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Abstract
This article constructs a theological dialectic hermeneutical discourse on theodicy, navigating the tension between philosophical rationalism and biblical systematic theology. Using the COVID-19 pandemic as a contemporary "wilderness," the study analyzes the suffering of vulnerable women in Malawi through the lens of Hagar's narrative. The discourse contrasts the philosophical quest for logical consistency (the "trilemma") with the systematic theological emphasis on divine solidarity and eschatological hope. Grounded in the works of Moltmann (1974), Williams (1993), and Frame (2011), the study finds that while philosophy seeks to explain evil, biblical theology seeks to endure and overcome it through the "God who sees" (El Roi).
1. Introduction: Navigating the Wilderness of Fate and the Shadow Pandemic
The global emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in late 2019 catalyzed a crisis that transcended the boundaries of public health, evolving into a profound socio-cultural and theological dilemma. While the world focused on the biological threat of the virus, a "shadow pandemic" of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) and Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) began to fester behind the closed doors of national lockdowns. In the Malawian context, the domestic sphere, traditionally conceptualized as a sanctuary, was transformed into a "wilderness of fate" (Dozeman, 1998), where isolation measures intended to preserve life paradoxically facilitated its violation. For the vulnerable, particularly women and children, the pandemic did not merely represent a medical hazard but a period of traumatic affliction characterized by physical, emotional, and sexual exploitation. As the World Health Organization [WHO] (2021) observed, the disruption of social and economic life created a vacuum in which perpetrators of violence could operate with near-total impunity.
This reality forces a critical re-examination of theodicy, the philosophical and theological attempt to reconcile the existence of an omnipotent, omnibenevolent God with the undeniable reality of rampant evil and suffering (Frame, 2011). The quest for theodicy in this period is not a detached intellectual exercise; it is an existential necessity for those whose lives have been upended by what Moltmann (1974) describes as the "ebbing of life". If God is the creator and sustainer of the universe, the pervasive suffering of the "quarantined" woman demands an answer: Why does the Divine remain seemingly silent while the vulnerable are crushed by both natural disasters (the virus) and moral evils (violence)?.
This study seeks to address this tension by employing the biblical narrative of Hagar as a hermeneutical archetype. Hagar, an Egyptian slave woman cast into the wilderness of Beersheba, mirrors the contemporary experience of women in Malawi who face systemic "surrogacy" and exploitation. Like the modern victim of GBV, Hagar inhabited a space of isolation where her agency was stripped by those in power, Abraham and Sarah, representing the failure of traditional patriarchal "protection" structures (Trible, 1984; Williams, 1993). Furthermore, the introduction of the pandemic into the Malawian social fabric exacerbated existing vulnerabilities rooted in harmful cultural rituals and economic dependency. Practices such as Kuchotsa fumbi (ritual cleansing) and the abandonment of families by migrant laborers created a unique "wilderness" where moral evil thrived under the guise of socio-economic necessity. By integrating Jürgen Moltmann’s (1967) Theology of Hope and the concept of the "Crucified God," this research argues that God’s presence is not found in the orchestration of suffering, but in His solidarity with the sufferer.
The central aim of this article is to analyze the intersection of theodicy and the pandemic experience. It posits that the suffering witnessed during COVID-19 was a product of "moral evil" engineered by human agents rather than a "divine decree". Through a systematic theological lens, the paper explores how the revelation of God as El Roi—the "God who sees" (Genesis 16:13), provides a foundation for resilience and a mandate for social justice in the wake of global trauma. By bridging the gap between philosophical logic and biblical systematic theology, this discourse seeks to offer a redemptive framework that validates the pain of the marginalized while pointing toward an eschatological hope.
2. The Philosophical Pole: The Trilemma of Rationality and Linguistic Challenges
The philosophical discourse on theodicy is traditionally anchored in the "Epicurean Paradox". As Frame (2011) outlines, the logical problem of evil rests on three seemingly incompatible propositions: (1) God is all-powerful (Omnipotence), (2) God is all-good (Omnibenevolence), and (3) Evil exists. In the context of COVID-19, philosophy classifies the virus as a "Natural Evil" and the resulting gender-based violence (GBV) as a "Moral Evil". The philosophical defense often relies on the "Free Will Defense", positing that God permits moral evil to preserve human agency. However, for the Malawian woman trapped in a lockdown with an abuser, this rationalization feels hollow. It attempts to justify God at the expense of the victim's immediate reality, treating suffering as a secondary byproduct of a logical system.
To further enrich the dialectical discourse for a high-level academic perspective, the philosophical pole is further enhanced by the inclusion of the 20th-century linguistic and analytic challenge to theodicy. There is need to explore how the very language of "God" and "Evil" is scrutinized by thinkers like Wittgenstein, Ayer, and Wisdom, and how Alvin Plantinga attempts to restore the rational "permit" for belief amidst suffering. It must be understood that the philosophical pole does not merely struggle with the existence of evil but with the meaningfulness of theological language used to describe it. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the cry of the sufferer often meets the silence of the philosopher who asks if the word "God" has any verifiable reference in a world of "natural" and "moral" disasters as far as the Atheistic and non-cognitivism and silence is concerned. 
2.1. The Atheistic Analytic Skepticism and the Challenge of Falsification: Non-Cognitivism and Silence
In his seminal essay Theology and Falsification, Antony Flew (1950) argued that theological utterances about God’s goodness are often "death by a thousand qualifications." For Flew, if no amount of suffering (like a pandemic) can falsify the claim "God loves us," then the claim becomes cognitively meaningless. Thus, Flew hanged his Theology of Falsification on the earlier contextual background of the analytical tradition represented by A. J. Ayer (1936) and his logical positivists which introduces a devastating critique of theodicy. Ayer argued for the "Verification Principle," asserting that any statement that cannot be empirically verified is literally "nonsensical" or "emotionally expressive" rather than factually significant. From this perspective, the statement "God is good despite the pandemic" is not a true or false proposition; it is a "pseudo-proposition" because they cannot be empirically verified. Thus, for the Malawian woman facing violence, Ayer’s philosophy suggests that her theological laments are merely expressions of emotion (emotivism) rather than descriptions of a divine reality.
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later philosophy suggests that religious language functions within a specific "language game". The problem of theodicy arises when we treat the word "God" as if it were a scientific hypothesis. Wittgenstein (1953) famously noted, "Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent". In the context of the "wilderness," a Wittgensteinian approach might argue that theodicy is an attempt to use language where it has no "hook" in the physical world, leading to a "mental cramp" when trying to explain why a good God allows a virus. Following Wittgenstein, D.Z. Phillips (1965, 1993) argued in The Concept of Prayer (1965) that religious language is a "language game." He suggested that theodicy often fails because it treats God as a moral agent among others, rather than understanding "God" as a limit-concept for human meaning.

In mapping experience and rational defence, John Wisdom (1944), used the "Parable of the Gardener" to illustrate the challenge of theodicy. He claimed that theodicy is less about facts and more about how individuals "map" their experiences. Accordingly, when two people look at a neglected garden (analogous to a pandemic-stricken world), one sees a gardener at work (Providence) and the other sees a chaotic wilderness (Atheism). Thus, Wisdom argues that the "gardener" (God) is invisible, intangible, and eludes every test. This mirrors the "shadow pandemic" of GBV; the believer sees God’s hand in survival, while the critic sees only the absence of intervention. Wisdom suggests that theodicy is not about facts but about how we map our experiences. This creates a dialectic where the "wilderness of fate" is either a site of divine testing or evidence of divine non-existence.

2.2. The Rational Restoration: Alvin Plantinga’s Free Will Defense
Against the atheistic critique that the existence of evil makes belief in God "irrational," Alvin Plantinga (1974) provides the most robust analytic defense. Plantinga successfully argued that the "Logical Problem of Evil" is a failure. He demonstrated that it is possible that God has a morally sufficient reason for permitting evil, specifically, the creation of "Free Prevalent Creatures". Plantinga posits "Transworld Depravity," suggesting that even an omnipotent God cannot force creatures to freely do only good. Therefore, the moral evil of violence during COVID-19 is a consequence of human freedom, not a contradiction of divine power. Plantinga shifts the burden of proof back to the atheist: if it is even possible that God has a reason for the wilderness, then the theist is not being irrational. 

Earlier on, John Hick (1957, 1966), in Faith and Knowledge, introduced the concept of "Eschatological Verification," arguing that while the "garden" of the world seems ambiguous now, the truth of God’s character will be verified at the end of history. In line with similar  interaction, Eleonore Stump (2012), in Wandering in Darkness, builds on the "soul-making" tradition, arguing that suffering can be a catalyst for a deeper, personal union with God through the "knowledge of persons" rather than just propositional logic.

3. The Biblical Systematic Pole: The Theology of the Cross
In contrast, systematic theology, particularly the "Theology of Hope", shifts the focus from defending God to identifying God within the suffering. Moltmann (1974) argues that a God who cannot suffer is a "deficient" God. In the "Crucified God," theodicy finds its resolution not in a syllogism, but in the event of the Cross. Thus, within the theology of the cross, there is the divine participation. God does not sit outside the pandemic observing the trilemma; God enters the "wilderness" of the pandemic. Ln addition, within the theology of the cross, there is God’s solidarity with the outcast. Thus, Systematic theology views the suffering of the marginalized not as a logical puzzle, but as a site of divine revelation. Moreoer, within the theology of the cross, there is God’s visibility. As Williams (1993) posits in her womanist reading of Hagar, God’s response to the wilderness is "quality-of-life" survival and visibility.
3.1. Synthesis: Logic vs. Hope
The above philosophical pole creates a sharp dialectic with Wayne Grudem’s (2020) Systematic Theology. While Ayer dismisses the talk of theodicy as nonsense, Grudem asserts it as the most profound truth of divine providence. While Wisdom sees an ambiguous garden, Hagar sees El Roi, a gardener who specifically intervenes at the "well of living water". While Plantinga provides a logical permit for God's existence, Moltmann (1974) provides a participatory presence in the cross. Consequently, the dialectic reveals that philosophy provides the boundaries of thought (logic and language), while systematic theology provides the content of hope. In the Malawian context, Plantinga’s defense allows the believer to hold onto their faith rationally, while the critique of Ayer and Wittgenstein serves as a warning against "cheap" theological explanations that fail to respect the silence and gravity of the victim's pain.
4. The Hermeneutical Bridge: Hagar and the Pandemic
The dialectic meets its most acute tension in the narrative of Hagar (Genesis 16, 21). Here, the "Text of Terror" (Trible, 1984) serves as a bridge between philosophical questions of "Why?" and the systematic reality of "Where is God?".
	Feature
	Philosophical Theodicy (Logic)
	Biblical Systematic (Hagar/COVID)

	Primary Question
	How can God exist alongside evil?
	Where is God in my isolation?

	Focus
	Rational consistency and causality.
	Divine visibility and solidarity (El Roi).

	View of Evil
	A problem to be solved or explained.
	A "wilderness" to be survived.

	Outcome
	Intellectual defense (Apologetics).
	Transformative Hope (Eschatology).


Hagar’s encounter with God in the wilderness represents a Hermeneutic of Visibility. While philosophy might debate whether God "allowed" Sarah to abuse Hagar, the biblical narrative focuses on the fact that God saw the abuse and provided a well. For women in Malawi facing "ritual cleansing" or abandonment by migrant partners, the theodicy is found in Dozeman’s (1998) "salvation history"—the belief that God is present at the "ebbing of life".
5. The Sociological Pole: Structural Violence and the "Social Theodicy"
In order to be comprehensive and engaging, there is need to scale-up the above discourse with the contextual sociological pole. This perspective moves the discourse from abstract logic (Philosophy) and divine decrees (Systematic Theology) to the lived reality of power, structural inequality, and social suffering. Thus, in the Malawian context of COVID-19, the sociological context acts as the "ground" upon which the "wilderness of fate" is constructed. If philosophy asks if God is just, and theology asks if God is present, sociology asks how human structures create the conditions of "hell" on earth. This pole examines the pandemic not as a biological accident, but as a sociological event that exposed and amplified pre-existing systemic inequalities.
5.1. Structural Violence and the "Shadow Pandemic"
Sociologically, the suffering of women in Malawi during COVID-19 is an expression of Structural Violence. As pioneered by Johan Galtung (1969), this concept suggests that social institutions—economic, legal, and cultural—can injure or marginalize individuals as effectively as physical blows. Drawing on Steinberg’s (1993) household economics, sociology views the "quarantine" as a reinforcement of patriarchal dominance. When the state ordered citizens to "stay home," it effectively locked victims into a space where the male "head" possessed total control over resources and physical movement.
5.2. Surrogacy, Exploitation, and the Sacred Canopy
Sociologically, Hagar’s story is not just a biblical narrative but a study in Intersectionality. As Williams (1993) notes, Hagar’s suffering was caused by the intersection of her status as a woman, a slave, and an ethnic "other" (Egyptian). During the pandemic, Malawian women faced a similar intersection: their gender, their poverty, and their lack of digital/legal access combined to make them "expendable" in the face of the virus.
Sociologist Peter Berger (1967) introduced the concept of Social Theodicy, arguing that religion functions as a "Sacred Canopy" that provides meaning to the chaos of suffering. When the pandemic struck, the "Sacred Canopy" in Malawi was strained. Traditional rituals like Kuchotsa fumbi (ritual cleansing) were social mechanisms designed to manage the "evil" of death. However, when these rituals became vectors for COVID-19 and sexual abuse, the sociological "nomos" (order) collapsed into "anomie" (lawlessness). Sociology critically observes how theodicy is often used to legitimate suffering. If a woman is told her abuse is "the will of God" or "a test of faith" (a misapplication of Grudem’s Providence), theodicy ceases to be a comfort and becomes a tool of social control that keeps the marginalized in their place.
5.3. The Dialectic of the "Wilderness": From Fate to Agency
The sociological pole creates a sharp tension with Alvin Plantinga’s philosophical defense. While Plantinga focuses on the logic of free will, sociology focuses on the constraints of choice. A woman trapped in a rural Malawian village during lockdown does not have "free will" in a vacuum; her choices are constrained by the absence of police presence, the closure of markets, and the social stigma of reporting a husband. Sociologically, Hagar is a stateless person whose "wilderness" is the lack of a social safety net. In the Malawian context, the "wilderness" was the suspension of the rule of law during the pandemic, forcing women into "survivalist" strategies, such as enduring abuse for the sake of food for their children.
6. Expanded Feminine Dialectic: Bodies of Anguish and Divine Anomaly
To further expand the narrative of this dialectic, this section integrates a Comparative Biblical Hermeneutic, moving beyond Hagar to explore other "texts of terror" (Trible, 1984) and anomalies of suffering. By analyzing Tamar, Dinah, and the barrenness of Sarah, the dialectic examines how the "wilderness of fate" is not merely a physical place but a socio-theological condition of the female body under patriarchy. The "wilderness" experienced by Malawian women during COVID-19 finds deep resonance in the broader biblical tapestry of female suffering. When we move from Hagar to other figures like Tamar and Dinah, the dialectic between Philosophical Logic (Theodicy) and Sociological Power (Patriarchy) becomes even more acute.
6.1. Tamar: Deception, Justice, and the Affirmation of Righteousness
The narrative of Tamar (Genesis 38) serves as a profound sociological and theological anomaly within the "wilderness of fate." Tamar represents the woman pushed to the absolute margins of the patriarchal household. After the deaths of her husbands Er and Onan, she was denied her legal right to levirate marriage by her father-in-law, Judah, who feared the loss of his remaining son. In this "wilderness of abandonment," Tamar was reduced to a state of social non-existence, stripped of her security and identity.

Faced with systemic injustice, Tamar did not remain a silent victim. She employed a "strategy of the margins," using deception to secure her rights and her future. When Judah later discovered she was pregnant and ordered her to be burned for "prostitution," Tamar produced his own signet, cord, and staff—the symbols of his patriarchal authority—proving that he was the father. This leads to the critical turning point of the narrative, the affirmation from Judah. Upon realizing his own failure to uphold the law, Judah publicly declared, "She is more righteous than I, since I wouldn’t give her to my son Shelah" (Genesis 38:26, NIV). 

Theological and Philosophical Implications:
The Reversal of Moral Judgment: Philosophically, this challenges the rigid boundaries of "moral evil." While Tamar’s actions involved deception (which traditional theodicy might categorize as sin), the biblical text, through Judah’s affirmation, redefines her actions as an act of "righteousness" (tsedaqah). In the context of structural violence, righteousness is not found in passive obedience to an unjust system, but in the active pursuit of justice and life.

Correction of the System: From the perspective of Alvin Plantinga’s (1974) "Free Will Defense," Tamar’s story demonstrates a human being exercising free will to correct a systemic failure. She forced the patriarchal structure to acknowledge its own "transworld depravity" and restore the balance of justice.

A Model for the "Shadow Pandemic": For Malawian women facing abandonment or the denial of resources during COVID-19, Tamar provides a biblical precedent for agency. Her story suggests that God’s righteousness is often found in the survival strategies of the oppressed rather than the legalistic decrees of the powerful.

Integration into the Final Synthesis
In the final synthesis, the narrative of Tamar completes the "trialectic" by showing that:

Philosophically: Righteousness is contextual and tied to the restoration of justice.

Systematically: God’s providence works through the bold agency of the marginalized.

Sociologically: The "household" is only sacred when it protects the vulnerable; when it fails, the "wilderness" becomes a site of necessary resistance.

Judah’s admission—"She is more righteous than I"—serves as the ultimate biblical indictment of any theodicy that seeks to justify the status quo at the expense of the victim. It reinforces the EATWOT and Evangelical Feminist stance that God stands with the one who struggles for life in the midst of the "wilderness."

6.2. Dinah: The Silence of the Victim
The story of Dinah (Genesis 34) is a harrowing "text of terror" regarding GBV. After being violated by Shechem, Dinah remains entirely silent; her voice is swallowed by the violent "honor" of her brothers. As far as the systematic critique is concerned, Dinah represents the "shadow pandemic" in its purest form—violence that happens "in the land" while the patriarchal household debates honor rather than healing. As A.J. Ayer (1936) might argue, the "silence" of God in Dinah’s narrative suggests a world where moral discourse is merely a mask for tribal violence. Yet, Dinah’s silence demands a theodicy of lament, acknowledging that some wounds are so deep that only a "Crucified God" (Moltmann, 1974) can reach them.
6.3. Sarah’s Barrenness: The Anomaly of the Divine Plan
Sarah remains barren "beyond biological possibilities" until old age, summoning paradigms of Philosophical "Natural Evil" and Wayne Grudem’s "Divine Concurrence". The philosophical problem asks why an omnibenevolent God would delay a promise until it was humanly impossible. Systematic interpretation according to Grudem (2020) views this through Divine Concurrence—God sovereignly closed her womb to ensure the birth of Isaac would be recognized as supernatural. However, the sociological reality is that Sarah’s "divine delay" led directly to the abuse of Hagar. This reveals a tragic loop: suffering that is not "theologically processed" often turns the victim into a perpetrator, as seen in complex Malawian households during the stress of COVID-19.
7. Wrapping the Discourse: EATWOT and Evangelical Feminist Praxis
This study integrates the voice of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT) and Evangelical Feminist Theology to connect abstract theodicy to the liberative praxis of the Global South. The dialectic between Western philosophical logic and Global North systematic theology finds its synthesis in EATWOT. For a Malawian context, theodicy must become a "theology of life" that responds to specific "wildernesses".
7.1. EATWOT and the Epistemology of the Oppressed
EATWOT argues that the starting point for theology is not the "Text" in isolation, but the "Context" of the poor and marginalized. In the "shadow pandemic," an EATWOT-inspired theodicy shifts the focus from the sovereignty of God to the liberation of the victim (the prophetic pole). Just as EATWOT sought to decolonize theology, an Evangelical Feminist approach decolonizes the "wilderness," refusing to accept the suffering of Hagar, Tamar, or the women of Malawi as a "divine mystery". Instead, it identifies such suffering as a socio-theological scandal demanding resistance. In this framework, Hagar is the "mother of African theology", finding God not in the temple of the powerful, but at the "well" of survival.
7.2. Evangelical Feminist Theology: Redefining the "Will of God"
This theology provides a critical corrective to traditional readings of Wayne Grudem’s (2020) providence. While Grudem emphasizes divine concurrence, Evangelical Feminists argue that God’s "will" is always aligned with the flourishing of the human person. Mutual submission replaces patriarchal rule; the "moral evil" of GBV is a direct violation of the Imago Dei. A theodicy wrapped in this framework asserts that God is not "using" the abuse for a greater purpose; rather, God is protesting the abuse alongside the victim. Sarah’s barrenness and Tamar’s struggles are seen not as punishments but as narratives challenging the patriarchal definition of a woman’s worth. God’s intervention is seen as a subversion of social systems that measure women by reproductive utility.
8. Synthesis: Findings, Implications, and Conclusion
8.1. Synthesis: The Trialectic and Collective Wilderness
The discourse moves from a Dialectic to a Trialectic of the Wilderness. It engages the synthetic analysis of three poles: (1) The Philosophical Pole (The Logic). This provides the framework to argue that belief in God is still possible despite the "trilemma" according to Plantinga and Frame; (2), The Systematic Pole (The Hope). This asserts that God is sovereign but also suffers alongside the victim (Grudem, Moltmann), thus offering eschatological resolution; (3), The Sociological Pole (The Reality), This pole identifies human "evils" such as, patriarchy, economic surrogacy, and structural violence, that must be dismantled for theodicy to be more than a "Sacred Canopy".
By placing Hagar, Tamar, Dinah, and Sarah in conversation, the study establishes that suffering is systemic. The "wilderness" is created whenever a woman’s body is treated as a surrogate, a tool for honor, or a biological failure. Hagar’s observation of God as El Roi establishes the thread defining a God who sees (Hagar), vindicates (Tamar), and redeems the impossible (Sarah). This leads to a "Theology of Solidarity" where (1) philosophy allows the possibility of God’s goodness, (2) Systematic Theology ensures God’s presence, and (3) Evangelical Feminist Theology (EATWOT) translates presence into social action.
8.2. Findings and Implications
The Findings: The study finds that COVID-19 functioned as a "revealer" of moral evil. The "wilderness of fate" is a human creation.
Social Theodicy Required: A "Social Theodicy" is required for the post-pandemic world, recognizing God as El Roi while acknowledging He sees through the community’s eyes. If the community remains blind to GBV, it fails the "Divine Visibility" demanded by Hagar’s story.
Policy Implications: Theodicy must inform policy, recognizing "seeing" as a mandate for social justice. Social science and theology must collaborate to dismantle systems (patriarchy, surrogacy) that allow crises to be weapons of abuse.
8.3. Final Conclusion: The God Who Sees (El Roi) as a Mandate
The dialectic reveals that theodicy cannot remain purely philosophical without becoming indifferent, nor purely existential without becoming groundless. The "Theology of Suffering" during COVID-19 does not provide a neat philosophical answer. Instead, it offers a dialectic of presence: God’s justification is found in His refusal to remain in the "household" of the powerful, choosing instead to inhabit the "wilderness" of the quarantined. As Moltmann (1967) concludes, hope is the only adequate response to theodicy—a hope that trusts in the God who sees, hears, and redeems the "wilderness of fate". The quest for theodicy concludes that God is justified by His identification with the "Hagars" of the world. Like the "invisible gardener" of John Wisdom, God is recognized by the "fruits" of justice and the "wells of water" provided to those in the wilderness. This study summons us to a post-pandemic world where the "God who sees" becomes a reality through the "Community that acts".
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