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can both be treated in at least three different ways: (1) as provisional hypotheses
to be discarded if experience tells against them; (2) as significant articles of faith;
(3) as vacuous formulae (expressing, perhaps, a desire for reassurance) to which
experience makes no difference and which make no difference to life.

The Christian, once he has committed himself, is precluded by his faith from
taking up the first attitude. ... He is in constant danger, as Flew has observed, of
slipping into the third. But he need not; and, if he does, it is a failure in faith as
well as in logic.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What is the point of Flew’s parable?

2. What does Flew mean by “the death by a thousand qualifications™?
3. What is the point of Mitchell’s parable of the Stranger?

4. Might trusting the Stranger become unreasonable?
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Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) was a French mathematician, physicist, and philoso-
pher who developed a justification for believing in the existence of God even in
the absence of a sound proof for God's existence. According to Pascal’s celebrated
“wager” argument, if we believe and God exists, then we attain heavenly bliss; if we
believe and God doesn't exist, little is lost. On the other hand, if we don’t believe
and God does exist, then we are doomed to the torments of damnation; if we don’t
believe and God doesn't exist, little is gained. So belief is the safest strategy.

Simon Blackburn, who has taught at Cambridge University, doesn’t find
Pascal’s argument persuasive. Do you?

None of the metaphysical arguments...do much to confirm the hypothesis that
the universe is the creation of a traditional God....Faced with these blanks, reli-
gious faith may try to find other arguments.

An interesting and ingenious one is due to the French mathematician and
theologian, Blaise Pascal, and is known as Pascal’s wager. Unlike the arguments we
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have been considering, it is not presented as an argument for the truth of religious
belief, but for the utility of believing in some version of a monotheistic, Judaic,
Christian, or Islamic, God.

The argument is this. First, Pascal confesses to metaphysical ignorance:

Let us now speak according to natural lights.

If there is 2 God, he is infinitely incomprehensible, since, having neither parts,
nor limits, He has no affinity to us. We are therefore incapable of knowing either
what He is, or if He is... Who then will blame the Christians for not being able to
give a reason for their belief, since they profess a religion for which they cannot
give a reason?

It is not too clear why this excuse is offered for the Christians, as opposed to those
of other faiths, as well as believers in fairies, ghosts, the living Elvis, and L. Ron
Hubbard. Still, suppose the choice is between religious belief and a life of religious
doubt or denial:

You must wager. It is not optional. Which will you choose then?...Let us weigh
the gain and the loss in wagering that God is. Let us estimate these two chances.
If yougain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing, Wager, then, without hes-
itation that He is.

With great clarity Pascal realizes that this is rather an odd reason for choosing a
belief. But he also says, perceptively, that

your inability to believe is the result of your passions, since reason brings you to
this, and yet you cannot believe... Learn of those who have been bound like you,
and who now stake all their possessions. .. Follow the way by which they began;
by acting as if they believe, taking the holy water, having masses said, etc. Even
this will naturally make you believe, and deaden your acuteness.

After you have “stupefied” yourself, you have become a believer. And then you will
reap the rewards of belief: infinite rewards, if the kind of God you believe in exists.
And if it does not? Well, you have lost very little, in comparison with infinity: only
what Pascal calls the “poisonous pleasures” of things like playing golf on Sundays
instead of going to mass.

The standard way to present this argument is in terms of a two-by-two box
of the options:

God exists God does not
I believe in him +infinity! 0
1 do not believe in him ~infinity! 0

The zeros on the right correspond to the thought that not much goes better or
worse in this life, whether or not we believe. This life is of vanishingly little account
compared to what is promised to believers, The plus-infinity figure corresponds
to infinite bliss. The minus-infinity figure in the bottom left corresponds to the
traditional jealous God, who sends to Hell those who do not believe in him, and
of course encourages his followers to give them a hard time here, as well. But
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the minus-infinity figure can be soft-pedalled. Even if we put 0 in the bottom
left-hand box, the wager looks good. It would be good even if God does not pun-
ish disbelief, because there is still that terrific payoff of “+infinity” cranking up the
choice.... [TThe option of belief... can win, and cannot lose. So—go for it!

Unfortunately the lethal problem with this argument is simple, once it is
pointed out.

Pascal starts from a position of metaphysical ignorance. We just know nothing
about the realm beyond experience. But the set-up of the wager presumes that we
do know something. We are supposed to know the rewards and penalties attached
to belief in a Christian God. This is a God who will be pleasured and reward us
for our attendance at mass, and will either be indifferent or, in the minus-infinity
option, seriously discombobulated by our nonattendance. But this is a case of talse
options. For consider that if we are really ignorant metaphysically, then it is at least
as likely that the options pan out like this:

There is indeed a very powerful, very benevolent deity. He (or she or they or it)
has determined as follows. The good human beings are those who follow the nat-
ural light of reason, which is given to them to control their belicfs, These good
humans follow the arguments, and hence avoid religious convictions. These ones
with the strength of mind not to believe in such things go to Heaven. The rest go
to Hell.

This is not such a familiar deity as the traditional jealous God, who cares
above all that people believe in him. (Why is God so jealous? Alas, might his jeal-
ousy be a projection of human sectarian ambitions and emotions? Either you are
with us or against us! The French sceptic Voltaire said that God created mankind
in his image, and mankind returned the compliment.) But the problem for Pascal
is that if we really know nothing, then we do not know whether the scenario just
described is any less likely than the Christian one he presented. In fact, for my
money, a God that punishes belief is just as likely, and a lot more reasonable, than
one that punishes disbelief.

And of course, we could add the Humean point that whilst for Pascal it was
a simple two-way question of mass versus disbelief, in the wider world it is also a
question of the Koran versus mass, or L. Ron Hubbard versus the Swami Maharishi,
or the Aquarian Concepts Community Divine New Order Government versus the
First Internet Church of AlL The wager has to be silent about those choices.

STUDY QUESTIONS

- What is Pascal’s wager?

. According to Blackburn, what is the lethal problem with Pascal’s wager?

- Do you believe Pascal’s wager overlooked some relevant options?

- Why would an all-powerful, all-good God be more concerned with your theo-
logical beliefs rather than your commitment to cure illness, relieve poverty, or
help others in need?
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