Nursi on Theodicy and the Problem of Evil
By Zeki Saritoprak

The problem of evil has occupied the minds of theologians and intellectuals for
centuries, asking the question, “If God is all-powerful and God is all-loving, how
can evil exist in the world?” These questions, and the various answers proposed
throughout our human history, contribute to the ever-widening philosophical field
of theodicy, the study of the problem of evil. Many people believe that the question
has not yet been satisfactorily answered. The writings of Beditizzaman Said Nursi
offer a unique perspective on this question, however, which may cast some light
both on the Islamic view of God and the long-standing human question of the
problem of evil.

For some philosophers, the problem of evil is so insuperable that it has caused
them to deny God’s existence altogether. For Western thinkers such as David
Hume, Ludwig von Feuerbach, Pierre Boyle, Arthur Schopenhauer, and Friedrich
Nietzsche, the problem of evil was of central concern in their writings, and led
them to deny or at least seriously doubt the existence of God.

These questions are by no means limited to philosophers: the problem has also
been taken up in the popular realm. In the past few months alone, two new
bestselling books have been published in the United States dealing with the
problem of evil. Bart Ehrman, for example, cites the problem of evil as the issue
which led him first to agnosticism and finally to deny the existence of God, in his
newest book God’s Problem. John Loftus, a former Church of Christ minister, also
cites the problem of evil as one of the major reasons for abandoning his faith in his
new book, Why | Became an Atheist. These recent publications indicate an
increasing awareness of this theological problem among both academics and non-
academics. This paper is my attempt to introduce an Islamic approach to the
problem from the perspective of Bedilizzaman Said Nursi, which | believe has not,
until now, been made widely available to the English-speaking world.

Certainly many solutions have been proposed by intellectuals and religious figures
around the world and throughout history. Rabbi Harold Kushner’s popular book,
When Bad Things Happen to Good People, is a good example of a contemporary
theodicy. Kushner presents God in a way that suggests that God is not necessarily
all-powerful: God wants the best for human beings but cannot always intervene.
God’s hands, Kushner would say, are tied.

Although this form of theodicy is compelling for many, it is an insufficient
response from an Islamic perspective. One of the fundamental principles of Islam



Is that the entire universe is under the control of God. In an Islamic view, the
universe and all things in it would collapse without the continual sustaining
presence of God. Without God nothing can happen, and with God everything is
possible: an all-powerful and ever-present God is primary to an Islamic
understanding of the world.

A theodicy that “works” for an Islamic perspective, then, must approach the
problem of evil with this assumption about God firmly in place. Bedilizzaman Said
Nursi’s approach is particularly helpful in that he is able to address the problem of
evil from this perspective. This paper has no claim to exhaust Nursi’s writings on
the subject, but to present at least a good part of his view on the study of theodicy.

The word “theodicy” was coined by 18"-century German philosopher Gottfried
Leibniz. It originates from the Greek 0g6¢ (theos, "god") and dikn (dike, "justice").
It has the meaning “to justify God” or “God’s justice.” The fact of the existence of
evil in a world that is created and dominated by an ultimately just God has been an
ongoing problem for Muslim theologians as it has for Christian and Jewish
theologians. However, the solution to the problem is perhaps simpler in the Islamic
perspective.

Various approaches to the problem emerge fairly early in Islamic history. The
Mu’tazilites, a rationalist movement in early Islam, denied the relationship
between the creation of evil and the justice of God, by saying that human beings,
not God, are the creators of evil. Their famous principle was, “it is compulsory
upon God to do what is best (aslah)” for human beings. The Mu’tazilites take the
opposite position of Western atheist philosophers: while many atheists deny God
because of the obvious existence of evil, the Mu’tazilites denied the possibility that
God would create evil because of the obvious goodness of God.

Mainstream Sunni theologians approach the problem of evil in a manner similar to
the early Mu’tazilites: the problem is examined through the lens of the absolute
power and wisdom of God. However, Sunni theologians believe that God is the
creator of all things: to reserve a part of creation to human beings is to admit a
weakness in God. They cite as evidence Qur’anic verses such as “God has created
you and your actions” (4: 1). Because of this, the Sunni principle is stated as
follows: “the creation of evil [God’s work] is not evil, but the acquisition of evil
[human actions] is evil.”

Though these examples demonstrate some of the discussion in Islamic tradition
about the problem of evil, the issue is not discussed heavily in Islamic theology.
One of the main reasons is the Islamic understanding of God. In Islam, God is



absolutely powerful and absolutely in control of everything. It is impossible either
to prevent or force God’s intervention. God always intervenes in keeping with
God’s own nature: as God’s nature is understood to be beautiful, all of God’s
works, therefore, are also beautiful. The problem of evil is addressed very simply
within this context: even things which appear to be ugly are really beautiful,
because they come from The Most Beautiful.

Nursi approaches the problem of evil from this perspective. Nursi explains how
everything is, in its essence, beautiful: he cites as an example the Qur’anic

verse “God has created all things beautiful” (32:7). “Yes,” Nursi says,
“everything and every event in the universe is either directly beautiful, beautiful in
essence, (husn bizzat) or consequentially beautiful — beautiful by connection (husn
bil ghayr).”l There are certain events that are apparently ugly and evil. However,
according to Nursi, under the veil of their ugliness hide shining beauty and
harmony. Hidden in the torrents of spring rainstorms, for example, are the smiling
faces of summer flowers. “Under the veils of events such as storms, earthquakes,
and disease,” he says, “there are unseen blossoms.”[?]

Nursi complains that human beings are too quick to cast judgment on the results of
apparently evil events. Here he draws our attention to a human weakness, which is,
according to Nursi, one of the main reasons why people do not see the beautiful
aspects of those calamities:

The judgment of human beings is superficial and selfish, therefore they judge only
according to the apparently ugly face of the event. Their selfishness means that
they can only see the side that concerns them, and they judge the evilness of the
event based on how it affects them. However, if any given event relates to humans
in one way, that same event relates to the Creator in thousands of ways.”*!

Even small things in the world of nature can serve as examples of the human
tendency to see only what affects humans. “Thorny grasses and thorny trees, which
are miracles of the power of the Creator, are seen by many human beings as
harmful and meaningless. However, they are the armed heroes of the realm of
grass and trees.”*l Just as the Book of Genesis insists that “God saw everything
God had made and behold, it was very good” (1:32), the Qur’anic verse

says, “God created all things beautiful” (32:7). Whatever God creates is beautiful,
and there is no ugliness in the creation of God.

Even events that appear calamitous can hide beauty. On the occasion of two major
earthquakes in Turkey in the 1930s, many people were asking, “If this earthquake
disaster was the result of sins and the destruction was expiation for those sins, why



did innocents and those who are sinless suffer in it? How can the justice of God
allow such an event to happen?” Nursi’s response to this question is, in my
opinion, a major statement in the development of his theodicy. Nursi refers to the
Qur’anic verse which says, “Take refuge in God from the trial: it will not touch
only the wrongdoers among you” (8:25). According to Nursi, this verse suggests
that this world is a place of testing, examination, responsibility, and jihad for doing
good things.

The beautiful realities of events that appear ugly are deliberately veiled by God,
according to Nursi. The purpose of this veiling is a test to differentiate between
those who are following the path of the prophets and those that are following the
path of the tyrants. Nursi introduces two historical characters to illustrate this
point: Abu Bakr and Abu Jahil. Abu Bakr was the closest friend of the prophet of
Islam and the first Caliph, considered the highest in religious ranking after the
Prophet of Islam. Abu Jahil was a stern enemy of the Prophet of Islam, and
therefore of Abu Bakr. These are set up as character foils much as the Qur’an
represents Moses and Pharaoh as two historical characters representing good and
evil. Nursi suggests that the spiritual struggle between good and evil within each
person strengthens those who are following the path of Abu Bakr, and increases
the level of their spirituality. Their counterparts, those who follow the path of Abu
Jahil, will find that as evil wins the struggle, they will decrease in spirituality. The
former are elevated to the “highest of the high” and the latter are lowered. Nursi
says, “had innocents remained safe in such calamities, people like Abu Jahil would
submit and become like Abu Bakr; therefore, the door of spiritual struggle would
be closed and the principle of responsibility would be abandoned.”r®!

Innocents do suffer in calamitous events, suggests Nursi, but their suffering will be
rewarded greatly in the afterlife. “Their transient properties will become eternal,
their ephemeral life will be forever. With a relatively small and temporary
difficulty they gain tremendous benefits of eternity. Such an earthquake is a mercy
for them.” ) A Qur’anic verse hints at this also: “you may hate something which in
fact is better for you and you may love something which is in fact detrimental for
you” (2:216). This verse suggests that every event has two phases. In the first
phase, the appearance of the event may seem evil, but in the second phase the
beautiful reality of the event is revealed.

The beautiful reality of every event is rooted in the Islamic concept of God. God
sees, God knows, God controls everything at every moment. It is God who makes
the decisions about all events on earth. Human beings are unable to understand
God’s nature and God’s attributes thoroughly because God is not like anything that
humans know. As the Qur’anic verse says, “nothing is like God.” God’s existence



is demonstrated through the Qur’an and the created world of nature. Nothing in the
universe occurs by chance: the ordered world of nature, the plan of Creation, is the
reflection of God’s divine names; these names are the way in which we grow to
understand God. The Qur’anic verse says, “There is no god but God, the most
living, the eternal, neither slumber nor sleep overtakes God. Unto God belongs
whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever is on the Earth” (2:255). Even
diseases, for example, exist in order to reveal God’s divine name Al-Shafi, “The
Healer.” Suffering exists in order for human beings to take refuge in Al-

Rahim, “The Most Merciful.”

In the Qur’anic language natural calamities and disasters are presented as divine
punishment for wrongdoers. As indicated above, innocents who suffer in these
disasters will receive their reward in the afterlife; it can be very difficult to judge
the exact causes for a disaster. The Qur’an is very clear, however, that God does no
injustice. Whatever God does is pure justice, even if human beings cannot
understand God’s will in a given situation. Most of the Qur’anic verses that refer to
divine punishment use the phrase “they denied,” to describe the ones who are
punished. The Qur’anic verse clearly says, “We do not punish unless We send a
messenger” (al-lsra’ 17:15). The reason for punishment, therefore, is the denial of
the message of the prophets. Since human beings have the capacity to choose
between accepting and denying the words of God, they are responsible for their
choice. For example, the Qur’an narrates the story of selfish gardeners who,
knowing they were required by God to share their produce with the poor, woke
early to harvest their fields in order to avoid the needy who would ask for a portion
of their harvest. As a punishment for their selfishness, their fields were destroyed
as they slept (68:17-27). It is the denial of the message received that brings
punishment, as the Qur’an describes time and time again. Nations such as Ad and
Thamud, for example, did not listen to their prophets and were punished as a result.
Pharaoh and his people were punished for failing to listen to Moses. The people
who denied Noah’s message were punished in the great flood.

Although in the Qur’an we see that God punishes people for their denial of God’s
message, God also frequently presents Godself as the Most Compassionate One
and God’s mercy as all-encompassing. Because of this attribute, God postpones the
punishment for many wrongdoers until the afterlife, giving them the opportunity to
save themselves from punishment by balancing their evil deeds with good in their
worldly life.

God is also presented as the Most Just: if evil deeds are not punished in this world,
it does not mean that God’s justice will not be served in the afterlife. “If God were
to punish people because of what they have done,” says the Qur’anic verse, “God



would not leave a living creature on the surface of the Earth. But God reprieves
them for an appointed time. When their time comes, they will see that God has
observed closely all of God’s people” (35:45). This postponement suggests that
justice may not be applied consistently in this world but there is no escape from the
divine justice in the afterlife. In fact, Nursi says, it may be smaller evils that are
punished in this world: just as local crimes are addressed in small claims court,
enormous crimes are punished at a higher level. If one who has done great evil dies
with no apparent punishment in this world, it does not mean that this person will
not receive absolute justice in the afterlife.

God’s absolute justice can be seen in the world through the existence of prayer.
Disasters and evil events, though seemingly unjust, are in fact an opportunity for
believers to grow closer to God through prayer and patience. The Qur’anic verse
summarizes this nature of human beings saying, “God really cares about your
prayers, if there is no prayer from you, what is your importance?” (25:77) Some
calamities may, in fact, be warded off because of the prayer of believers.
According to Nursi, it is the responsibility of believers to ask God for relief from
disaster. He gives an example from the story of Job. According to Islamic
literature, even Job, a messenger of God, was tested by disease. Job prayed to

God “the most merciful” through his affliction, asking God to heal him only when
the illness would interfere with his prayer. Nursi, recognizing that Job’s patience
may be too high of a standard for most believers, says that Muslims should pray to
God for relief from their spiritual and physical diseases whenever they are
afflicted. These afflictions are tests through which one may reach closeness with
God.

Nursi says that, since human beings are tested only to grow closer to God, they
must never complain about apparent evil which comes from God. He gives three
reasons for this rule. First, God wants to show God’s art on human beings. God
made human beings as a model and the body God gave human beings is a
reflection of the divine art. Even in calamity, the divine names are reflected.
Second, life is purified through calamities. A monotonous lifestyle is closer to
nothingness than existence. Therefore, in order for one to receive strength and
spiritual growth there is a need for struggle. Nursi illuminates this with the
example of an eagle and a sparrow. The eagle attacks the sparrow and the sparrow
Is thus able to improve its capacity for survival. So the attempts of the eagle to
attack the sparrow help with the development of the sparrow’s capacities.
Similarly, illnesses and afflictions may attack human beings, but all of these help
with the development of their various capacities. Third, this world is the place of
service and test and not the place of salary and rewards. It is the place of worship.



Calamities, as long as they are not related to the spiritual life and to the religious
life, help with such tasks as worship and service. Therefore, it is the duty of
Muslims to be thankful and patient when calamities afflict them. In Nursi’s terms,
“a disease that makes one hour of an individual’s life as one full day of prayer
requires thankfulness and not complaint.”"l For Nursi, human characteristics such
as weakness and poverty are like mines of raw materials: if they are mined
properly for their riches, they may bring great spiritual growth. Each human being
has the opportunity to craft these raw materials into spiritual reward; in Nursi’s
terms, each human being may become “a factory of thankfulness.” Calamities
show human beings their poverty, incapacity, and weakness before God, allowing
them access to the great treasures of these characteristics. This makes them more
connected with God rather than absent from God. Nursi says that “a human being
with such incapacities is like a moving pen that contains thousands of pens writing
the events of life on a single page in the great Book. This writing makes the tablet
a manifestation for the divine names and becomes a rhymed poetic statement of the
divine: this completes the duty of one’s creation.”[!

In Islamic teaching, this life is a place where people work hard to gain eternal bliss.
The Prophet of Islam describes this world as a “field” where seeds are planted to
be harvested in the next life. When people encounter certain calamities and
sickness they can imagine that God will reward them for this and their afterlife will
reflect this. Because God knows human beings better than they know themselves,
it is the duty of human beings to trust in God and to be patient and to be pleased
with whatever God decides. Fighting against God is meaningless in Islam and is, in
fact, a transgression against the Divine Will. Nursi says “it is like fighting with a
broken arm” which would only make it worse.

The problem of evil is addressed in Islam in a variety of ways, but the clearest of
these is that the Divine plan is always for the good. Whatever God creates is good.
God’s creation is inclusive and encompassing. God is the most compassionate.
God’s mercy encompasses everyone: those who do good deeds bring God’s mercy
to those around them. According to Nursi, this entire universe is like a divine
factory. Human beings are the most valuable members and workers of this divine
factory, whose products are thankfulness (shukr), praise (hamd), and exalting
(tashih). Human history depends on the continuation of this spiritual project:
transforming apparent evil into its essential good.



*Prof. Dr. Zeki Saritoprak, John Carroll University
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