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                Divine Evil: The Moral Character of the God of Abraham is an edited volume of papers that are the result of an interdisciplinary conference involving mostly philosophers and a few biblical scholars held in September 2009, which was hosted by the Center for the Philosophy of Religion at the University of Notre Dame. The central topic is, as the title states, the moral character of the God of Abraham (God) as He is represented in the Hebrew Bible, which is by hypothesis divinely inspired. At the heart of the book are several papers in which critics (e.g. Louise Antony, Edwin Curley, Paul Draper, and Evan Fales) argue that the God of the Hebrew Bible is not the omnibenevolent God of the philosophers. Rather than being loving and just, the God of the Hebrew Bible is at times a moral monster who, on occasions such as the conquest of Canaan, purposefully orders the wholesale destruction of human beings, livestock, and generally everything in sight, for seemingly no good reason. The following words of Moses as recorded in the book of Deuteronomy 7:1–3 and 20:16–18 are an example of the problem: 
When the Lord your God brings you into the land which you are entering to take possession of it, and clears away many nations before you, the Hittites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hittites, and the Jebusites, seven nations greater and mightier than yourselves, and when the Lord your God gives them over to you, and you defeat them; then you must utterly destroy them; you shall make no covenant with them, and show no mercy to them. … But in the cities of these peoples that the Lord your God gives you for an inheritance, you shall save alive nothing that breathes, but you shall utterly destroy them, the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites, as the Lord your God has commanded; that they may not teach you to do according to all their abominable practices which they have done in the service of their gods, and so sin against the Lord your God.

There are a variety of responses given by traditional theists (e.g. Mark Murphy, Alvin Plantinga, Eleonore Stump, Richard Swinburne, Peter van Inwagen, Nicholas Wolterstorff, et al.) to the critics in Divine Evil. Stump points out that we should be careful when interpreting ancient narrative texts whose language and culture are very different from our own. Interpretation is an art that often requires the expertise of a community of scholars who work on these texts over a considerable period of time (pp. 48–9). Perhaps the texts say something other than what the words convey when read straightforwardly. In a similar spirit, Plantinga raises the possibility that phrases like ‘put to death men, women, children, infants, cattle, etc.’ were never intended to be taken literally. We should remember our own expressions: ‘Kill the ump!’, ‘Knock his block off!’, and ‘Hand him his head!’ (p. 111). Wolterstorff suggests that the repeated use of the clause ‘struck down all the inhabitants with the edge of the sword’ in the book of Joshua ‘makes it unmistakable that we are dealing here with a formulaic literary convention’ (p. 251). This is confirmed by the fact that ‘the narration in Judges reports that Judah and Benjamin, after Joshua’s death, attacked, among other cities, Hebron (1:10) and Debir (1:11), whereas Joshua and his forces were already described in Joshua 10 as having attacked Hebron (36–7) and Debir (38–9) and striking down “by the edge of the sword” every person in them’ (p. 250). Thus, we have confirmation of the formulaic nature of ‘struck down all the inhabitants with the edge of the sword’, because Judah and Benjamin conquer cities whose populations were said to have been exterminated by Joshua. Finally, on the assumption that Joshua and Deuteronomy are parts of the same sequence of books, our understanding of Joshua requires a ‘“back-interpretation” of Deuteronomy. If “struck down all the inhabitants with the edge of the sword” is a literary convention when used to describe Joshua’s exploits, then it is likewise a literary convention when similar words are used by Moses in his instructions to Israel in general and to Joshua in particular’ (p. 252).    
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