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Abstract

The existential problem of evil is a crisis that theists experience when confronted with
unjustifiable suffering. Using a descriptive-analytical method and an interdisciplinary
approach (philosophical, psychological, and theological), the present study investigates the
causal structure of this problem. It demonstrates that the existential problem of evil possesses
a multi-layered structure in which "belief" functions as an "intrinsic element” and a mediating
factor between the "occurrence of evil" and its "emotional-behavioral consequences”. By
focusing on this intrinsic element, this paper presents the foundational requirements and the
necessary theoretical framework for designing any practical solution, such that emphasis is
placed on the changeable factor (beliefs) without falling into the essence-accident fallacy.
Consequently, the present analysis provides a solid theoretical foundation for the idea that
overcoming the crisis requires transforming theoretical knowledge into existential belief and
employing practical techniques for internalizing meaning in suffering. This transition, as a
transformation in the lived pattern, encompasses the entirety of the individual's being.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The existential problem of evil, distinct from a purely propositional formulation,
constitutes a crisis in the semantic structure of a theistic individual. In this crisis,
foundational religious beliefs—when confronted with experienced suffering—are no
longer perceived as mere theoretical ambiguities, but as direct threats to psychological
integrity and faith identity. Such a crisis simultaneously implicates cognitive (collapse of
the interpretive framework), affective (existential anxiety, sacred anger), and conative
(paralysis of the will or rebellion against God) dimensions. The central question is
whether intervening in the belief system can mitigate the affective-behavioral
consequences of encountering evil. Adopting a "functional problem-analysis" approach,
this study views the crisis not as a propositional contradiction, but as a functional
dysfunction within the individual's interpretive system. Employing an interdisciplinary
analytical-descriptive method, the study synthesizes Albert Ellis's ABC model, George
Mavrodes's philosophical analysis, and the existentialist tradition (Kierkegaard's inward
appropriation and Frankl's lived meaning).

1. Conceptual Framework: Redefining "Belief" in the Existential Realm

Moving beyond the prevalent propositional conception, this paper defines "belief" as a
dynamic, three-level system: Level 1 (B1), foundational frameworks or abstract
cosmological assumptions; Level 2 (B2), situational evaluations and interpretations that
function similarly to Belief (B) in the ABC model; and Level 3 (B3), identity-defining
beliefs manifested in concrete life patterns that have solidified into existential
dispositions (hexis). The crisis begins when a suffering event (A) challenges the
foundational framework (B1), which generates destructive situational interpretations
(B2) and, if sustained, leads to the formation of a devastating existential belief (B3).
Affective-behavioral consequences (C) are the ultimate output of this process, not its
starting point. Therapeutic intervention reverses this process by targeting Level B2.

2. Critique of Current Approaches: Four Erroneous Paths

In the philosophical tradition, conceptualizing the existential problem of evil as a
multidimensional experience has frequently fallen into four missteps: (1) focusing on
affective outcomes rather than the essence of the problem, given that the essence lies in
the interaction between the event (A) and the belief system (B), with emotions being
downstream effects; (2) reducing belief to mere propositions, thereby degrading
"interpretive dysfunction” to "propositional contradiction”; (3) intervening at an
inappropriate belief level (B1), where offering theoretical theodicies to restore
cosmological assumptions often proves futile during acute crises; and (4) intervening at
the correct level (B2) but with insufficient depth, such as applying purely verbal cognitive
exercises that fail to integrate with a coherent semantic system capable of addressing
ultimate questions.
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3. Demonstrating the Causal Role of Belief

To prove the causal role of belief, this paper advances a logical argument grounded in the
classical distinction between sufficient and partial causes: if the mere encounter with evil
were the sufficient cause of the crisis, everyone would necessarily experience it, whereas
empirical reality demonstrates otherwise. Thus, exposure to evil is merely a partial cause,
requiring an internal factor (the belief system) to become sufficient. The contrasting
reactions of Viktor Frankl and Elie Wiesel to identical suffering—one displaying resilience
through an existential attitude, the other experiencing the collapse of his faith
framework—demonstrate that the belief system is an indispensable element in explaining
responses to evil. In semantic crises, contextual factors, where they exert influence,
ultimately operate through the belief system; for the essence of such a crisis is
interpretive rather than merely affective. Consequently, the outcome is determined by the
interaction between the external event (A) and the belief system (B), replacing (A — C)
with (A A B) — C, thereby establishing belief as an intrinsic component of the sufficient
cause.

4. Theoretical Foundations: From Mavrodes's Philosophical Analysis to Ellis's
Cognitive Model

Mavrodes's analysis serves as the philosophical point of departure. Viewing the problem
of evil as inherently dependent on the subject's belief structure, Mavrodes demonstrates
through the suffering of Job that Job's anguish was not merely a consequence of external
adversity, but stemmed from the incompatibility of his foundational beliefs with the
reality of suffering. Mavrodes identifies the resolution not in a theoretical theodicy, but in
practical action toward transforming conflict-generating beliefs. At the psychological
level, Ellis's ABC model shows that events (A) do not cause distress in themselves; rather,
interpretive beliefs (B) determine affective and behavioral responses (C). Extending this
model to existential crises necessitates redefining belief health based on three functional
criteria—cognitive-semantic, affective-resilience, and conative-functional—rather than
mere logical truth.

5. Practical Solution: Cognitive Restructuring at the Optimal Locus of Intervention
The paper identifies Level (B2) as the optimal point of intervention. Situational
evaluations are consciously accessible and amenable to revision compared to B1 and B3,
and structurally serve as a bridge connecting objective events (A), foundational
frameworks, and existential beliefs. Intervening at this level prevents the entrenchment of
destructive existential beliefs while safeguarding the core semantic system. This process
requires focusing on the intrinsic, modifiable element at B2 while simultaneously
engaging the cognitive, affective, and conative domains. The practical solution entails a
transition from theoretical knowledge to existential belief—a process wherein the
individual, through repeating constructive interpretations within lived practices,
gradually transforms their interpretive pattern, replacing despair with resilience. In
changeable conditions, this reconstructed belief fosters social agency; in unchangeable
conditions, it serves as a shield to preserve dignity and meaning.
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Conclusion

The primary finding is that the core of the existential problem of evil lies not in suffering
itself, but in the interaction between an activating event and an impaired belief structure.
The theoretical contribution is the formulation of a three-level model of belief and the
designation of situational evaluations (B2) as the optimal locus of intervention. This
model conceptualizes the crisis as a functional dysfunction in the individual's interpretive
system rather than an abstract contradiction, and locates its resolution in the gradual
restructuring of interpretive patterns. The practical framework derived from this model
facilitates a transition from theoretical knowledge to meaning-generating existential
belief. Thus, while external evil remains largely beyond human control, choosing an
interpretive framework belongs to human agency and existential responsibility. This
framework outlines a prospective trajectory for future research in the philosophy of
action and existential therapies.
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