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As Thomas Paine said back in the Revolutionary War, “these are the times which try men’s souls.” 

 These are times when many of us are beset with fear for the future of our country.  I don’t know about 

you, but it feels like I haven’t had a good night’s sleep for months, and am subject to fits of anxiety verging 

on panic.  I want to start out this morning saying that many of our fears are well-grounded, both from the 

year-long Presidential campaign that we have all lived through and from the behavior of President-elect 

Trump since the election. 

So the friend who authored the Facebook posting I just read starts from an emotional base I 

understand well, and feel deeply.  And my friend is a graduate of Harvard Divinity School who has an 

additional graduate degree in English.  He is a highly intelligent and educated man, and so far as I know a 

liberal.  He expresses a fear that many of us feel.  I take no issue with that fear.  What I take issue with 

are the words he has chosen to express that emotion, and I think they provide a teaching moment worth 

devoting a sermon to. In sum, my friend calls what we are going through evil, but I think that hinders rather 
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then helps us focus on what exactly we are facing and how best to resist it and defend our values.  

What my friend said was, “A malignant evil has once more burst forth upon the world, seeking to 

use all of us to work its will again: to divide, silence, devour, and discard all.”  Now this is obviously strong 

rhetoric, and the author may not have intended it literally.  But on the surface, it reads as a theological 

statement. 

Start with the subject, “a malignant evil.”  The word “malignant” is redundant, because if 

something is evil, it is malignant.  But the use of the little article “a” before malignant evil signifies that the 

author is saying this evil is a thing in itself.  He is not using evil as an adjective, to say an evil person, evil 

system, evil thoughts or deeds.  He is saying evil, as a thing in itself, exists in the present day.   

Down through the centuries, philosophers have debated whether there is any such thing as “evil.” 

 Plato saw it as a negative thing; a child experiences a sink or bathtub with two faucets, one for cold and 

one for hot.  So the child may think that cold and hot are each things in themselves.  But as the child 

gets an understanding of physics, she or he realizes that heat is a thing in itself, but cold is just the absence 

of heat. 

The Christian philosopher St. Augustine agreed with Plato that evil was “merely privative,” merely 

the absence of good, and yet he also aknowledged that it had tremendous power to harm and destroy.  
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How does something which does not exist make such misery and mischief? In dealing with this 

contradiction, Augustine came up with the idea of original sin, which holds that the act of Adam and Eve in 

disobeying God in the Garden of Eden taints all of their descendants, the whole human race, with guilt. This 

allows a supposedly loving God to consign most humans to a lifetime of misery in the here and now and an 

eternity of torment in the life to come. 

I don’t think Original Sin was what my Facebook friend had in mind in saying that a malignant evil 

“has once more burst forth upon the world,” for original sin, as Augustine conceived it, has been a feature of 

human life from the beginning.  My friend’s use of the term “once more” indicates that whatever this evil 

was had, disappeared for a while and has now reappeared. 

The most likely candidate for this reified evil are the various oppressions: racism, homophobia, 

patriarchy. But have these problems “burst forth” onto the world anew, or have they been with us all along? 

 Anyone who gave the matter a minute’s thought in the last eight years would not have concluded that the 

election of the first black president solved America’s race problem, any more than the Supreme Court’s 

recognition of a constitutional right to equal marriage solved all issues of equality for LGBTQ folks. 

Or maybe my friend is referring to the Twentieth Century, when many nations, led by Nazi 

Germany, set about murdering people they didn’t like: Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, communists and several 
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nationalities. 

One other feature of my friend’s sentence is worth noting: not only has the malignant evil burst 

forth on the world, but it is seeking to use each of us to work its will again.  Thus the malignant evil is not 

just a force of nature like a hurricane or an earthquake.  It has intention, it has will, it has purpose.  And 

this purpose will override all of our individual purposes. 

Ok, now it may seem that I’m beating a dead horse, taking this bit of overheated rhetoric and 

treating it as if my friend literally meant it.  But you see, I think this is just the point: when liberals resort to 

the rhetoric of evil, as if evil is a thing acting in the world with intention and will, we are giving away the 

farm.  This is what conservatives do. 

Conservatives whip up the emotions against the forces of evil, whether it be George W. Bush’s 

Axis of Evil, Ronald Reagan’s Evil empire, Joe McCarthy’s Communists bent on world domination or Donald 

Trump’s Mexican rapists coming up through the southern border to take your job.  Like the Crusaders of 

the Middle Ages, the good conservative is to take up arms against the forces of evil, confident in his or her 

own righteousness.  

And the Crusades furnish us a good model for how these wars on evil turn out: the Christian forces 

rarely recaptured the Promised land, but the violence perpetrated on Jews in Europe presaged centuries of 
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pogroms.  I have not by any means tamed the raging confusion in my brain about the great and vexed 

subject of evil, but one thought seems to stand out more and more: a great deal of the evil deeds done in this 

world, on an individual or community or national level, are done in the name of fighting against evil.  We 

justify almost any atrocity we commit by saying it was provoked by a prior bad act we suffered or 

committed to ward off one we were about to suffer. 

I am not trying to argue that evil is not real; it has an enduring place in our consciousness, in our 

culture, in our language.  It exists “in here,” in the heart and head; it just doesn’t exist “out there” in the 

world of rocks and planets and sunsets.  It has the same level of reality as Bugs Bunny or Darth Vader or 

Captain Ahab.  We can talk about these characters at length, we can write books about them, we can 

make movies about them.  But we can’t take them to lunch, and we can’t get them to sign our autograph 

book. 

Our Universalist forebears said that when we call evil a force, a being, a person, we are no longer 

monotheists, we are ditheists, for God, the source of love and goodness, then has a rival.  Here is Quillen 

Shinn, foremost evangelist of Universalism in 1900:   

“Way back in the benighted past, man, lacking foresight to see how the discords and 

conflicts of nature would result in harmony, came to ascribe things he called evil to evil 
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beings; hence the world's belief in devils, ghosts, hobgoblins, and witches. All these are 

perishing; the light of science is killing them.”1 

                                                 
1
“Affirmations of Universalism” Quillen Shinn 

http://www.auburn.edu/~allenkc/afmuniv.html 

So the official universalist answer to the problem of evil is that evil does not exist.  That is not to 

say that bad things don’t happen – they happen all the time.  And we are entering an era where there is a 

major threat of horrible things happening.  When you read that 19 million Americans will lose health 

coverage if the Affordable Care Act is repealed, you might take comfort from that and say to yourself, “well, 

it won’t happen because nobody’s going to be that stupid.” But the argument that nobody’s going to be that 

stupid is getting thinner and thinner all the time. 

But let’s say we take seriously that there is a real force called evil and that it is somehow “bursting 

forth” in the present age.  Certainly there appears to be a connection between America’s Trump vote and 

Britain’s Brexit vote.  We already have right-wing regimes installed in Hungary and Poland, Italy is and 

France look increasingly vulnerable.  India, the world’s largest democracy, is governed by a resurgent 

Hindu nationalist party.  The liberal, internationalist order based on free trade and human rights seems to 

be crumbling before a tidal wave of popular resentiment.  Or is this simply the machinations of Vladimir 
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Putin to allow Russia to continue to reclaim its old empire and lift the sanctions imposed because of its 

aggressions? 

I don’t deny that Putin is a bad actor, and if you want to call him, his actions or intentions evil, you 

can do so, but I don’t think it adds anything to call them that.  The word evil subtracts from, rathert than 

adding to, our understanding of any particular person policy or thing we might be considering. The minute 

you say anything is evil, yuyr options for dealing with it get reduced.  The default mode is crusader: take 

up your sword and throw yourself into the fight to defeat the evil.  Our outgoing Secretary of State, John 

Kerry, had a fine column in the New York Times yesterday in which he outlined how dealing with regimes 

such as Iran and Russia in a complex way had yielded a safer world. 

But for many of us, it will not do to say that evil doesn’t exist, or to substitute another word such as 

bad or hamrful.  You want the emotional frisson of fighting evil.  The good you are trying to do, the 

traveling to Washington or Boston to add your voice to tens of thousands of reasonable people, is not 

enough; it needs to be good done against evil. 

So let’s suppose that everything I’ve said, everything the Universalists have maintained for two 

centuries, is wrong.  Suppose there really is an independent force called evil operating in the world.  

What would cause it?  What would it spring from? 
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I want to describe this morning one theory of evil which is at least plausible.  This is not fake 

news, I’m not going to try to convince you it’s true because I’ve just said what I think is true.  But it’s 

plausible. 

The Bible says that the love of money is the root of all evil (I Timothy 6:10).  The modern theory 

I’m going to describe is similar: desire is the root of evil. 

The thinker behind this theory is a Frenchman named Rene Girard.  He was an literary critic 

before he got into heavier realms of social theory.  Though he is honored in France, his academic career 

was mostly in the United States, and he taught at Stanford.   

Girard theory is called mimetic desire.  Mimetic is a greek-derived word for imitation.  Here’s 

the basic idea:  I don’t know what I want, until I see you wanting something, and then I want what you 

want in imitation of you.  Look at the children on the order of service cover.  The boy on the right is left 

out of the kiss between the other boy and the girl.  He might have ignored the girl until the other boy 

started flirting with her.  Now he is an unhappy camper.   

So the elements of desire are not just a person and the object of desire.  It’s not just me and that 

sexy Jaguar I want.  There’s the person, the object and the model.  I want that Jaguar because I saw you 

wanting it. 
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Now sometimes my desires can be satisfied and yours can also be satisfied.  But if desire is 

imitative, two or more people are inevitably at some point going to want the same thing, and that creates 

conflict.  Girard thinks that the conflict of desires is part of the basic structure of human society.  When 

there is a conflict of desire, that conflict  may destroy the cohesivenss of the community. Some 

communities will dissolve over conflict5s of desire within them, but there is also another pattern.  The 

coinlfict may get negatively focused on one person or group of people, who is or are then held to blame for 

the conflict.  They become the scapegoat or scapegoats and are killed or driven from the community. 

The original scapegoat in Jewish ritual is part of the Yom Kippur atonement ceremony.  An 

actual goat is selected, the priest puts on the goats head the sins of the community, and the goat is then 

driven out into the wilderness (Leviticus 16:20-22).  The goat is named Azazel. 

Girard maintains that this scapegoat mechanism is basic to society, a way of reconciling the 

community-destroying aspects of mimetic desire so that they actually build community solidarity.  Of 

course they build solidarity at the expense of the scapegoat. 

Here is at least a plausible account of evil: desire creates conflict, conflict centers on the scapegoat, 

the scapegoat is killed or driven out and the community is strengthened.  Girard maintains that this 

mechanism is usually hidden, but that the true meaning of Jesus’ ministry was to expose it and get rid of it 
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once and for all.  This is why he urged his followers not to return evil for evil, but to love even their 

enemies.  Unfortunately, in the end, Jesus fell victim to the scapegoat mechanism, and instead of 

abolishing it, he made it stronger, because his followers after his death celebrated him as the ultimate 

scapegoat.   

While Girard is coming from a Roman Catholic viewpoint, this description of how Jesus’ aims got 

coopted by orthodox Christianity is congruent with such Unitarian thinkers as Channing and Emerson and 

with Hosea Ballou’s Universalist take on atonement.  That doesn’t make it true, it just makes it familiar. 

Rene Girard died in 2015, but there are two important disciples of his who carry on his thought.  

One is Timothy Snyder, a professor of history at Yale, whose area of interest is the Holocaust and associated  


