Crucially, her emphasis on the inexplicability has more to do with our epistemic vantage than it does the sovereignty and goodness of God. As she notes in a footnote about affirming the goodness of God alongside the reality and inscrutability of suffering: 
I am not advocating the assertion of logically incompatible propositions, but rather the holding of a set of beliefs which, somewhat more broadly, we cannot make sense of. There may be some other perspective in which they all make sense together, but if so this is something of which we cannot even begin to conceive. (119, fn25)

Kilby’s claim is not that suffering could not possibly be redeemed by the Christian God. Her claim is, rather, that we are in no position to see how this might happen. Even so, I am convinced that suffering Christians would be better served by some middle ground.  
Hebraic Philosophy
What would this middle-ground, third way have to be like in order to avoid the pitfalls of theodicy while offering something of substance to the sufferer? Well, perhaps it will be mysterianist—recognizing, with Kilby, that God’s ways are beyond our ways. It must surely be creationist, affirming the ultimate role of God as the creator and sustainer of all things.  It might well be pixelated and networked, working to weave together the many disparate, conflicting images of suffering and redemption strewn across scripture with the aim of constructing a larger, coherent whole. It will surely be transdemographic, paying heed to Griffioen’s warnings about the insular nature of academic philosophy of religion. Perhaps it will even be ritualistic.  For reasons that are, I hope, becoming clear, I am convinced that Johnson’s account of Hebraic philosophy is a promising avenue for the task of untangling this complex set of difficulties. 
By way of a brief refresher, Johnson presents the Hebraic philosophical style with reference to two kinds of shared features: its modes of argument and its convictions. With respect to the former, Hebraic philosophy invokes arguments that are pixelated, as opposed to linear, and networked, rather than autonomous.  With respect to the latter, its convictions are mysterionist, creationist, transdemographic, and ritualist—as opposed to domesticationist, abstractionist, classist, and mentalist. Each of these six traits requires some explanation.
We can begin by taking a closer look at the first feature. Johnson describes the pixelated nature of Hebraic philosophical arguments as follows: 
By ‘pixelated,’ I mean that biblical authors define the contours of a second-order abstraction with pictures of and episodes about a concept through iterations and reiterations across narrative, law, and poetry…To see the second-order pattern emerge, one must step back and take in the whole image, which necessarily includes each discrete pixel.[endnoteRef:19]  [19:  Johnson, Biblical Philosophy, 84.  Johnson credits Assyriologist Marc Van De Mieroop, and his “pointillist” metaphor, for this concept. (Johnson 84 fn 6)] 


Johnson likens his conception of pixelated arguments to similar accounts of presentational reasoning or analogical ordering. All are contrasted with linear, discursive, straightforwardly explicit deductive arguments. In contrast with Hellenistic arguments, Hebraic philosophy defends positions through diverse, episodic, recurring displays; it does not tend to give isolated, explicit reasons for clearly stated conclusions. 
	Pixelated reasoning places demands on the reader. Referencing the story of Abraham and Isaac, Johnson writes: “The reader or hearer has to work across these pixelated stories and laws to see what, if anything, binds them together.” (88) The same can be said for the networked nature of Hebraic philosophical arguments. Here, Johnson writes, 
The reasoning itself requires the reader to transume or contextualize material from elsewhere in the imagined corpus, but it alerts the reader to this demand by establishing clear literary networks to that other material. (89)

Thus, Hebraic arguments are both pixelated and networked across the many genres of Scripture—law, poetry, history, narrative, wisdom books, prophecy, etc. The result is a rich, variegated, episodic collection that spans the whole of Scripture.  
As for its convictions, Johnson classifies Hebraic philosophy as mysterionist, creationist, transdemographic, and ritualist. The first two, once again, go hand in hand.  Johnson writes:
Most biblical texts overtly or covertly presume a creational metaphysical structure, where Yahweh arranges and orders the cosmos as a field of objects separate from him and each other. (95)

Here we see two key components of Hebraic philosophy: reality is divinely established and teleologically ordered (creationist), and it is largely beyond our reach (mysterionist.) As a result, as Johnson concludes, this entails a degree of mysterianism: “because we know that we don’t fully grasp X, then we probably should attenuate how we speak about Y.” (94)
	Finally, Hebraic philosophy is transdemographic insofar as it “aims at fostering a discerning social body with diverse but mutually enriching perspectives on reality.” (96). This discerning social body is not a mere collection of minds. Instead, it is a community of living, embodied, robustly human persons. Further:
Whatever Leviticus intends to be known, it cannot properly be known apart from the community and ritual by which it is to be understood…Or, in the language of contemporary epistemology, they practiced rites in order to know-how, in order to properly know-that. (99)

In this way, Hebraic philosophy is ritualist rather than mentalist.  Instead of first coming to fully understand and then going to do likewise, Hebraic philosophy turns this on its head: go and do likewise so that you may come to fully understand. Do this, and do it in community with one another, in order to know that.  
	In light of these argumentative styles and shared convictions, a broader sense of Hebraic philosophy emerges.  In place of isolated arguments, we find exemplars, illustrations, stories, and teachings. Instead of proofs, we find attempts at making sense of a world that is largely beyond our comprehension. Instead of one clear voice of reason, we read many voices with varied, and sometimes conflicting, perspectives. In the process of being shown what to believe, we are—as part of that same process—told what to do, how to live, and why we require community and ritual.   How might these features help us to better understand the challenge of reconciling suffering with a loving God? 
Hebraic Philosophy & Suffering 
We need a philosophical approach that acknowledges the full force of the problem of suffering without giving up hope of some degree of human comprehension, an account that can help us make sense of a life that is both a flourishing human life and, simultaneously, a life marked with persistent, unrelenting, pain and suffering. We need a response that is empathetic, but not scandalized. At the same time, this same approach must avoid the pitfalls of theodicy: we must work to take seriously the voices of those who suffer; we must be on guard against the practice of “making meaning from, and thereby being reconciled to, other people’s suffering.”[endnoteRef:20] Finally, we must remember that our God is not merely the God of the philosophers.[endnoteRef:21] If we are to construct a Christian theology of tension, then we ought not to be afraid of appealing to distinctly Christian claims.  [20:  Kilby, K E (2020) 'Negative theology and meaningless suffering.', Modern theology., 36 (1). P98 ]  [21:  In an online discussion, someone—whose name I do not recall—virtually scolded me for making just this claim. He said something to the effect of, “If the God of the Bible is not the God of the philosophers, then he is just one more idol.” At the time, I did not take the bait. (It was, after all, a comment on social media.) With time, I have grown ever more convinced that his response was mistaken and misguided.  There are, of course, features that a “god” could have that would render the label “God” inappropriate. At the same time, Christian philosophers ought to be wary of placing too much confidence in our own a priori philosophical prowess and too little stock in revelation. Hubris is harmful, especially when it comes to understanding the Creator of the universe.  ] 

The problem of evil turns out to be a complicated, multi-faceted, tangle of related problems, all of them philosophically relevant. It is not enough to ask “Why would a good God permit pain?” We must instead ask: “Why does our good God permit these kinds of pain? Why do some suffer so much more than others? Why does he seem so hidden when we most desire his comfort?” These are distinctly Christian questions; they require distinctly Christian answers. As I see it, this is good news. We believe in a God who suffered on our behalf.[endnoteRef:22] We believe in a savior who cried out to his father, seized by the experience of divine hiddenness in the midst of great suffering.  If this is the God whose existence we affirm, how could these details fail to be philosophically relevant? Why would we not—why do we so often not—include these features of God in our response to suffering? To say that such responses would be merely pastoral is to miss the mark. They are, of course, philosophical; they are every bit as relevant as our a priori ideas about perfection. If this sounds too much like theology or pastoral care and too little like philosophy, then perhaps it is time we revisit our conception of philosophy. [22:  It is worth noting that Kilby does not place much hope in the Christian tendency to emphasize the theological significance of a suffering God. Cf Kilby 107-109] 

	To that end, we can turn to Hebraic philosophy as conceived by Johnson. Recall, first, that Hebraic philosophy is both pixelated and networked. Instead of presenting isolated arguments with clear conclusions, the Hebraic scriptures require the reader to do a little more work. Each episode, or pixel, provides some kernal of truth; only when they are taken together does the full picture emerge. Meanwhile, these episodes are networked across a diverse range of writings, including everything from legal ordinances to erotic poetry. Indeed, even the biblical account of who God is requires this kind of careful work. As Johnson writes, 
The proliferating array of metaphors for God—a shepherd, mother hen, warrior, potter, father, husband, king, etc.—betray the pixelation impulse of biblical authors to let a fuller picture of God emerge from a well-dotted canvas.  (86)

It’s difficult to overstate the contrast between the conception of God generated by this array of metaphors, on the one hand, and the idea of a “being with every perfection” on the other. I am enough of an analytic philosopher to grant that there are benefits of both, but I am increasingly convinced that the latter, on its own, tells us very little about the suffering and flourishing of human persons. 
In contrast, this pixelated and networked approach strikes me as being especially well suited to handle the complexities of suffering. In a chapter entitled “Two Views of Mortality: Is Death and Enemy or a Friend?” Todd Billings writes:
So which view is correct: death as an enemy, or death as a relief, a mercy? … I’ve come to think that a provisional answer to these questions may be ‘both.’ … Somehow, both views about death are embodied and culminate in Jesus Christ. And I sense that both views will apply to those who find life in Christ as well. (52) 

In the past, I would have looked askance at an attempt to embrace two such disparate claims. These days I have come to see the benefits of refusing to simplify that which we struggle to comprehend.  It is tempting as an analytic philosopher to seek singular, all-encompassing, tidy explanations and arguments—but where Scripture makes no pretense of offering any such thing, we should be careful not to overstate our case. If the biblical account of suffering and meaning making is pixelated and networked, perhaps our philosophical accounts ought to follow suit. 
This point is further illustrated in Christopher Watkin’s Biblical Critical Theory. There, Watkin explicates the conflicting voices of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. In Proverbs, we find a world ordered towards and governed by justice and fairness. The virtuous prosper; the wicked perish. In Ecclesiastes, on the other hand, we can count on no such things. The wicked triumph over the virtuous. Those who labor to do good meet their end just as surely as those who live debauched lives. Tucked between these books, we find the book of Job.  In a lengthy passage worth reading in its entirety, Watkin writes:
Job…does something very interesting with the Proverbs-Ecclesiastes tension…First, we learn …that there is a reason behind Job’s suffering of which he is unaware, and we assume we are in Proverbs territory, with a rational explanation for everything that happens. Second, in God’s quick-fire litany of sixty-six questions to Job (chapters 38-42), the book refuses to justify or even explain Job’s calamity, and we find ourselves in Ecclesiastes country. Third, …the final chapter of the book presents a spectacular restoration of order and blessing in Job’s life, and we might think that the reality of Proverbs has won the day. Fourth, the more we think about the final chapter, the more we realize it does not provide a neat ending at all: Job’s children are all still dead, he has still suffered terribly, and his meteoric restoration raises more questions than it answers.” (323-324) 

In this way, Job unites the conflicting images found in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes—neither fully accepting nor rejecting either of the two. As Watkin notes, “The genius of the book of Job is that it finds a way of holding these two radically different perspectives together without blunting either of them.” (324)
	If Watkin and Billings are correct, then perhaps an adequate response to suffering will require us to synthesize the many, varied, often conflicting episodes of sufferers in scripture. Indeed, Eleonore Stump’s Wandering in Darkness is a beautiful depiction of what this might look like—taking as its starting point the detailed narratives of biblical figures who suffered significant loss.[endnoteRef:23]  Marilyn Adams’s Horrendous Evil and the Goodness of God is similarly pixelated and networked.[endnoteRef:24] As Kilby notes,  Adams “draws a distinction between God’s goodness to the world viewed globally on the one hand and God’s love of and goodness to individuals on the other.” (100) For all their philosophical differences, Adams and Stump agree that the problem of suffering must take into account the view of the sufferer. Each places a high value on the individual perspective of a singular human life; each sees our best hope of answering the problem of evil as something that will, in some sense, emerge out of these diverse stories. Insofar as these individual narratives represent a diverse population—men and women, rich and poor, powerful and powerless—these accounts are also transdemographic.  [23:  E. Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (OUP Oxford, 2012).]  [24:  Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God.] 

Watkin’s treatment of Job, too, shares more than just the pixelation and networked nature of Johnson’s Hebraic philosophy. It just as clearly reveals a commitment to both creationism and mysterianism. At the end of the day, what do we know for certain about the Job story? That God is in control; that God acts for reasons; that we are neither entitled to, nor especially fit to comprehend, those reasons.[endnoteRef:25] More broadly, in a passage that embraces the pixelated, transdemographic, mysterianist and creationist nature of scripture, Watkin writes: [25:  As Stump reminds us, we learn, as well, that God loves and cares for Job, that “Job stood up to the ruler of the universe, and in response God came to talk to him in one of the longest conversations between God and human beings in any of the biblical stories.” (Stump 217)] 

The perspectival diversity of the Bible does justice to the polyphony of human experience. The psalmist, for example, can cry out to God that he has been abandoned when, as a matter of objective fact, God is still with him, because that is how it feels. And—we must not miss this—it is a real feeling. (328)

Watkin, with Johnson, finds a philosophical methodology in scripture that challenges our contemporary, western, neat and tidy approach.  If, as they suggest, this is what the Hebraic scriptures offer, then we ought to be careful not to oversimplify what scripture leaves messy and complicated.
	Of course, as is so often claimed, “feelings aren’t facts.” I’m never quite certain what to make of this claim; after all, there are certainly facts about feelings. Even setting the catchphrase aside, I think Watkin is correct when he notes the following:  
The Bible attends to different realities—emotional, experiential, historical—validating them all but not confusing them all. Indeed, one way of evaluating a view of the world is to examine whether it can integrate multiple realities effectively (experiential, historical, imaginative, philosophical, emotional) or whether it has one umbilical mold into which it attempts to pour all other perspectives. The Bible’s generic diversity shows a remarkable comprehensiveness in this respect. (328)

What does this have to do with Hebraic philosophy? I submit that it is Hebraic philosophy. Johnson’s account gives us the language to see what Watkin, Stump, Adams, and Billings all get right—and what the views criticized by Kilby and others got wrong. (Note that we can say this without thereby believing those views were entirely wrong.) By taking these “multiple realities” into account, Hebraic philosophy is pixelated and networked.  
If Stump, Adams, and Watkin succeed, in part, by presenting views that are pixelated, networked, and transdemographic, where do other theodicies fail? Recall Amber Griffioen’s concern for those alienated by academic philosophy of religion, that they would fail to see themselves in the theodicies on offer. Might this not be understood as a commitment to an approach that is transdemographic? The same can be said about many of Kilby’s concerns; when we consider the voice of the sufferer, we stand a better chance of avoiding the pitfall of “making meaning from, and thereby being reconciled to, other people’s suffering.” (98) Just as notably, Kilby rightly condemns theodicies that leave the sufferer to “be fobbed off with inadequate answers, made to think that they are just not quite intelligent enough or detached enough to appreciate the free-will defence.” This is, I take it, an acknowledgement that any reasonable response to suffering must be, to some degree, mysterianist. 
Kilby similarly displays a commitment to creationism—where this is understood not as an abstract appeal to a philosophical conception of God, but to a firm belief in the sovereignty of our creator.  In discussing contemporary approaches to theodicy, she writes: “Theodicy is presented as a problem studied on its own, a simply stated philosophical conundrum which a theist must face, rather than an issue which might arise in a discussion of, creation or God’s relation to history or Christology.” (98)  I agree with Kilby that this has, largely, been the case; my hope is that it need not continue to be the case.  
There is one final aspect of Hebraic philosophy that I have so far neglected. Johnson describes the biblical account as ritualist, which he captures in this way: “I mean that the biblical authors are openly aware of the epistemic function of rituals and unashamedly employ them for the sake of accurate knowing.” (98) Perhaps contemporary philosophical responses to suffering can work to become more pixelated, networked, transdemographic, mysterianist, and creationist—but is ritualist a descriptor available to contemporary philosophy of religion? I think that it is, though I grant that its applicability is less obvious than the rest.  Consider, for example, Billings’ reflections on societal attitudes towards death:
The death-denying stories we tell ourselves are an example of what my friend James K. A. Smith, a philosopher, calls a ‘cultural liturgy.’ Whether or not we’ve ever entered into a religious worship service, the ‘liturgies’ of modern culture shape our desires, our habits, the way in which we tell our stories.’ (106)

Likewise, the ‘liturgies’ of academic philosophy shape our responses to suffering. We would benefit from paying them more heed.
	What do I mean? When philosophy involves nothing more than writing academic papers for academic audiences, we are doing an impoverished form of philosophy. We will, of course, be left with narrow and impoverished views. When we broaden our emphasis to pay attention to things like teaching, we improve our chance at widening our scope. When we take that teaching beyond the walls of the college classroom—into churches, prisons, conversations with friends—we will begin to see that the human experience is a great deal more complex than that depicted in our arguments. Is this what Johnson means by ritualist? I am honestly not certain that it is. Still, he writes:
If one has to ‘do this’ in order to ‘know that,’ then we see Israel’s philosophical style of knowledge actively advocated in the text where authorities are authenticated to Israel specifically for the sake of commanding Israelites to ‘do this’ and sometimes more specifically, ‘do this in order to know that.’ (eg., Gen 15:7-21; Lev 23:42). (115)

In just this way, we ought to tell one another: if you want to know about suffering, you have to come to know sufferers. If you want to understand what it means for a human life to be a flourishing one, you have to spend more time with more kinds of people. Do this, in order (we hope) to know that. 
On Truth
I want to end with a note on Johnson’s treatment of truth.  With Hazony, Johnson seeks to distinguish the Hebraic notion of truth from the widely affirmed contemporary correspondence account. Johnson writes, 
The biblical language itself regarding notions of truth reveals a different construct than is often supposed by our contemporary truth-talk. Specifically, truth or true-ness does not appear in contraposition to false-ness, but rather, truth operates on a continuum with false.  …[Hebraic] ‘true’ more closely refers to fidelity…Thus, biblical and contemporary notions of truth might be commensurable with each other, but they cannot be construed as univocal.” (113) 

Her later adds: “Unlike the correspondence theory of truth, this view does not hold that a truth obtains at one time-slice, or independently of the knower.” (269) In contrast, he concludes: “Two factors then become central for biblical truth: proving fidelity over time and proper interpretation.” (270)  Hazony’s view adds further insight into this distinction. He conceives of the correspondence theory has affirming the following three claims: 
1. Truth is a quality of speech. 
2. That true speech is “of” (or “about”) a reality independent of itself.
3. That true speech is that which agrees with (or “corresponds to”) this reality; whereas false speech does not.[endnoteRef:26] [26:  Hazony, The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, 195.] 


In constrast, the Hebraic notion of truth is not, primarily, a feature of language; neither is it a binary nor a time-independent notion. Instead, the concept is closer to fidelity, faithfulness, or steadfastness than it is to (what we mean by) truth.
	In response, I ask: fidelity to what? Steadfastness in which direction? Johnson is clear. Hebraic truth is clearly teleological and creationist. The true ship is the one that consistently does what it ought to do; the true path, over time, takes the traveler in the ordained direction. With this in mind, I want to consider Johnson’s response to a concern raised by his students. He writes:
When I teach undergraduate classes that the biblical authors cannot conceive of a simple notion of absolute truth, some students immediately go into epistemic arrest. Many of them have been taught their whole lives that absolute truth—sometimes known as ‘capital-T Truth’—is the ideal and everything else is ‘small-t truth.’[endnoteRef:27]    [27:  Johnson, 265. Fn4] 


This is, presumably, intended to be lighthearted. Nevertheless, it points toward a substantial distinction: the biblical authors may not have been able to conceive of absolute truth in the way that we might use that term, but they clearly had a notion of absolute reality. There can only be a true man if God has designed man with a telos; there is no true path without an underlying right direction. 
	Those eager to defend absolute truth are, more often than not, reacting to something like what J.P. Moreland has called the postmodernist view of truth, according to which:
There is no such thing as objective reality, truth, value, reason, and so forth. All these are social constructions, creations of linguistic practices and, as such, are relative not to individuals but to social groups that share a narrative.” (In Dickinson 313, Moreland p37) 

Hebraic philosophy, on Johnson’s view, is nothing like this.  On the contrary, if truth something like fidelity over time, then the standard against which truth is assessed must be something objective and consistent. Or, if it need not be, the biblical account seems to indicate that it is. This is not something Johnson disputes.
	Here is what I am inclined to conclude: clearly, the Hebraic notion of truth was not primarily a linguistic category. Crucially, it does not follow that the truth of a linguistic act would not have been judged by that same standard of truth. Johnson would remind me that the speaker is as relevant to the Hebraic notion of truth as is the utterance, but I’m not convinced that is quite right. Of course, some speakers are shown, over time, to be truthtellers; their trustworthiness is something that can emerge only over a period of time. Still, it would be odd indeed if the Hebraic authors had no conception of a typically truthful person telling a lie or saying something false. It is one thing to say that Hebraic philosophy places a higher value on the true man than it does the true claim. It is another thing entirely to say that they lacked the second category altogether.
	I am also not persuaded that Hazony’s conception of the correspondence theory is the only one worth taking into consideration. In his SEP entry on the correspondence theory, Marian David writes the following:
Narrowly speaking, the correspondence theory of truth is the view that truth is correspondence to, or with, a fact... But the label is usually applied much more broadly to any view explicitly embracing the idea that truth consists in a relation to reality.[endnoteRef:28] [28:  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/truth-correspondence/] 


On this understanding, the Hebraic conception of truth counts as a correspondence theory. Whether we are discussing speech acts, written claims, shepherds, or mothers, the one that is true is the one most like the design plan. Truth is, in this sense, correspondence to the ultimate reality of God’s plan. 
	Of course, Johnson is correct that absolute truth, so construed, remains out of reach. It does so not because of a failure of absolute reality; the failure lies in our ordinary use of natural language. Natural language is hopelessly vague and inextricably contextual. Even when reality is, absolutely, as it is, our claims about that reality may be subject to all manner of qualification. I suspect we rarely, if ever, arrive at claims that are absolutely true or false—even when they are about an absolute reality.
The concept of linguistic fluency is an especially clear example. When I moved to Germany as an adult, I came to see the difficulty of answering the question, “Are you fluent?” On the one hand, I had close personal relationships with people with whom I only spoke German. They were true friends; we had meaningful conversations. On the other hand, I could never write an academic paper in German and I regularly used incorrect articles with my nouns. What was the absolute truth about my German fluency? There wasn’t any such thing. In some contexts, I counted as fluent; in other contexts, I did not. Crucially, this was not because my German language skills were amorphous or indeterminate. They were fixed and quantifiable; a robust test could have precisely detailed the strengths and weaknessess of my proficiency. The failure to find an absolutely true answer to the question, “Are you fluent?” pointed to an ambiguity in our use of the word fluent. 
Conclusion
	If I am correct, then Johnson’s conception of truth can be understood as correspondence to reality. Sometimes, that reality will be the shared external world. Other times, the reality in question will be a divinely established telos. For both cases, our language might fail to track that reality in a sufficiently fine-grained fashion. It might be difficult to establish propositional claims that are absolutely true; it might even be impossible. Even so, the standard by which truth is measured might remain absolute and objective. 
	With this in mind, we should, perhaps, not be surprised to find that we need a theology of tension. Given what God is and what we are, we should expect some degree of incomprehensibility. Nevertheless, given who God is and who we are, we should also expect some degree of comprehension. This, then, is my hope for Johnson’s Biblical Philosophy: that it will help us to make some progress towards understanding the many problems of hiddenness and suffering, even while granting that these are problems we could not possibly hope to solve. 
