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Is it OK to Believe in God?

I am a Christian and a philosopher. I have carefully examined many arguments for the ex-

istence of God—in particular, some in-depth studies of the Ontological Argument. All of

these arguments have been objected to by various philosophers over the years. While in

the case of the Ontological Argument, none of the major objections are completely fatal

to the argument, they certainly do cast doubts on it (see my essay “The Ontological Ar-

gument”). In light of these doubts, can I still believe? Believing, in spite of objections

from such philosophers as Kant and Quine seems quite vain. Do I know better than they?

It seems, that to base my belief on such an argument such as the Ontological Argument, I

would have to be precisely that—vain. It certainly doesn’t seem right to base such an im-

portant belief on arguments that are so controversial. Are there any satisfactory arguments

for the existence of God? If there were, one would think that there would be a massive

attempt at converting the masses, lead by precisely by philosophers and logicians. But this

is not the case, in fact, quite the opposite. The religious are under attack by the philoso-

phical community. I feel a demand as a philosopher for justified belief, but can I justify my
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belief in God? I want to believe in God, but is that OK, given I cannot produce a solid

proof? Perhaps I cannot help believing in God, should I then be ashamed of what I am?

Mackie and Hume would have me think so—that it’s a sin to believe in God, a simple

superstition not worthy of a serious philosopher.

J. L. Mackie, in his book The Miracle of Theism, attempts to prove theism irrational.

His underlying premise is that if he can show that there is no proof for the existence of

God, then it would be irrational to believe in God. More crucial than his objections to the

Ontological Argument and the Cosmological Argument, is his chapter on belief without

reason. All of his efforts depend upon his ability to show that belief in God requires proof.

However, Mackie fails to do so because his arguments are only tangential to the issue at

hand. He talks about Pascal’s Wager, William James’ “The Will to Believe”, and Kierke-

gaard’s Primacy of Commitment argument. However, even Mackie he were successful in

his endeavor to prove these arguments faulty, he has done nothing to show that no further

justification for belief exists. In particular, I am thinking of Penelbum’s discussion of the

Parity Argument in “Do Religious Beliefs Need Grounds?” I’ll talk more about the Parity

Argument later.

Pascal’s Wager is one of the most famous attempts at justifying belief. Intuitively,

Pascal’s Wager equates belief in God with a bet. Accordingly, if you believe in God, and

you are correct, then you win, if you are wrong, then you lose. On the other hand, if you

do not believe in God, then if you are correct, then you lose, and if you are wrong you
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really lose. Thus belief in God is a win/lose situation, whereas disbelief is the classic

lose/lose situation. Hence it is rational to believe in God.

Mackie spells out Pascal’s Wager in a detailed summary. If we bet on God’s existing,

then our chance of winning is 1/(n+1). The result if we are correct, that God exists, is

infinite happiness, !. Additionally, our chances of losing are n/(n+1), and the result of

losing is nothing, 0. Thus our expected value upon choosing to bet on God’s existing is

!/(n+1). On the other hand, if we bet against God’s existing, then our chances of win-

ning are n/(n+1), with a result of 1 if we are correct. Our chances of losing on a bet

against God’s existence is 1/(n+1), with a result of losing, 1. Thus our expected value of

betting against God’s existence is [n/(n+1) + 1/(n+1)] which simply reduces to 1. Assum-

ing that n is any finite number, then the expected value of betting on God’s existing is in-

finitely greater than betting against God’s existing: !/(n+1) >> 1.

There are many problems with Pascal’s Wager, some of which Mackie brings up.

Two of the arguments appear to be very serious. First of all, if we agree to bet on God’s

existing, what then is our next move? There are countless religions to bet on, “perhaps

this god is not satisfied with the mere belief that there is a god, but adopts the principle

nulla salus extra ecclesiam, where the church within which alone salvation is to be found is

not necessarily the Church of Rome, but perhaps that of the Anabaptists or the Mormons

or the Muslim Sunnis or the worshippers of Kali or of Odin” (Mackie 203). What if one

does not believe that God exists, yet concedes that Pascal is right? Mackie makes the

observation that belief is not necessarily achieved just by deciding to believe. Pascal

suggests a kind of self convincing, psychological self-manipulation, or self-brain-washing



Baggaley4

kind of self convincing, psychological self-manipulation, or self-brain-washing (Mackie

202). This approach seems somewhat dishonest. Mackies speculates that Òthere might be a

god who looked with more favor on honest doubters or atheists who, in HumeÕs words,

proportioned their belief to the evidence, than on mercenary manipulators of their own

understandingsÓ (Mackie 203). Finally, how shall we deal with predestination?

MackieÕs arguments against PascalÕs Wager are not entirely convincing.One may

think that Mackie has been a bit too harshin some of his objections. Everyone knows that

everyday they make choices which will affect their beliefs. For instance, bychoosing

which friends I wish to hang out with, I know in the future that I will be more inclined to

act like them, behave like theydo, and believe in the same things that they do. There are

some people I do not wish to spend a lot of time with, because they can potentially be bad

influences on me. In this sense, I consciously decide what I to believe. Is this kind of rea-

soning so dishonest? Regardless of the strength of MackieÕs arguments, PascalÕs Wager has

fallen victim to an argument by Duff. DuffÕs argument centers on the ideathat beliefs are

not entirely voluntary. He claims that it is possible that an atheist, who intends not to be-

lieve in God, could go to bed at night with all of these beliefs and intentions, only to

wake up the next morning believing in God. Now the probability that this is going to

happen may be very small, but the result is an expected value that is the sameas the theist,

! . So regardless of what intentions we may have concerning the existence of God, we

have no reason to chose to bet on GodÕs existence rather than bet against GodÕs existence,


