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What we’ll cover today

■ Pascal’s wager

■ Montaigne on faith and Fideism

■ Al-Ghazali’s criticisms of philosophy

■ Kant and C.S. Lewis on the moral argument for 

God





So far…

■ Rationalist theism has tried to give arguments 
from reason for God

■ The Ontological argument claims that God, as 
a perfect definition, must exist by definition…

■ The Cosmological argument says the universe 
must’ve had a first cause or prime mover

■ The Teleological argument finds harmony in 
nature and concludes intelligent design

■ What’ve been the problems with these 
arguments?





Last week

■ Spinoza’s substance monism

■ God or nature equivalent

■ The ‘problem of evil’ is 
anthropocentric

■ God is immanent, infinite, 
perfect – power itself

■ Emanationism too has a 
separate tradition, from Neo-
Platonism to Ibn Sina and 
Sufism



Problems for theism

■ Each of the arguments for God have fallen into 

contradiction and confusion

■ Either we rest belief on faith, or we accept a 

form of God like Spinoza’s, unrecognisable to 

many

■ What other ways out might there for religious 

belief?



Problems for theism

■ Traditionally, miracles or 

personal testimony of religious 

experiences has been a basis 

for faith

■ But what kinds of objections 

can you think of?



Problems for theism

■ But: are we setting the standard for argument 

too high?

■ Perhaps arguing for the existence of an infinite 

deity in a universally persuasive way is beyond 

the abilities of a human being…

■ Some philosophers and theologians have 

therefore used other means to argue for belief 

in God, as opposed to attempting to prove 

God’s existence



Pascal’s Wager

■ Blaise Pascal (1623-62): 

mathematician, physicist, inventor 

and Catholic theologian

■ His Pensées are a beautiful, 

melancholy and challenging 

reflection on reason and faith

■ Pascal uses a mixture of scepticism 

and Stoicism to defend his faith 

against the errors of humankind

■ It is here that his famous ‘wager’ 

appears…



Pascal’s Wager

■ For Pascal, faith isn’t simply a rational choice, 

like deciding whether to buy a house or re-train 

as a dentist

■ It makes an immediate and subjective 

difference to our lives, in the here and now

■ It brings meaning and value to our lives

■ But how can he go about persuading 

unbelievers…?



Pascal’s Wager

‘God is, or He is not.’ But to which side shall we 
incline?

1. Reason can decide nothing here… Since you 
must choose, let us see which interests you 
least.

2. You have two things to lose, the true and the 
good; and two things to stake, your reason and 
your will, your knowledge and your happiness; 
and your nature has two things to shun, error 
and misery.



Pascal’s Wager

3. Your reason is no more shocked in 
choosing one rather than the other, since 
you must of necessity choose…

4. But your happiness? Let us weigh the gain 
and the loss in wagering that God is…

5. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose 
nothing…



Summary

■ In believing, I risk a little to gain eternal happiness

■ In not believing I risk a lot, and gain relatively little

■ Therefore, it is rational for me to believe in God

Over to you: what are the strengths and weaknesses 

of Pascal’s wager ? Pairs.

God exists God does not exist

Wager for God Infinite gain Finite loss

Wager against God Finite or infinite 

loss

Finite gain



Problems for Pascal

■ Appeals to cynical self-interest 
alone, insufficient for many as a 
means for faith

■ Does not demonstrate the 
advantages of Christianity over 
other religions

■ If the probability of God is zero, as 
many atheists would argue, then 
the wager doesn’t work



Against Reason

■ So far we’ve explored how faith and 
religious belief try to justify themselves

■ But what if ‘reason’ is just as faulty?

■ This line of argument is present in 
Pascal, but developed in his 
predecessor, Montaigne

■ It connects with a wider tradition of 
Fideism – that faith is superior in 
arriving at true knowledge about the 
world

■ … And that ‘reason’ itself is culturally 
relativistic and prone to error



Over to you:

■ In what way does Montaigne 

challenge having confidence 

in our reason?

■ What are the implications of 

his view?

■ Are you persuaded?



Fideism
■ Augustine’s ‘Divine Command Theory’ – morality 

is in living in accordance with God’s commands

■ ‘Unless you will have believed, you will not 

understand’ – Isaiah 7:9

■ ‘What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem?’ 

– Tertullian

■ Montaigne: human beings are too vain, selfish 

and arrogant to understand the true nature of 

the world or themselves

■ Instead we must submit to religious scripture 

and existing traditions, as in an unreliable world 

these are the closest certainties open to us

■ How reliable is such faith or scripture?



Divine command

■ The Qu’ran calls for an active submission to 

God’s will, by the community together

■ Materialism and pride distract us from moral 

reflection, resulting in a state of ‘heedlessness’ 

(jahillya). 

■ Muhammed sent by God to remind people of 

their moral responsibility, via reflection

■ Islam (what one should do), Iman (why one 

should do) and Ihsan (excellence in deeds)



Al-Ghazali

■ Islamic philosopher (c. 1058-1111) 

and prolific Persian theologian 

■ Author of the excellently titled 

Incoherence of the Philosophers

■ Challenged earlier philosophers like 

Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and Al-Farabi for 

importing heretical Aristotelian ideas about 

God into Islam

■ Argued instead that God is immediate and 

present throughout the world, and all causal 

events are produced by the Will of God, not 

material interactions

■ A view called ‘Occasionalism’…



Over to you

Turn to the Al-Ghazali excerpt

1. (left), the first paragraph

How does Al-Ghazali challenge 

our view of cause and effect? 

What view of God does he 

present?

2. (right), turn to the second

What view of God does he 

present? What does true belief 

demand of believers?



Al-Ghazali

■ The philosopher’s emphasis on reason, and 

emphasis on explaining nature through 

objective laws, restricts the power of God

■ He uses a kind of scepticism about human 

knowledge to restore focus on the experience 

and unity of God, in line with Sufism, detailed 

in his Autobiography (Deliverance From Error)

■ Religious conviction nourishes true knowledge

■ Ibn Rushd (Averroes) would later reject this 

separation of faith over reason in The 

Incoherence of the Incoherence…

■ But this appeal to faith and unwavering belief 

has had more support



Arguments from morality

■ There’s a final class of arguments that attempt 

to prove God’s existence from the evidence of 

morality in the world

■ They rely on a few assumptions: the vast majority 
of us have experience of the moral life.

■ This includes a sense of moral obligation.

■ Despite some cultural differences, we share a 
broad agreement on what is morally right and 
wrong

■ Therefore…?





‘There have been differences between their 

moralities, but these have never amounted to 

anything like a total difference. If anyone will take 

the trouble to compare the moral teaching of, say, 

the ancient Egyptians, Babylonians, Hindus, 

Chinese, Greeks and Romans, what will really strike 

him will be how very like they are to each other and 

to our own. . . . Men have differed as regards what 

people you ought to be unselfish to – whether it was 

only your own family, or your fellow countrymen, or 

every one. But they have always agreed that you 

ought not to put yourself first.’

C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (1964)



Arguments from morality

■ H.P. Owen argues that there exists objective 
moral laws independent of humanity

■ Morality comes from God who has built an 
objective set of rules into our conscience.

■ Cardinal Newman argues that the inner voice 
of conscience is God, helping us identify good 
and bad through praise/shame

■ An objective appraisal of the world leads us 
to the view that there are good and bad 
values to be aimed for and upheld(e.g. Kant)



Kant

■ There are rationally discoverable laws 

that we’re duty-bound to follow: 

Categorical Imperatives.

■ He then asks: “If I experience this 
sense of objective obligation, what else 
must I be implicitly accepting as true?” 

■ His answer was that there are three 
assumptions we must rely on: 

– freedom

– immortality 

– God

■ Freedom, immortality & God are the 
postulates of morality. 



Kant’s argument

1. morality requires that we aim for the                                           

highest good.

2. we cannot attain this unless there is a God 

to assist us.

3. God must exist to ensure that we can 

achieve what we are duty bound to do.

What are the strengths and weaknesses of 

Kant’s argument from morality?



What problems are there?

■ The arguments work if you already believe in a 

God, but are unlikely to persuade others

■ Not all moral codes agree: you can explain them 
without reference to God.

■ The concept of objective law has been vigorously 
challenged, and even if you accept it, God may 
not be necessary.

■ Proof of God is elusive; the best you could get 
from Moral Arguments is a lawgiver.

■ Cultural evolution is a more likely candidate for 
explaining the emergence of morality



Rounding up

■ Pascal and Montaigne each used scepticism to 

challenge the ‘reason’ of believers

■ But is their reliance on faith likely to persuade those 

without it?

■ Over the coming weeks we’ll explore how 

philosophers have tried to rescue or repurpose faith 

and values in a world that is ‘absurd’, hostile to 

humanistic, rational explanations

■ Like Pascal, the meaning of life is not an abstract, 

intellectual enquiry into a factual state of affairs

■ Faith is a commitment, not a weak form of belief



Next week…

■ We will turn to Kierkegaard!

■ We’ll explore his ‘existential’ 

arguments for faith and belief.

■ Look out for ‘the knight of faith’, the 

‘leap of faith’, the story of Abraham 

and Isaac, and the role of ‘infinite 

resignation’

■ Any questions, do email me! 

Dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk
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