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I engaged in a few postings on a discussion site with a former Christian who believed/hoped that God was truly Just, but could no longer believe in the Christian God who was not.  I asked him to explain what he meant by justice, and he gave this nice, concise definition.  

I thought about this a great deal, and here is my response.  I would stress that many great books have been written about these subjects, and I’m sure they’ve treated this in a better way than I have.  Here I only offer the ideas that come to me about the issues.

This is for that one quester, whom I believe is honest and earnestly wants righteousness and truth in his life – and any others who might profit from it.




MORAL JUSTICE

Definition:  “When a being receives a pleasure to displeasure ratio commensurate with that which he has attempted to cause to other beings which feel pleasure & displeasure.”
I think this definition has some problems and misses the point in a fundamental way.  

THE TIME-FRAME OF MORAL BALANCE

 “I admit being offended if somebody gets better than he deserves if it is not followed by an equal proportion of displeasure to balance it out.” … “If you see someone else get a lifetime of apparently undeserved reward or punishment, you learn that it will take more than one lifetime to justify life at all.” 

So my question is, if rewards and punishments are to be sent from God in order to achieve moral balance, what is the most appropriate time frame? Instantaneously? Within a week? A year? Within this lifetime? In eternity? 
Instantaneously

In a life that is completely and perfectly determined by justice, I suppose the rewards/punishments would always follow the act (or intention or thought) and never precede it, and be nearly instantaneous. 
An analogy, or picture, occurs to me, just as I write this.  Imagine a person wired to pleasure and pain electrodes, which would fire according to his decisions and intentions.  Thus, he would soon become very aware of the consequences of his these things.  Desperately wanting to pursue the positive reinforcement and shun the negative, he would learn righteousness from a purely just system.  

But every act he performed would actually be motivated not by the wish to bring good into the world, but by the desire to increase his own pleasure and reduce his own pain.  This is Pavlovian indeed!  It is literally (at least on the pain side) how they sometimes train dogs with using an electric collar. 

And pleasures and pains would come to him from the world.  And so, I suppose, a perfectly just God would compensate such a person for any pain coming from the world with equally pleasurable sensations of some sort, and vice versa.  Thus, God would be the pain/pleasure, reward/punishment balancer. 

Some Specific Period of Time
The trouble with saying that a just God must recompense good and evil within a specific period of time, say a week or a year or ten years, is that this is arbitrary.  I don’t know of any person who has advocated even a general period of time.
Lifetime

It is perhaps more intuitive to set a person’s lifetime, as a whole, as the unit of balance.  We could say that a just God would arrange matters so that every person got exactly what he deserved in this life; that, sure, retribution would not be immediate, but sooner or later one’s actions and decisions would catch up to him.
It is manifestly false that this arrangement holds in the real world.  Aggressively evil people (sometimes) appear to flourish, and obviously good and innocent people suffer, sometimes horribly, with no recompense.  What can we say about this?

It is possible that Plato’s answer could be put forward.  His most startling defense of virtue is recorded in The Republic, where he argues that the virtuous life is better and more pleasurable than the life without virtue.  He takes the extreme case of (a) a good man who is thought to be wicked, is shamefully treated and even put to death for his ‘crimes’ (such as Socrates) vs. (b) a powerfully wicked man who always gets away with his treachery, and is even universally praised and thought to be good.

Plato claims that the wicked man never really gets away with it, but that his soul – his most precious possession, and his very self – becomes corrupted and injured by his wickedness, and so he has no control over his own passions and impulses.  He appears to be a king, but he is a slave.

I do believe there is a profound truth to this, but I don’t think it is conclusive.  If this life is all that we have, our rewards do not necessarily match our deeds.

A Series of Lifetimes

It’s quite possible that the doctrine of karma and reincarnation was invented specifically to deal with this issue.  This is a myth, or a hope, that attempts to reconcile the apparent injustice of this world with an essentially just cosmos.  My life is ended with a certain tally – an overall score that quantifies my life’s product.  If I did well, I come back to earth in another body in a favorable condition; if I did poorly, I return in an unfavorable condition.  I work off my debts in this way.  Eventually, as I am made pure, I escape the cycle of incarnations completely.  Whether this is something I achieve by my own resolve and simply earn, or is accomplished by a sort of realization, an insight, is a matter of dispute.
A critique of reincarnation is beyond the scope of this article, but I think the view needs to be supported by actual evidence.  One of the sad practical results is, of course, the view that whatever condition of suffering you find yourself in is your doing, your fault.  In some places and times, this has served as an excuse not to help people in great suffering and need, because it would be interfering with their karmic payment.

An Indefinitely Long Lifetime

The alternative to the above is simply that when we die, we continue to live on in some state.  This provides an indefinitely long period of possible adjustment – plenty of time to outweigh any injustices.  In fact, with an infinite amount of time, any Just or Unjust scenario is possible.
There is an important implication for the person who objects to God’s injustice in this world.  If the required time frame is “eventually”, or “eternity”, or “some indefinitely long period of time”, then since that that time has not yet been completed, we can’t say what the final result is.  

And so it seems to me that my interlocutor must choose some finite period of time in which a Just God would necessarily correct all wrongs.  It wouldn’t have to be one specific time frame for all events, it could be variable, or it could be a general time-frame, but it would have to have some limited duration for the argument to have a chance at validity.  If the time frame is infinite, the argument is surely invalid.


CALCULATING OUTPUT

The Utilitarian approach to ethics has several fundamental problems, which have been noted by lots of people.  

Problem 1 – Degree of Pleasure, or Hierarchy of Pleasures?

Even John Stuart Mill (IQ reported to be 190 and leading proponent of Utilitarianism), admitted that it was better to be “a human dissatisfied than a pig satisfied”, implying that some pleasures were better than others – not on a quantitative scale (degree of pleasure), but qualitatively.  But this defeats the elegance and simplicity of a pleasure/displeasure basis for justice.  You’d need to choose which model to advocate.

Under the straight pleasure/displeasure, model, the expert hooker would be in a wonderful position to claim rewards, since her function is supposedly to provide pure pleasure, as much of it as possible.  The drug dealer, especially if there’s some expectation that the user can keep up the habit without the penalty of withdrawal, would claim big-time rewards.

On the other hand, take the hell-fire preacher.  He sincerely believes that he is offering infinite (eternal) pleasure to his hearers.  Thus, his reward (even if he’s wrong) ought to be infinite, as well.  Since this approach beats, by definition, any merely finite pleasures, we should all be doing this (or something like it).

Problem 2 – The Individual or the Many?

A second problem with utilitarianism, often noted, is that the total aggregate of pleasures/pains in the world is what counts, which entails that the good of the many always outweighs the good of the few.  On such a purely arithmetic model, a large number of modest pleasures over x years would outweigh excruciating pain to a single individual over the same period.  Therefore, I would deserve reward for trading one person’s misery for a teensy increase in well-being of many.  

Problem 3 – Calculating Results

A third problem with utilitarianism comes from the difficulty of knowing the full results of many of our actions.  This is alleviated somewhat, but not entirely resolved, by the focus on intention in the definition – it is the belief (the “attempt”) about the results of the action that is important to reward/punishment.



CALCULATING INPUT

How do I go about calculating my own receipt of pleasure vs. pain?  We take for granted that we are alive, able to breathe the air, use our five senses, walk on our legs, use our hands, think clear and rational thoughts, enjoy physical health and well-being.  I know enough people who don’t have all that to know that these gifts are all precious.    

And I have to admit that I too take these things for granted.  It’s just part of my framework, my environment.  But when one of these gifts is removed (I get sick, have migraines, can’t breathe right, or have some injury), I experience that as a pain, as suffering.  And when I am restored, I at first experience this as a positive pleasure.  I submit that the second perspective is the right one – that our baseline shouldn’t be when all these gifts are operative in our lives, rather, we should see each one as a legitimate and precious source of great pleasure.  

What if all these things, and a host of others (playing sports, taking walks, reading books, listening to music, …) inherently provide me with X units of pleasure.  And what if I’m the typical jerks who only acknowledges 1% of that pleasure, because it take it as my due?  Which counts in the pleasure-to-displeasure ratio?  If it’s only perceived pleasure, then the crabbier and more egotistical the person, the more God owes them.  That’s impossible.  

And so it must be the pleasure offered, not the pleasure taken, if you know what I mean.  



MORE FUNDAMENTAL ISSUES

An Illustration I Don’t Accept

Christians sometimes argue about heaven and hell this way:  Adam and Eve sinned, therefore we all sin.  Our sins are so severe that God – in his justice – must send us to an eternity of torment.  And so forth.

I think this represents a partial truth, but as it’s stated it is misleading and even flat-out wrong.  I’ve written about this elsewhere.  This is not the way I’m heading with this topic.

A Parable

Imagine a man who has lost everything, and lives on the streets in poverty.  His wife and children have left him, he has nothing to live for, he is so far down that it is now virtually impossible to lift himself up by the bootstraps.  He has no resources.

A philanthropist notices his situation, and kindly offers – no strings attached – a nice house, car, employment, and start-up money.  Well, this man has enough energy and focus to move into the house, start work, and build himself a nice life.  His wife and children return (or maybe he finds somebody new) and everybody is happy.  In fact, he has gone from death to life – his ratio of pleasure/pain has shifted dramatically and he is now ecstatically happy.

What does justice require of such a man?  What would it take to balance the scales?  

Scenario One:  He could attempt to work off the debt; use everything he has to improve the lives of others.  How long must he work until things are even?  But wait!  Everything he does is funded by his resources – even the new resources he’s earned are directly tied to that original donation.  Everything he has has been given to him.  The very best he can do is to use what he has to the utmost for the benefit of others.  

But if he only uses the resources he’s been given, he can’t really take credit for that, now can he?  I think he can only truly pay off his debt by going beyond what he’s been given.  He must use those resources that are truly his (only those things he had when he was poor):  his time, his love, his sweat equity.  I don’t know if he could do pay off the original debt in his life-time.  But it’s worse:  he not only has to pay off the initial pleasure of being restored, but every minute he’s alive the debt just grows, and that has to be paid off.  And so outflow must greatly exceed inflow.

And furthermore, what if he enjoys being good to others?  Then it doesn’t count against his debt.

Scenario Two:  Say that either he tries to pay of the debt, but falls short, or just lives a nice, decent life (and thus falls way short).  God is morally obligated, then, to inflict great pains on him.   Maybe fall ill with some terrible disease; maybe have everything taken away from him, too.  Etc.  Is that fair?

The Application

We have all been given the gift of life, and all those fundamental things that go with it.  We take these for granted - as a baseline, a starting point for our pain/pleasure computations.  But, really, we are all like the homeless man who was restored with house, money, job, and family.  At birth I received, as a free and wonderful GIFT, all the pleasures that come naturally to a baby, and then to a toddler, and then to a young child.  The first few years are free, and I don’t see any way even a toddler makes a concerted effort to pay it back.  So the pleasure count, for most people, has a huge head start.

And, like the parable, every moment brings new pleasure that must be compensated.  And, if we actually enjoy helping others (after all, it is more blessed, happy, to give than to receive), we don’t get credit – only when it is painful or neutral to us.

What can we do to pay it back?  We need to do more than just exercise our faculties as comes naturally; if we just use the resources we’ve been given, we can’t really take credit for that, now can we?  But here’s where the parable doesn’t apply.  In the parable, the man starts out with something of his own:  his time, his love, his sweat-equity.  But in real life, these too are simply gifts.

And so, the inherent pleasure that simply comes (to most people) in life can only be balanced by a life-time of balancing pains.  

And, as noted above, if we’re too selfish or stupid to recognize that these things are truly pleasures, we can’t use that as an excuse.  



REWARDS AND PUNISHMENTS

I would submit that the purpose of life is not to balance out pleasures and pains so as to come out even.  I think that the reward/punishment model is just wrong.  And even Justice, although it is indeed concerned with fairness and equity, should not be narrowly and falsely construed as seeking such a neutral balance.

I have a 7-year old son, Christopher.  What do I seek in his life?  I want him to have pleasure, sure – but not any kind of pleasure.  I want him to act with honesty and integrity – but not because I’m going to beat the crap out of him if he doesn’t.  I want him to be kind to other people – but not because if he doesn’t he’ll be punished.  

Call me a fool, but I want him to go beyond rewards and punishments.  I want him to love other people.  I want him to even love some people who don’t love him back.  I want him to really and deeply care about people who are down-trodden, who are the underdogs, who don’t have any strength, who need somebody to bear their burdens.  Not because he’ll get rewarded for it, but because he is engaged, he really cares.

A friend of mine reported to me one time about his daughter’s school project.  They wanted to instill in the kids a sense of giving to others – pure giving, without expecting anything in return.  And so they created a contest, with prizes and everything.  Sheesh.  He saw a sad irony in that.

Yes, rewards and punishments are necessary in life, especially with kids.  Yes, we gave him time-outs (which to him was as bad as a spanking) when he did wrong.  But we want him to get beyond that mentality in his life.

In a sense, we gave him his life.  In a very literal sense, we totally supported him and gave, gave, gave everything to him for his first few years.  Now he earns money (his allowance) – but we’re still the ones who pay him.  We haven’t missed the irony that he buys us presents with our own money, but we wouldn’t have it any other way.
God is that way.  He is at least as nice as I am.  He gave me my life in the first place – and that’s not something I can ever pay back.  He wants me to prosper in many ways – even through the fire of suffering in this world – and eternal pleasures are mine at his right hand, just because he loves me.  He chastises me, he corrects me, he even sometimes prevents me from doing things I want to do.  It’s frustrating sometimes.  But what he wants from me is not some moral transaction.  He wants me to love him right back, and to love the people I see around me – especially the down-trodden, the outcasts, the underdogs, the people with no one to help them.  He even (although I really don’t like this) insists that I love people who don’t have the decency to love me back.

Ok, it’s not as simple as that.  As I mentioned, the “fire of suffering in this world” can make us wonder what the heck is going on.  There are whole books, like The Problem of Pain, that address that better than I ever could.  But I take comfort in these facts:

· Re. the success of the wicked:  Nobody really gets away with anything.  God knows about it; he deals with it.

· Re. suffering:  He suffered, too (“My name too is Ransom.”)

· More Re. suffering:  He can turn anything into good – absolutely anything.

· Re. my suffering and the suffering of others:  The suffering is temporary, the joy is forever.

And we do learn from ways other than rewards and punishments.  Many is the person who has been forgiven and unconditionally restored.  It instills a sense of gratitude and humility.  If we only get what’s coming to us, we (rightly) feel we’ve earned it, we deserve it.  That’s not good for you or for me – it makes us uptight and self-righteous in a literal sense.  

Justice and God

But Justice is concerned with fairness, equity, correct?  And shouldn’t God be Just?  Yes, but he’s more than Just, he’s loving.  He knows, for every person, where the scales are tipped, in the minutest detail.  And every person will be called upon to give an account of his/her life.  God is more than Just, but not less.

