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Arthur Carl Piepkorn and Surd Evil

In the aftermath of the massively destructive tsunami on St. Stephen’s Day, theologians as well as lay persons were pushed to reflect on the meaning of such tragedy. Reflection on tragedies of that magnitude often leads to a logical dilemma:  “Either God is good, but not all powerful—or all powerful, but not good.” 
The dilemma is exacerbated by the fact that at times the Bible speaks as though God directly wills evil:  “I form the light and create darkness, I bring prosperity and create disaster; I the Lord, do all these things.” (Isaiah 45:7; cf. 30:28; 63:17; Deuteronomy 32:39; Hosea 5:14)  Theologians tell us that these passages express the permissive rather than the primary will of God, but the dilemma remains.

It would be helpful, of course, if the Sacred Scriptures gave us an explanation of the origin of evil. But they do not: The beguiling serpent simply appears, without explanation, in the midst of the otherwise idyllic Garden of Eden. At the same time, no other religion offers a satisfactory explanation, either.  Nor does any philosophy.

Meanwhile evil persists in our world. Much of it is the direct result of the specific sins of people. But that is not true of events like tsunamis, earthquakes, hurricanes, and dams bursting and releasing torrents of water down narrow valleys killing thousands of people. 

Arthur Carl Piepkorn, who taught Symbolics at Concordia Seminary in St. Louis from 1952 until his death in 1973, followed an earlier tradition in calling these kinds of events “surd evil.” Rarely used today outside of mathematics and phonetics, surd comes from the Latin word surdus, which means “mute” or “deaf.” It is also used to translate a Greek word that means “voiceless.” In mathematics it is used of a sum that contains an irrational root, calling into question the meaning of the sum. In phonetics it is used for  a voiceless sound. The Latin for absurd (absurdus), in contrast,  means “discordant” (literally, “away from the right sound”), and has come into English with the  meaning “ridiculously incongruent” or “unreasonable.”  

Surd evil, therefore, like a voiceless sound, exists, but has no “voice” or “meaning.”  It is not rational, like the statements “one plus one equals two” and “all humans are mortal.” Nor is it absurd or irrational, like the assertions “one plus one equals three” or “all humans are trees.”  Surd evil, therefore, is neither rational nor irrational. It exists, but resists any effort to give it meaning. It is, both etymologically and analytically, meaningless.

For that reason it is even harder for believers to understand how God could permit surd evil to happen. Piepkorn, like the Bible, did not try to explain the origin of evil. He did however, offer a possible explanation of how surd evil might come to occur in our world. 

To understand Piepkorn’s suggestion, which may not be original with him, we need to remember that the Sacred Scriptures do not teach that man is the peak of God’s creation. Rather they teach that he is the peak only of the visible creation, which consists of different orders of creation: inanimate, vegetative, animate, human. Above them is God’s invisible creation, which consists of the angels and archangels, who are the peak of the entire creation. 

Piepkorn asserted that none of the visible or invisible orders of creation can understand any of the orders above them. Rocks cannot understand plants. Plants cannot understand animals. Nor can animals understand humans. If the lions in the lion cage knew how puny the lion tamer really was, Piepkorn liked to point out, they would make short work of him. Similarly, we humans cannot understand the angels or the archangels, but are totally dependent for our knowledge of them on revelation, which of necessity is couched in analogical language.  


We know both from the Bible and from experience that a battle between good and evil takes place in our world. In this battle we at times inadvertently cause great harm in the orders of creation below us.  If the driver of an automobile is suddenly confronted with the choice of hitting either a small boy who has run into the street chasing a ball, or hitting the boy’s dog who is following the boy, the driver—Piepkorn asserted— should not hesitate to hit the dog, even if doing so means seriously injuring or killing it.


The Sacred Scriptures tell us that the battle between good and evil that occurs in our world also takes place between the angels and archangels on the one hand, and Satan and his minions on the other. We cannot possibly understand what form that battle takes, Piepkorn said, but it is possible that at times that battle overflows into our world in a way similar to that of a car hitting a dog instead of a small boy. This overflow may be the surd evil that we experience in the form of events such as earthquakes, hurricanes, burst dams (Piepkorn’s favored example), and the St. Stephen’s Day tsunami.

Whether that proves in the end to be true or not, in the meantime we know that God did not spare his own Son, but gave him up to death for us, and that therefore  “neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39)

Philip J. Secker was the last student to receive a doctorate under Arthur Carl Piepkorn. He is the founder and Director of the Arthur Carl Piepkorn Center for Evangelical Catholicity in Storrs, CT.   www.piepkorn.info
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