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    Is it rational to believe in God? Is it reasonable to commit oneself to God—to live a deeply religious life? And how much certainty does one need before the time has come to decide? If you’ve pondered these questions before, this book is for you.


    I was raised Catholic, although religion was not a major part of our family life. We prayed before meals and went to church on most Sundays, but there was little discussion of religious matters and no regular personal prayer, at least not on my part. Sometime in my early teens I began to wonder about the truth of the religion I had been born into. Does God really exist? If he does, then relationship with God is the most important part of human life. But if he doesn’t, then the religious person is enmeshed in a massive deception. “We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty . . . ,” I found myself saying at Mass. But did I really mean it? I wasn’t sure, and the fear that I was being dishonest concerned me.


    I continued to wonder about God and the rationality of Christianity throughout high school, in college and in graduate school. Now, as a professor of philosophy, it’s my job to think about these topics every day. My research focuses on the rationality of religious belief, and I wrestle with arguments for and against God, with classes full of students from every point of view, almost every semester. I have become convinced that it is rational to live a deeply religious Christian life. Indeed, it may be irrational not to.


    When contemplating the choice to commit to living a Christian life, one might suppose that one should refrain from making a commitment in the absence of rock-solid evidence for the truth of Christianity. Reflection on personal relationships suggests otherwise. In The Will to Believe, William James asks us to consider a man who hesitates “indefinitely to ask a certain woman to marry him because he [is] not perfectly sure that she would prove [to be] an angel after he brought her home. Would he not cut himself off from that particular angel-possibility as decisively as if he went and married some one else?”1 In the area of romantic love, it can be reasonable to invest deeply in a relationship, and eventually make a lifelong commitment to the beloved, despite the absence of airtight evidence that the marriage will be a happy one. Because there is so much at stake, it can be reasonable to make a commitment to a personal relationship even when absolute certainty proves elusive. Applying this to the question of God: even if the evidence for God left some room for doubt, considerations about the possible value of a relationship with God might favor the decision to make a religious commitment.


    Seventeenth-century French mathematician and theologian Blaise Pascal gave an argument that expands on this insight. Pascal’s wager, as the argument has come to be known, addresses those who aren’t sure whether Christianity is true but think that it might be true. The argument can be summed up in a single sentence: It is rational to seek a relationship with God and live a deeply Christian life, because there is very much to gain and relatively little to lose.


    As the wager is usually presented, what’s to gain is eternal happiness for the wagerer. An alternative and more powerful version of the argument, however, focuses not just on self-interest but also on goods that go beyond self-interest. If one commits to God and God does in fact exist, one brings joy to God, and one is better able to help others attain union with God. And if Jesus really is who he claimed to be, we may even have a moral duty to commit to living a Christian life. If Christianity is true, we have a duty to love God and have been called by God himself, who has given us everything good that we have, to live a deeply religious life. More than just self-interest can motivate one to take the wager.


    On the other hand, if Christianity is false, the committed Christian has still lived a meaningful life, has pursued moral excellence and has enjoyed the many empirically well-attested benefits of belonging to a religious community. Much to gain, relatively little to lose.


    In part one of this book (chapters one through four), I’ll present an updated version of Pascal’s wager, strengthened by cutting-edge research from psychologists, sociologists and philosophers. After introducing and laying out the basic argument in chapters one and two, I turn to objections to the wager in chapters three and four. These include the objections that committing to God on the basis of pragmatic considerations is immoral, that the cost of religious commitment is too high, that the existence of religions other than Christianity nullifies the argument and that Christian doctrine itself casts doubt on the wager. When addressing this last issue, I discuss grace, free will and predestination.


    In part two (chapters five through twelve), I’ll take a careful look at arguments for the existence of God and the truth of Christianity, showing how—once we no longer demand certainty—the available evidence is sufficient to make serious Christian commitment entirely reasonable. Together, parts one and two present the book’s main argument, which can be summarized as follows:


    
      If Christianity has at least a 50 percent chance of being true, then it is rational to commit to living a Christian life (the conclusion of part one).


      Christianity does have at least a 50 percent chance of being true (the conclusion of part two).


      Thus, it is rational to commit to living a Christian life.

    


    The argument of part two proceeds in two stages. First, I present evidence for theism (the view that there is a God); second, I present evidence for the more specific view of Christian theism. I begin by asking the question of why physical reality exists at all. Chapter five argues that there is at least one necessarily existing being, which explains the existence of contingent beings. (Contingent beings are things that reality didn’t have to include, like all the physical objects we see around us.) Chapters six through eight then provide an argument that the cause of physical reality is an intelligent being. In the last several decades mainstream physicists and astronomers have come to realize that the life-permitting character of our universe is balanced on a knife’s edge: if several features had been ever-so-slightly different from what they in fact are, then stable, self-reproducing life would not have been able to arise. Chapter six introduces some of the scientific evidence for this conclusion and gives a preliminary statement of what has come to be known as the fine-tuning argument. This argument has been summarized for non­specialists in several places, but not always with enough rigor and background for the strength of the case to be fully displayed. In chapter seven I explain the parts of probability theory required to appreciate the power of the evidence that our universe is the product of an intelligence. Chapter eight contains an original reply to the strongest alternative to design, the multiverse hypothesis. (This is the hypothesis that our universe is just one of a vast number of universes, most of which are not life permitting.) Taken together, chapters five through eight provide evidence for God, drawing on the best recent research but written so as to be accessible to the general reader.


    In chapter nine I turn to specifically Christian doctrines, suggesting that the beauty and existential resonance of Christianity are clues to its truth. Chapter ten concerns the two most powerful arguments against theism, the argument from divine hiddenness and the argument from evil. (As arguments against all forms of theism, they are arguments against Christian theism as well.) These topics deserve not a single chapter but whole books of their own. And they have them. So in chapter ten I summarize what I take to be the strongest replies to the arguments from hiddenness and evil, focusing on the recent work of Peter van Inwagen and Eleonore Stump. Finally, in chapters eleven and twelve, I turn to arguments for the resurrection of Jesus. This is just one of many Christian doctrines, of course, but logically speaking it holds a special place. If one has reason to believe that Jesus rose from the dead, then one has reason to believe that Jesus’ teachings have the divine stamp of approval and are therefore true. So an argument for the resurrection is an argument for the truth of Christianity (or at least the larger part of one). In this pair of chapters I draw on the most recent work on the issue by historians, theologians and philosophers. While I think that the evidence of part two is by itself sufficient to justify belief in Christianity, agreement on this point is not required for the main argument of the book to succeed. For, given the argument of part one, all that is required for a demonstration of the rationality of Christian commitment is that the evidence render Christianity at least as likely as not.


    It’s sometimes said that the longest distance in the world is the distance from the head to the heart. And so in part three I’ll try to illustrate how a life of Christian commitment is not just reasonable but worth desiring as well—satisfying both the head and the heart. To do this, I’ll tell the stories of three exemplary individuals who took Jesus up on his invitation to follow him. The lives of these individuals were enriched, and in turn enriched countless others, in ways all of us would want to be true for our own lives. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Jean Vanier and Immaculée Ilibagiza show how heroic, noble and beautiful a Christian life can be. Jesus said, “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (Jn 10:10). The abundance that so often characterizes a devout Christian life is not a matter of external goods or material wealth but is internal and spiritual, flowing from a close, personal relationship with God. Life focused on God offers comfort, inspiration and a peace that the vicissitudes of fortune need never take away.


    The landscape of academic philosophy has changed significantly in the last forty or fifty years. In the 1960s and ’70s it was taken for granted in many philosophical circles that traditional Christian belief is unjustified and irrational. Thanks to the work of philosophers such as Alvin Plantinga, ­Eleonore Stump, Peter van Inwagen and Richard Swinburne, things have changed.2 Recent decades have been a time of enormous productivity for philosophers defending the rationality of Christian faith, answering objections to Christian doctrines, improving traditional arguments for the existence of God and formulating new ones. In the pages that follow, I’ll explore some of the most important results of this body of work. I’ve written this book, though, without presupposing that the reader has had formal training in philosophy or theology. My hope is that it will be useful for anyone who is interested in the evidence for God, or the evidence for Christianity more particularly. I also hope that college students in philosophy and theology courses will find the material worthwhile.


    Since this book is about evidence and reasons for religious belief, it’s worth addressing at the outset the question of why people believe what they do on religious issues. Isn’t religion a matter of the heart? Does anyone really believe on the basis of logic or argument? Many committed Christians believe in God not primarily because of argument but because of experience—they have an intuitive sense of God’s presence. Perhaps not all the time, but certainly much of the time, it just seems that God is there, aware of what we do and think. This is how it is in my own case. But what if you don’t happen to have such an experience yourself? Or what if you have it occasionally, but it is fleeting and open to serious doubt? In those cases, it makes good sense to spend some time examining arguments and publicly available evidence relating to questions about God and religion. According to Christianity, faith is a gift. But for the person who does not have faith, a careful look at arguments for (and against) Christianity is a natural and reasonable step to take. Examination of evidence can also be worthwhile for the person who does have faith, but has doubts, too. In what follows I give an extended presentation of evidence for the truth of Christianity and a rigorous argument for the reasonableness of Christian commitment.


    While this book will focus on the rational case for Christianity, it’s important to acknowledge that there are many factors involved in a decision to commit to a Christian way of life, factors that go beyond impersonal philosophical reasoning. One’s upbringing, one’s experiences with individual Christians, the attitudes and views of one’s closest friends and family, one’s emotional life, one’s deep-seated hopes and fears and one’s own particular way of viewing the world—all of these come into play when one encounters the message of Jesus. I believe that the philosophical argumentation contained in this book will be helpful to many people, but philosophical argumentation is only one part of a larger picture. When it comes to religion, logic may or may not be where one starts, but it’s certainly not where one should end. Living a Christian life is an act of the whole person—mind and heart, body and soul. Still, precisely because a Christian life involves the whole person, there is a place for the mind, and thus for reason, evidence and logic.


    Finally, a few words are called for regarding a concept that will play a key role in what follows: probability. Everyone has many beliefs, but some of those beliefs are held more confidently than others. For example, I believe that I’ll still be alive twenty-four hours from now. I’m not absolutely certain I will be, but nonetheless I do believe it. I also believe I’ll be alive twenty-four days from now. But I’m less confident in this belief than in my belief about being alive twenty-four hours from now. How about twenty-four years from now? In my case I wouldn’t say that I believe I’ll be alive twenty-four years from now. I also don’t believe I won’t be alive twenty-four years from now—there’s just not enough information to form a belief one way or the other.


    Philosophers sometimes use the language of “levels of confidence” when discussing beliefs and probability. Levels of confidence come in a scale from zero to one (or 0 percent to 100 percent). To be absolutely certain of something (e.g., 1 + 1 = 2) is to assign it a level of confidence of 1. To be absolutely certain a claim is false (e.g., 1 + 1 = 17) is to assign it a level of confidence of 0. In such a situation, one could say that the probability of the claim is 0 percent. There’s just no chance that you’ve gotten confused and “1 + 1 = 17” is really true. What about a proposition like “this normal penny will come up heads when I flip it”? Here it’s reasonable to assign equal levels of confidence both to this claim and to the claim that the penny will come up tails. So we’d assign both claims a level of confidence of 0.5, and we could say that the chance the coin will be heads is 50 percent. How confident am I that this six-sided die will show either a 1 or a 2 when I roll it? 33.3 percent. You get the idea.


    The word probability will come up often in this book. I’ll sometimes also talk about how likely something is, or what the chance is that such-and-such is true. Unless otherwise noted, these are all just different ways to talk about the same thing: what philosophers call epistemic probability. Roughly, the epistemic probability of a proposition (that is, a statement or a claim) is the level of confidence it’s reasonable to assign to that proposition.3


    Probability, evidence, moral heroism, commitment . . . all of these factors will enter into our discussion of the reasonableness of Christian theism. But enough with introductory matters. On to deeper waters!

  


  



  
    - Part One -

    


    UNCERTAINTY

    and

    COMMITMENT

    

  


  
    
- 1 -


    
A Curious Offer
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    Imagine that one day you receive a phone call from a fabulously wealthy individual—an eccentric billionaire known for spending his money in odd and trivial ways. He makes you a curious offer. You are to determine the religion you think most likely to be true and then practice that religion devoutly: attend religious services, read the sacred scriptures of that religion, pray as that religion prescribes and live out the religion’s moral teachings. And he asks you to do this for the rest of your life. His part of the bargain will be to place $10 billion in an escrow account, to be deliverable on your death to whatever persons or causes you have named. You can leave the money to your family, or to a charitable organization, or to scientific research, or any combination of the above . . . whatever you think best. If you choose not to enter into the bargain, he adds, he will be using the money to hire tens of thousands of artists to paint millions and millions of mediocre oil paintings of his pet dog, Scout.


    Of course if this actually happened to you, you’d be a mite skeptical. But imagine that after due diligence you became convinced that this was no joke. And the billionaire clarified that you did not have to lie or otherwise misrepresent yourself in order to fulfill your side of the bargain. If, for example, you chose Christianity as the religion you thought most likely to be true, you would not have to recite the creed during the liturgy if you did not believe it. And your prayers could be conditional, as in “If you’re there, God, thank you for this, and please help me with that.” An odd offer, to be sure, but also in all probability the only chance you’ll ever have to direct $10 billion of wealth to persons or causes you care about. So what would you do? Would you accept the offer?


    Perhaps the fact that the payoff is mere monetary gain gives you pause. Good for you; to trade one’s religious devotion for money would be base. But remember that you can name whatever beneficiary you’d like, including charitable organizations that work with the poorest of the poor. You can trade your religious devotion for food for the starving, or education for impoverished children in the developing world. On board yet? Say that the billionaire adds that he doesn’t want to make this offer if you already happen to be certain, or almost certain, that God does not exist. His offer is only for people who can say of some particular religion that there is at least a decent chance that it is true.


    Now consider an alternative scenario. Suppose that, from the get-go, the billionaire had offered you a different bargain: the payoff is not a guaranteed $10 billion, but a 50 percent shot at $100 billion. That is, suppose the billionaire’s side of the bargain is to put $100 billion in an escrow account. Then, after your death, a fair coin will be flipped. If it comes up heads, the entire $100 billion will be given to your named beneficiary or beneficiaries. If tails, then we’ll have a lot of pictures of Scout. Would you accept this offer?


    Hold on to that thought.


    The overarching question of this book is the question of whether there is good reason to make a serious commitment to living a Christian life. In part two we’ll take a tour of the evidence for Christianity. But before that, the question to ask first is, “How much evidence would be required to make a Christian commitment reasonable?” As I’ll try to show here in part one, a serious Christian commitment is recommended by reason even if there is as little as a 50 percent chance that Christianity is true. In other words, if you are willing to grant that Christianity is at least as likely as not, then it is rational for you to commit to living a devout Christian life. Indeed, if you’re in ordinary circumstances, it is irrational for you not to.1


    Pascal’s Wager


    The argument I’ll give for this conclusion has its roots in the reflections of seventeenth-century polymath Blaise Pascal. Pascal made important contributions in mathematics, probability theory and physics. His work on fluid mechanics was instrumental in the later invention of the hydraulic press, and he himself designed and built one of the first mechanical calculating machines, an early precursor to the digital computer. (Interestingly, the principles used in the machine are still employed in many automobile odometers.) Pascal was an inventor, an intellectual and a scientist. He was also a deeply religious man. At the age of thirty-one he had a powerful mystical experience of God. He described the experience in a note and stitched the note into his coat, keeping it close to him. He evidently transferred the paper note (together with a cleaner copy he put down on parchment) from coat to coat for the rest of his life—a servant found them after his death.


    Pascal suffered from ill health, dying at only thirty-nine. In his final years he was drafting a work of apologetics. The disorganized fragments that were his notes for the project were published posthumously and quickly became a classic, Pascal’s Pensees (French for “thoughts”).2 In one of those fragments Pascal gives an argument not for the theoretical conclusion that God exists but for the practical conclusion that one should live a devout Christian life. The argument is addressed to those who aren’t sure whether Christianity is true or false, and has come to be known as Pascal’s wager. To be precise, the fragment contains the seeds of four different arguments in support of religious commitment.3 The strongest version comes down to this: It is rational to seek a relationship with God and live a deeply Christian life because there is very much to gain and relatively little to lose. In chapter two I’ll present a strengthened and expanded version of this argument. If Christianity is indeed true, then by committing to live a Christian life one brings great joy to God and all others in heaven, raises the chance that one will be with God forever, raises the chance that one will help others attain union with God, expresses gratitude to God, and becomes more aware of God’s love and more receptive to his help in the course of one’s earthly life. On the other hand, if Christianity is false, the person who commits his or her life to Jesus’ teachings has still lived a worthwhile life, striving for moral excellence and experiencing the benefits of religious community (benefits that contemporary sociological research reveals to be significant).


    Pascal’s pragmatic argument in support of religious commitment has had its share of critics. Thus the famous English philosopher G. E. Moore: “[Concerning Pascal’s claim that] in our state of doubt, we should decide for that belief which promises the greater reward, I have nothing to say of it except that it seems to me absolutely wicked.”4 Voltaire thought the wager was “somewhat indecent and childish. The idea of gaming, of losing or winning, is quite unsuitable to the dignity of the subject.”5 In much the same vein, an earlier French critic had complained: “I lose patience listening to you treating the highest of all matters, and resting the most important truth in the world, the source of all truths, on an idea so base and puerile, on a comparison with a game of heads and tails more productive of mirth than persuasion.”6 More recently, Christopher Hitchens sees Pascal’s theology as “not far short of sordid,”7 remarking that “Pascal reminds me of the hypocrites and frauds who abound in Talmudic Jewish rationalization. Don’t do any work on the Sabbath yourself, but pay someone else to do it. You obeyed the letter of the law: who’s counting?”8


    Are these objections fair? Mathematician James Franklin suggests that Pascal’s actual view is often replaced with an unflattering caricature of the wager. Franklin contrasts these two views:


    What Pascal said. You have to choose whether to accept religion. Think of it as a coin toss, where you don’t know the outcome. In this case, if you lose—there’s no God—you have not lost much. But if you win, there is an infinite payoff. So, you should go to Mass, and pray for faith [Franklin’s paraphrase].


    Pascal caricatured. Being base and greedy, we want lots of goodies in this life and, if possible, the next. So we are prepared to give up some pleasures now, on the off chance of a lot more later, if our eye to the main chance makes it look worth our while. Since the loot on offer is infinite, even a small chance of raking it in makes it worth a try to grovel to any deity that might do what we want.9


    Franklin makes a good point. Pascal’s argument is often interpreted in the worst possible light. Still, there are legitimate objections to consider, even when Pascal’s reasoning is interpreted fairly. It may be that it is immoral to allow any considerations about cost and benefit to affect what we believe. Perhaps a respect for truth requires that our beliefs be determined by evidence and evidence alone. Second, we must consider whether the costs of committing to God are simply too high. And perhaps the most common criticism is that Pascal illicitly assumed there were only two options to consider: atheism and (Catholic) Christianity. The many gods objection, as it’s often called, contends that the multitude of possibly true religions makes trouble for Pascal.


    In chapters three and four I’ll elaborate on these and additional objections and respond to them. But first we need to lay the basic argument out on the table, in more detail and with greater precision. In order to give the strongest argument possible, I’ll set aside the analysis of Pascal’s text and instead develop a Pascalian argument in my own way.10 Just for the sake of having a handy title, I’ll refer to my argument as “the wager,” or even “Pascal’s wager,” but this title should be taken merely as a reference to its original inspiration, not as a claim that I am providing a verbatim reproduction of Pascal’s thought. Indeed, the wager I’ll present takes advantage of cutting-edge work in philosophy and psychology and recent sociological data unavailable to Pascal, and it is therefore able to greatly improve on his rather sketchy note. Since it’s impossible to explain the wager clearly without using some concepts from decision theory, that’s where we’ll begin.


    Decision Theory


    Decision theory is about how to make good decisions in circumstances of risk or uncertainty. Three concepts are especially important: states, strategies and outcomes. A state is a possible way things might be (it will rain today, or it won’t rain today); a strategy is a possible action the decider might take (bring my umbrella, or leave it at home). An outcome is a situation that results when a given strategy is taken and a certain state is actual (e.g., the situation of being stuck in the rain without an umbrella). In order to assess the suitability of the various available strategies, the decision maker attempts to form a judgment about how valuable the various outcomes are.


    For example, suppose I offer you a bet. I ask a trusted third party to flip a fair coin but not to tell us whether it lands heads or tails. Then I ask you to decide either to play (that is, participate in the bet) or pass. If you choose to play, it will cost you one dollar, but if you play and the coin has come up heads, you will get your dollar back, and I will pay you two more dollars, so you will be up two dollars. If you choose to play and the coin comes up tails, however, I will keep your dollar, so you will be down one dollar. If, on the other hand, you choose to pass, no money will change hands either way. Would you take my bet?


    I bet you would. Decision theory allows us to say precisely why the bet is favorable for you. There are two possible states for you to consider: it could be that the coin has come up heads, and it could be that it has come up tails. At the time you make your decision you don’t know which state is the actual way things are, but you do know that it’s one or the other. Next, there are two possible strategies you can adopt: play or pass. Corresponding to the four possible combinations of these states and strategies, there are four possible situations that may result—these are the outcomes: (1) you play the game and the coin is heads, and so you win two dollars; (2) you play the game and the coin is tails, so you lose one dollar; (3) you pass and the coin is heads, so you neither gain nor lose; and (4) you pass and the coin is tails, so you neither gain nor lose. In considering the question of what to do, the decision maker is invited to evaluate the outcomes. That is, the decision maker attempts to estimate how valuable the various outcomes are. In this case, the monetary value of outcome 1 for you is two dollars, for outcome 2 it is minus one dollar, and for outcomes 3 and 4, zero. In the case of most actual decisions, values other than money are at stake. But starting with an example using money is a good way to get an initial grasp of decision theory.


    Decision theorists commonly use a “decision matrix” to sum up information relevant to a decision. In our case, we need a two-by-two matrix. The columns correspond to the two possible states of the world, and the rows correspond to the two strategies you might take. In the cells we write down the valuations of the resulting outcomes.


    
      
        
          	

          	
            Heads

          

          	
            Tails

          
        


        
          	Play

          	
            Outcome 1

            $2

          

          	
            Outcome 2

            $-1

          
        


        
          	Pass

          	
            Outcome 3

            $0

          

          	
            Outcome 4

            $0

          
        

      
    


    Figure 1.1


    Should you play or pass? If you only had one dollar to your name and needed it to buy food lest you starve, then it might not be wise to play. But if you’re in ordinary circumstances and the loss of a dollar would be no great loss, then it’s rational to play. Intuitively, this is because you’ve got an equal chance of gaining and losing, and if you gain, you gain twice what you would lose if you lost. More precisely, it’s because the expected value of playing is higher than the expected value of passing. The expected value of a strategy, for a given game or bet, is the average value per game that would accrue to you if you played the game an infinite number of times and adopted that strategy every time. Here, the expected value of the strategy “play” can be calculated by multiplying the probability of each state by the value of its corresponding outcome and adding up the products. So, the expected value of “play” is equal to


    (1/2) × (2) + (1/2) × (−1) = .50


    If you were offered this bet a large number of times, and you chose “play” every time, you’d win an average of about fifty cents per game. The expected value of passing, by contrast is


    (1/2) × (0) + (1/2) × (0) = 0


    One reason playing is a good bet here is that the expected value of playing (fifty cents) is more than the expected value of passing (zero cents). Now, as it turns out, it’s not always rational to take the strategy that maximizes one’s expected value.11 But maximizing expected value is often a good way to make decisions that involve risk.


    For the sake of clarity, I’ve illustrated the concepts of a state, a strategy, an outcome and a decision matrix by giving an example with precise monetary values for outcomes and with definite probabilities assigned to the possible states in question. In real life, we usually don’t have precise probabilities to assign to the states, and much (perhaps most) of what we care about can’t be valued in monetary terms. Even in such cases, however, there are principles that can guide our decision making.


    One such principle is at play when we say things like “I’ll do X, because it can’t hurt and it might help,” or “You should do Y, because there’s nothing to lose and maybe a lot to gain.” Suppose you’ve borrowed your friend’s bicycle and have cycled to a store on the edge of town. You put the lock around the bike and a parking sign, and as you’re lifting the key to lock up the bike, it occurs to you that this part of town is very safe, and there’s hardly any chance the bike will be stolen. Besides, when you’re inside, the bike will be in your view through the store window. As you finish thinking this, you’ve also just put the key into the lock. So, should you lock up the bike? You don’t have any precise knowledge about the probability of theft in the circumstances, and while you could estimate the value of the bike, there’s no obvious way to calculate the disvalue your friend would experience if your negligence got his bike stolen. Despite your lack of knowledge on those points, though, it’s clear enough what you should do: all you have to do to lock the bike is turn your wrist. A decision theorist could map out your situation like this:


    
      
        
          	

          	
            A thief will happen by

          

          	
            A thief won’t happen by

          
        


        
          	Lock

          	
            Nothing bad happens

          

          	
            Nothing bad happens

          
        


        
          	Don’t lock

          	
            Bike stolen (probably)

          

          	
            Nothing bad happens

          
        

      
    


    Figure 1.2


    If a motivated, capable thief is in fact coming along, the strategy of locking will result in a far better outcome, while if such a thief won’t happen by, locking is no worse than unlocking (by the time of your decision, it’s just so easy to lock that there’s no cost to locking). In the language of game theory, we say that the strategy of locking “weakly dominates” the strategy of not locking. One strategy weakly dominates another if (and only if) there is at least one possible state of the world on which the first strategy delivers a better outcome than the second, and there are no possible states of the world on which the first strategy delivers a worse outcome than second. In other words, depending on how things turn out, adopting a weakly dominant strategy will either end up yielding a better result than adopting the other strategy would have, or it will end up yielding a result that is just as good as what you’d have gotten with the other strategy. In a situation of uncertainty, when we don’t know which of several possible states of the world is the true one, it is always better to adopt a weakly dominant strategy instead of the strategy it dominates.


    In case you’re wondering, one strategy strongly dominates another strategy if and only if it delivers a better outcome on every possible state of the world. Of course strongly dominant strategies are even more preferable than weakly dominant strategies, when you can get them.


    Decision theorists have other principles to help guide us in uncertainty. But it’s worth noting that in some cases we don’t need a general principle. Sometimes we can just see what the smart thing to do is, especially if we’ve laid out the information in a decision matrix. For example, suppose again that a trusted third party flips a coin for us but doesn’t say whether it lands heads or tails. Now imagine that I credibly make you this offer: if you choose to play and it’s heads, then I’ll give you a million dollars, while you’ll owe me one dollar if it’s tails and you’ve chosen to play. If you choose to pass, no money is exchanged either way. We could represent this with the matrix:


    
      
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	

          	
            Heads

          

          	
            Tails

          
        


        
          	Play

          	
            Outcome 1

            $1,000,000

          

          	
            Outcome 2

            $-1

          
        


        
          	Pass

          	
            Outcome 3

            $0

          

          	
            Outcome 4

            $0

          
        

      
    


    Figure 1.3


    Here we can’t say that playing weakly dominates passing, because if the coin is tails you do slightly better by passing. But it’s one dollar we’re talking about! Strictly speaking, playing is not a weakly dominant strategy here, but it’s close enough. The payoff is so much greater if the coin is heads, and the loss is so little if it’s tails, that it’s clearly rational to play. Perhaps we could state a precise, universally valid principle that would apply in this case and tell us what to do, but we don’t really need one: we can just see what the smart move is. This insight will prove helpful later on.


    With these preliminaries behind us, we can now turn to the wager. A consideration of this argument will allow us to see that Christian commitment is recommended by reason, so long as the available evidence makes it at least as likely as not that the central claims of Christianity are true.
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Pascal’s Wager


    The Basic Argument


    [image: ]


    Either God exists, or not. These are two possible states of the world, two ways reality might be. And you can take different strategies about how you will live your life. Will you live your life as if God exists? Or not?


    To be more precise, let’s consider two possible ways the world might be. One is that Christianity is true.1 God exists and offers you an eternal relationship with himself. The second possibility is that there is no God, or anything like God. There aren’t any supernatural beings, we don’t have souls and when we die it all goes black. Call this “naturalism.” In chapter four we’ll consider additional possibilities and different religions, but for now, just to get the basic argument in view, let’s focus on Christianity and naturalism.


    Next, consider two courses of action you might take: you might commit to God, or you might not. By “commit to God” I do not mean “decide to believe that God exists, right now!” When setting up a decision matrix, the strategies are supposed to be actions that the decider can choose between, actions that are within our direct voluntary control. Belief in the existence of God isn’t like that. What one can choose to do is to seek God, to pursue a relationship with God.2 This is the foundational component of what I mean here by “committing to God.”


    Committing to God is therefore a course of action that can be undertaken by one who already believes or by an inquiring agnostic. (An agnostic is a person who doesn’t believe that God exists but also doesn’t believe that God does not exist—they’re just not sure either way.) While both believer and agnostic can commit to God, the strategy will look different for the two of them. For the person who already believes, committing to God will involve seeking a closer relationship with God and, indeed, putting one’s goal of closeness with God at the center of one’s life plans. It will involve prayer and the intention to live a life of moral excellence. It will involve attendance at religious services, association with other religious believers, the reading of sacred writings and perhaps study and discussion on religious questions.


    For an agnostic, to seek a relationship with God is to seek a relationship with a being whose existence is in doubt. This is atypical but possible—compare a situation in which a person camping alone hears some ambiguous but possibly human sounds outside the circle of firelight and calls out, “Is that a person? If somebody’s out there, you’re welcome to come closer.” For the agnostic, committing to God will involve prayer, likely in a similar conditional form; for example, “If you’re there, God, please forgive me for that, and help me with this,” and so on. An agnostic seeking God will probably also want to attend religious services, although full participation might be ruled out; no duplicitousness or hypocrisy should be involved in an agnostic’s search for God. Association with religious believers, thought and discussion on religious matters, and the reading of sacred writings are all called for by the intention to seek a relationship with God. Most crucially, the inquiring agnostic will want to live a life that would be pleasing to God if God does indeed exist. If you’re seeking a close relationship with God, then you’ll want to live a life that is in harmony with what God would want.


    The agnostic who makes a religious commitment need not turn a blind eye to counterevidence, and it may be that one day in the future he or she will decide to back out of religious commitment. Still, adopting the strategy involves a sincere openness to the possibility of God, a desire to search for him and a willingness to accept belief in God, should it come. If future experiences or arguments prove sufficient, an agnostic who is genuinely seeking a relationship with God won’t resist the transition from agnosticism to belief.


    Although committing to God will involve somewhat different things for the agnostic and the believer, the essential core is the same for believer and agnostic alike: the effort to form a close, personal relationship with God. This is not necessarily equivalent to faith. According to traditional Christian doctrine, the act of supernatural faith includes belief in God and the ­revelation of Jesus, whereas the strategy of committing to God under discussion here does not necessarily include belief. At the same time, committing to God may serve as a crucial stage on the path toward a robust faith.


    One strategy, then, is to commit one’s life to God. The other is to not do that. This could take a variety of forms. One need not join the local atheists club to count as not committing to God. In the most common case, someone who was not committing to God would be someone who just didn’t pay much mind to the question of God, and who lived his or her life focused on the things of this world. He or she might even go to church on Christmas and Easter. So we’re defining this second strategy simply as an absence of the first strategy. Defining it in this way ensures, as a point of logic, that there is no third strategy available. You’re either seeking a close relationship with God or you’re not.


    Later I’ll adjust the basic presentation of Pascal’s wager to allow for the fact that there are many different religions one might follow. But just for the moment, simply in order to get clear on the basic argument, let’s pretend that the only way to commit to God is a Christian way. Of course this is false—one can commit to God in a Jewish way, in a Muslim way and so on. But, as I’ll argue in chapter four, the wager still succeeds even after we’ve discarded this false assumption and taken into account the multitude of other religions. For ease of exposition, it’s better to begin by considering just the two states of Christianity and naturalism, and the two strategies of committing to God (in a Christian way) and not committing to God at all, and then later add in the complication of additional states (e.g., Judaism is true) and additional strategies (e.g., commit to God in a Jewish way). With all this in mind, we can represent the wager, for now, with this decision matrix:


    
      
        
          	

          	
            Christianity is true

          

          	
            Naturalism is true

          
        


        
          	Commit to God

          	
            Outcome WC


            (Wager and Christianity is true)

          

          	
            Outcome WN


            (Wager and Naturalism is true)

          
        


        
          	Refrain from

          committing

          to God

          	
            Outcome ~WC


            (Don’t wager and Christianity is true)

          

          	
            Outcome ~WN


            (Don’t wager and Naturalism is true)

          
        

      
    


    Figure 2.1


    Filling in the Boxes


    We’ve now reached the crucial stage of the argument: how does one fill in the boxes in this matrix? How should one evaluate the situation that would result if one has wagered for God and indeed Christianity is true (outcome WC)? How should one evaluate the situation that would result if naturalism were true and one has committed to God (outcome WN)? And so on for the other two possibilities.


    Starting with outcome WC: what sort of value should one place on the outcome that results from committing to God, if Christianity is true? It might be tempting to write into our matrix “eternal life,” perfect happiness with God and others, without end. But that would be to assume that salvation is guaranteed for anyone who embarks on the project of committing to God. Better to merely say that one has maximized one’s chance at eternal life.


    Yet there is much more to include in outcome WC. The benefits aren’t just for the decision maker. If God exists and has offered you eternal life, he’s there holding out his hand, so to speak, earnestly desiring that you won’t reject his assistance. You can turn your back on him or you can reach out your hand. Being perfectly good, God loves you and wants what’s best for you, and he knows that an everlasting relationship with him is the best and most satisfying thing possible for you. So by seeking closeness with God, you will bring joy to God and all others who are with God in heaven. Jesus expresses this thought in the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the prodigal son (Lk 15). Christianity presents God as a father who cares for his children, and in another analogy, as a lover seeking his beloved.


    Third, if God exists and you’ve committed to God, you’ve exhibited the virtue of gratitude to God. You’ve done something morally good. There is value in this. In a way, this third point is similar to the second point, but here we’re looking at it from your side—not at the value of God’s joy over your response to his offer but at the moral value of your response itself.


    Fourth, it’s very plausible to think that you are more likely to benefit from divine aid for moral and spiritual growth if you seek a relationship with God than if you don’t. No doubt God would not leave you without grace if you didn’t seek him, but it’s reasonable to think that if you’re more open to God’s assistance in your life, then you’ll end up resisting less when God sends help your way.


    Fifth, you are more likely to be aware of God’s love during this earthly life. If Christianity is true, a close relationship with God can begin now.


    Sixth, if Christianity is true and you’ve attempted to follow a Christian way of life, you’re more likely to be a help to others in their journey to God. Since the ultimate good for human beings will largely depend on their relationship with God, we can include in outcome WC the idea that you’ll be more likely to help others in the most important way possible.


    
      
        
          	

          	
            Christianity is true

          

          	
            Naturalism is true

          
        


        
          	Commit to God

          	
            
              	Maximize chance at eternal life


              	Bring joy to God and others


              	Express gratitude to God


              	More likely to benefit from divine aid


              	More likely to be aware of God’s love in this life


              	More likely to help others attain salvation

            
PLUS: This-worldly costs and benefits of outcome WN
          

          	
            Outcome WN

          
        


        
          	Refrain from

          committing

          to God

          	
            Outcome ~WC

          

          	
            Outcome ~WN

          
        

      
    


    Figure 2.2


    The six goods just mentioned are all goods specific to outcome WC; they are goods that won’t also be present if Christianity is false, and thus are goods that won’t be included in outcome WN. But there are certain this-worldly goods that should be included in both outcome WC (wager for God and Christianity is true) and outcome WN (wager for God but naturalism is true), like the benefits in this life of belonging to a religious community. The same goes for certain this-worldly costs, like the cost of time spent in pursuing a relationship with God. I’ll discuss these costs and benefits at length in our examination of outcome WN. For now the thing to note is that, if Christianity is true, the overall value of these this-worldly costs and benefits tends to get swamped by the massive value of the goods specific to outcome WC. If Christianity is true, the cost of time “spent” in pursuing a relationship with God becomes negligible, if it is construed as a cost at all. So the value one places on outcome WC is almost entirely determined by the value of the goods specific to outcome WC, which are clearly of immense value.


    At the end of the day, what should we write in the box for outcome WC? Shall we say that we have an infinitely valuable state of affairs here? That may be an acceptable way to put the point, but it isn’t necessary to think of the value of outcome WC as a single infinite quantity. We make decisions all the time without quantifying the various possible outcomes. Here too, all we’ll need to do is to hold the goods involved in mind for later comparison with the other outcomes.


    Outcome WN


    On the other hand, suppose you live your three-score years and ten committing to God, going to church, spending time in prayer, and then at death it’s over. Have you wasted your life? Have you squandered your one chance at happiness? Pascal certainly didn’t think so:


    But what harm will come to you from taking this course [committing to God]? You will be faithful, honest, humble, grateful, doing good, a sincere and true friend. It is, of course, true; you will not take part in corrupt pleasure, in glory, in the pleasures of high living. But will you not have others? I tell you that you will win thereby in this life.3


    Famous early American psychologist William James held a similar view, writing that religion brings with it “a new zest which adds itself like a gift to life, and takes the form either of lyrical enchantment or of appeal to earnestness and heroism. . . . An assurance of safety and a temper of peace, and, in relation to others, a preponderance of loving affections.”4


    Could it be that if you commit to God, you will benefit even if there is no God? While Pascal and James say yes, others say no. Thus the philosopher Michael Martin: “There is little empirical reason to suppose that theists are happier and healthier, lead more rewarding lives, and so on than nontheists. . . . Nor does it seem to be true that if one is a theist it is more likely that one will achieve happiness and so on in this life than if one is a nontheist.”5 Whether or not Martin had good grounds for these claims when he made them (in 1990), the psychological and sociological data now available show that he is seriously mistaken. Sociologists Rodney Stark (of Baylor ­University) and Roger Finke (Pennsylvania State) describe research on the relationship between religion and health as “a huge and growing literature that finds religion to be a reliable source of better mental and even physical health.”6 In the most comprehensive review of research on the subject to date, Duke University’s Harold Koenig and collaborators Dana King (Medical University of South Carolina) and Verna Benner Carson (Towson University) find strong evidence that religion and spirituality have both indirect and direct positive effects on well-being.7


    Religious participation can indirectly affect well-being by directly affecting things like marital stability, social support and hope, which themselves in turn positively affect well-being. On this score, Koenig, King and Carson present evidence that religious persons are less likely to divorce and more likely to have stable families, have more social contacts and greater satisfaction with their social support, have higher self-esteem, have more optimism, are more hopeful, and have a greater sense of meaning and purpose in life. After a systematic review of seventy-nine quantitative studies examining the relationships between religion and marital stability, they summarize:


    No matter how marital stability is measured, whether by . . . attitudes toward divorce, likelihood of actual divorce, likelihood of infidelity, likelihood of domestic violence, or marital commitment, or whether that research is done in or outside of the United States, couples who are more R/S [religious/spiritual] or from the same religious background fare better. This has been demonstrated in cross-sectional studies and prospective studies following married couples for up to twenty-eight years.8


    In a systematic review of seventy-four studies on religion and social support, Koenig et al. found that 82 percent of the studies showed “significant positive relationships between religiousness and social support.” Their reviews also found that of sixty-nine studies examining the connection between religiousness and self-esteem, 61 percent “found significantly higher levels of self-esteem among individuals who were more religious,” while only 3 percent found lower self-esteem. Eighty-one percent of relevant studies “reported significant positive relationships between religiousness and optimism.” Seventy-three percent of relevant studies showed “significant positive ­relationships between religiousness and hope,” while the rest found no correlation. Studies that investigated the connection between religiousness and a sense of purpose or meaning in life were even more consistent: “forty-two of forty-five studies (93 percent) reported significant positive relationships.”9


    Turning now to studies that examine the direct connection between religiousness and well-being, Koenig, King and Carson write:


    In the last ten years, 175 of 224 quantitative studies (78 percent) found positive associations between greater religiousness and greater well-being . . . ; eight (4 percent) reported mixed findings . . . ; two reported complex relationships difficult to interpret; thirty-eight (17 percent) reported no association; and two studies found a negative relationship.10
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