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Providence & the Theodicy 
Figurative language being what it is, poems 
almost always mean different things to different 
people. In the literary world any interpretation of 
a poem—if the interpretation is sincere—is valid. 
In fact a reader’s interpretation might not only 
differ from the author’s intention but potentially 
contain more insight. Poetry, in a manner of 
speaking, is almost always greater than the sum 
of its parts. 

Similarly there is more to the poet than meets the eye. Poets feel and express themselves 
through words. This sounds easy but it is not. Poetry requires a focus and depth of feeling, 
along with a facility for expression, many people simply do not possess. The poet e. e. 
cummings explained the situation this way, “A lot of people think or believe or know they feel—
but that’s thinking or believing or knowing (not feeling); and poetry is feeling—not knowing or 
believing or thinking.  Almost anybody can learn to think or believe or know, but not a single 
human being can be taught to feel. Why? Because whenever you think or you believe or you 
know, you’re a lot of other people; but the moment you feel, you are nobody but yourself.” 

 

Responding to Poetry 
Elie Wiesel frequently expresses his difficultly accepting God’s silence or apparent indifference 
to the suffering of the Jews in the camps. He is not alone. For centuries philosophers and 
theologians alike wrestled with the real problem of reconciling the co-existence of an all-loving 
God and the existence of absolute evil. This problem is called the Theodicy. Before being 
formally evaluated on your understanding of either Providence or the Theodicy, it makes sense 
to give students opportunities to play with these concepts beforehand. 

Students will make use of the following three skills (in addition to empathy) on the summative 
assessment activity for the current unit of study. These skills are: 

1). Exploring a poem’s theme(s). 
Does the poem tell a story? What is the poem about? 

2). Identifying the imagery used in the poem (as it relates to the theme(s)). 
What do the pictures in the poem mean? Are metaphors/similes used to explain ideas? Are the 
five senses used to evoke certain reactions in the reader? 
 
3). Reflecting on the poet’s intended message and interpreting the work for one-self. 
What is the poet trying to communicate to the reader? How effective are the devices/language 
they use? What is your personal response to the poem? 
 

Outcome: CR B 30.3 
Listen to and comprehend grade-appropriate 
informational and literary texts, e.g. poetry, etc. 
created by international, including indigenous, 
speakers and authors, and analyze the 
perspectives, biases, beliefs, values, identities, 
and power presented in each text.  
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Procedure: 

1). Get in to four or five equally sized groups. 
2). Read the poem “Theodicy” once without writing or discussing anything (just let the words 
sink in). 
 
Note: use the Internet to look up any unfamiliar terms. 
 
3). Read “Theodicy” a second time; however, this time decipher the poem’s meaning as you 
go—line by line. While deciphering the poem identify any important or essential uses of 
imagery, figures of speech, etc. Record the group’s insights. 

Note: some might find it useful to decipher the poem either two or four lines at a time as 
opposed to line by line. Looking at two or more lines at the same time is more likely to give you 
a fuller appreciation for what the poem's saying. The tendency, when going line by line, is to 
focus on being "reductionist" (reducing the poem to its smallest bits without paying too much 
attention to its theme and meaning). 
 
4). Identify and discuss the theme of Milosz’ “Theodicy.” Record the group’s answer.  

5). According to the poem’s speaker what is the single biggest challenge to the idea of God’s 
Providence? 

Theodicy 
BY CZESLAW MILOSZ 

No, it won’t do, my sweet theologians. 
Desire will not save the morality of God. 

If he created beings able to choose between good and evil, 

And they chose, and the world lies in iniquity, 

Nevertheless, there is pain, and the undeserved torture of creatures, 

Which would find its explanation only by assuming 

The existence of an archetypal Paradise 

And a pre-human downfall so grave 

That the world of matter received its shape from diabolic power. 
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6). Read Psalm 2. 
7). As a group discuss how the view of God in Psalm 2 differs from the view presented in 
“Theodicy.” Identify relevant lines from both poems contrasting the two views. Assign a 
recorder for the group who can write down the group’s insights and answers. 
8). As a group come up with an answer for the following question: what is the most likely 
reason why the authors of the two poems view God so differently? 

Psalm 2 
1 Why do the nations rage 
    and the peoples plot in vain? 
2 The kings of the earth rise up 
    and the rulers band together 
    against the LORD and against his anointed, saying, 
3 “Let us break their chains 
    and throw off their shackles.” 
4 The One enthroned in heaven laughs; 
    the Lord scoffs at them. 
5 He rebukes them in his anger 
    and terrifies them in his wrath, saying, 
6 “I have installed my king 
    on Zion, my holy mountain.” 
7 I will proclaim the LORD’s decree: 

He said to me, “You are my son; 
    today I have become your father. 
8 Ask me, 
    and I will make the nations your inheritance, 
    the ends of the earth your possession. 
9 You will break them with a rod of iron[b]; 
    you will dash them to pieces like pottery.” 
10 Therefore, you kings, be wise; 
    be warned, you rulers of the earth. 
11 Serve the LORD with fear 
    and celebrate his rule with trembling. 
12 Kiss his son, or he will be angry 
    and your way will lead to your destruction, 
for his wrath can flare up in a moment. 
    Blessed are all who take refuge in him. 
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Collaborative Work Skills : Providence & the Theodicy 
 

                
 

      ELA B30 Formative Assessment 
    

            Student Name:     ________________________________________ 
  

      CATEGORY 4 3 2 1 
 Contributions I routinely 

provided useful 
ideas; participated 
effectively in the 
group and in the 
classroom 
discussion; a 
definite leader. 

I usually provided 
useful ideas; 
participated 
effectively in the 
group but not 
classroom 
discussion (or vice-
versa); a strong 
group member 
who tried hard! 

I sometimes 
provided useful 
ideas; I did not 
participate as 
effectively as I 
could have in 
either the 
classroom or group 
discussion; I was 
not a distraction 
during group work.  

I rarely provided 
useful ideas; I did 
not participate at 
all; I refused to 
participate or 
otherwise was not 
a helpful group 
member.  

 Attitude I was never 
publicly critical of 
this activity or the 
work of others; I 
always had a 
positive attitude 
about the task(s). 

I was rarely 
publicly critical of 
this activity or the 
work of others; I 
basically was 
positive about the 
task(s). 

I was occasionally 
publicly critical of 
this activity and/or 
the work of others; 
I usually had a 
positive attitude 
about the task(s). 

I was often publicly 
critical of the 
project or the work 
of other members 
of the group; I 
often had a 
negative attitude 
about the task(s). 

 Working with 
Others 

I almost always 
listened to, shared 
with, and 
supported the 
efforts of others; 
tried to keep 
people working 
well together. 

I usually listened 
to, shared with, 
and supported the 
efforts of others; I 
did not cause 
“waves” in the 
group.  

I often listened to, 
shared with, and 
supported the 
efforts of others, 
but sometimes was 
not a good team 
member. 

I rarely listened to, 
shared with, or 
supported the 
efforts of others; I 
often was not a 
good team player. 

 
 


