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In this volume, Salih Sayilgan explores the problem of evil and su�ering in 

Islamic theology along with the questions that both religious and nonreli-

gious people alike perennially ask: Why is there evil and su�ering? What 

is God’s role in both natural and moral evil? If God is loving, just, and 

powerful, why is there innocent su�ering? Do humans have free will or 

are they predestined to act in a certain way? Examining both theoretical 

and practical theodicy in Islam, Sayilgan provides Muslim perspectives on 

natural and moral evil in light of Islamic theological concepts. He interro-

gates several speci�c topics related to evil and su�ering, including death, 

sickness, aging, disability, climate change, and pandemics. �ese topics are 

explored through case studies from the lives of Muslims, with particular 

attention given to the American context. A comparative and dialogical 

study, this volume also engages with Zoroastrian, Hindu, Buddhist, Jew-

ish, and Christian approaches, as well as nonreligious perspectives.

�is title is part of the Flip it Open Programme and may also be availa-

ble Open Access. Check our website Cambridge Core for details.

Salih Sayilgan  is an assistant teaching professor in the Department 

of �eology and Religious Studies at Georgetown University. He is the 

author of Exploring Islam: �eology and Spiritual Practice in America (For-

tress Press, 2021).
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Everything will perish except His Face. Judgment belongs to Him, 

and to Him you will be returned.

Qur’an 28:88

I complain of my sorrow and grief to God alone.

Qur’an 12:86

www.cambridge.org/9781009377317
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37731-7 — God, Evil, and Suffering in Islam
Salih Sayilgan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

vii

Contents

Acknowledgments page ix

 Introduction 1

Part I God and the Problem of Evil

1 Mapping the Problem 13

2 God, Angels, Humans, and Satan 35

3 Natural Evil and the Role of God 55

4 Moral Evil, Freedom, and Predestination 76

Part II Human Nature and Suffering

5 Aging, Loneliness, and Filial Piety 97

6 Illness and Healing 112

7 Death, Resurrection, and the Herea�er 125

Part III Contemporary Questions

8 Disability, the Blind, and God’s Justice 143

9 �e Environment and Climate Change 157

www.cambridge.org/9781009377317
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37731-7 — God, Evil, and Suffering in Islam
Salih Sayilgan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

viii

10 Plagues, Pandemics, and Coronavirus 171

 Conclusion 183

Bibliography 188

Index 200

www.cambridge.org/9781009377317
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37731-7 — God, Evil, and Suffering in Islam
Salih Sayilgan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ix

Acknowledgments

�ere are many people who helped me on the journey of writing 

this book. I am thankful to Kim Harnes and Megan Grande, who 

read the �rst dra� of the manuscript. �eir suggestions improved 

the text considerably and saved me from many errors. I am warmly 

indebted to Alparslan Acikgenç, Osamah Saleh, Said Özervarlı, and 

Mustafa Uluçay, who guided me to the right resources in the �eld 

and revised some of the translations from Turkish and Arabic.

�e problem of evil and su�ering has o�en been part of the con-

versations with my colleagues in the Department of �eology and 

Religious Studies at Georgetown University. �e exchanges have 

deepened my understanding of the matter. I am especially grateful 

to Paul Heck, Annalisa Butticci, Matthew Anderson, Frederick Ruf, 

Min-Ah Cho, Peter Phan, Lauve H. Steenhuisen, Kerry Danner, 

Leo Lefebure, and Lisa Zaina. I am also thankful to Ariel Gluck-

lich, Julia Lamm, Alan C. Mitchell, Erin Cline, Stephen M. Wilson, 

Jonathan Ray, and William Werpehowski for their collegiality and 

support.

My students at Georgetown University read the dra� of some of 

the chapters of this book. �eir questions and comments shaped 

this study. I have also been teaching for Georgetown’s Prison and 

Justice Initiative. As part of this program, I have taught one of my 

courses at a prison facility in Maryland. My inmate students also 

read a few chapters. �e perspectives of the incarcerated commu-

nity on the topic enriched my thinking immensely. Many aspects 

of this work would be incomplete without the contribution of my 

students. I am thankful to all of them.

www.cambridge.org/9781009377317
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37731-7 — God, Evil, and Suffering in Islam
Salih Sayilgan
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgments

x

I have been attending a family Qur’an study group for a number 

of years now. �e problem of evil and su�ering has been a recurring 

theme of our discussions. �e gathering is intergenerational and 

includes participants from all walks of life. To the Waheed, Shikoh, 

Munir, Siddiqui, Awan, Puthawala, and Sheikh families, I am grate-

ful for your insights from the Qur’an.

I owe a special thanks to Beatrice Rehl and her team at Cam-

bridge University Press. Beatrice supported this project from the 

beginning and always addressed my questions and concerns with 

patience and generosity. I am also indebted to the two anonymous 

readers for their thoughtful and constructive reviews.

My heartfelt gratitude goes to my family for their love and care 

while I was working on this project. My wife, Zeyneb, also a scholar 

in Islamic studies, remains a helpful critic of my work and I treasure 

our many daily conversations on the question of evil and su�ering.

www.cambridge.org/9781009377317
www.cambridge.org

