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FAITH, PROBABILITY AND INFINITE PASSION

Ramseyian Decision Theory and Kierkegaard's Accoli@hristian Faith

The logical treatment of the nature of religioukdf€here | will concentrate on
belief in Christianity) has been distorted by theeptance of a false dilemma. On the one
hand, many (e.g., Braithwaite, Hare) have placedsifnificance of religious belief
entirely outside the realm of intellectual cogmticAccording to this view, religious
statements do not express factual propositiong:alenot made true or false by the ways
things are. Religious belief consists in a cergdiitude toward the world, life, or other
human beings, or in what sorts of things one values. On the other hand, others(such as
Swinburne, 1981, Chapers 1 and 4) have takenaefidelief to include (at least) being
certain of the truth of particular factual religgopropositions. The strength of a person's
religious belief is identified with his degree afididence in the truth of those propositions,
measured by the "subjective probability” which #npsopositions have for that person. |
propose a third alternative, according to whichc@ntrary to the first view, religious
belief does involve a relation to factual religiqarspositions, such as that God exists, that
Jesus was God and man, etc., -- propositions which are made true or false by the way
things actually are -- but, (2) contrary to thessetview, the strength of religious belief is
measured, not by the degree of one's confidandke truth of these propositions, but
rather by the way in which the value or desirapii oneself of the various ways the world
could be is affected by their including or not umtihg the truth of these religious

propositions. Thus, religious belief does consisthat one values or prizes, not in what

IAs will be apparent in the next section, | havenind a very specific notion of ‘the degree
of confidence in the truth of a proposition’. Bgiming that the strength of religious faith
is not essentially connected to this degree ofidente, | am not denying that a certain
feeling of assurance typically (or even essenji@bcompanies strong faith. In the final
section, I try to give some explanation of the mireanology of this feeling.



one takes to be probably true, and yet this does not deprive the distinctive propositions of

theology of their factual significance.

This third alternative was articulated by Kierkeghanost explicitly in his

Concluding Unscientific Postscript. (Kierkegaarfi44) | will defend this Kierkegaardian

view by means of two mathematical tools developettié twentieth century: decision
theory, originating in the work of Frank Ramseyhe 30's, and the theory of hyper-real
numbers (also known as "non-standard analysisVgldped by Abraham Robinson in the
60's. | hope to show that Kierkegaard's hypothesis that Christian faith is an infinite
passion can be formulated precisely and shown todibematically coherent and
scientifically plausible. | will also point outa@nnection between this view and recent
work on an anti-foundationalism epistemology oigieh by Alvin Plantinga, and | will

discuss the implications of this sort of theonfaith for Christian apologetics.

1. Ramseyian Decision Theory

In a paper entitled "Truth and Probability”, (Ramsey, 1931, pp. 156-198) Frank P.
Ramsey sought to provide an operational or behaitafinition of the notion of 'degree
of belief' or 'degree of confidence of truth’, as well as the correlative notion of
‘desirability’ or 'utility' or 'subjective value'. Ramsey imagines an idealized experimental
set-up in which both the degrees of belief of tkipeeimental subject in various
propositions, i.e., the subject's 'subjective pbaiig function’, and the degrees of
desirability which the subject attaches to theestaf affairs represented by such
propositions, i.e., the subject's 'utility functiomay be measured. Ramsey imagines that
the subject is confronted by what he (the subjeslives to be an omnipotent and totally
trustworthy Bookie, who offers the subject a seokshoices between pairs of options.
Some of these options come in the form of simpts:keeg., an option which might be
offered to the subject might keif p is true; otherwisd3. If the subject's choices

conform to certain principles of mutual coherenayg an axiom of mathematical



continuity, which, as we shall see later, is qaiteig assumption), then there exists a
unique representation of the subject's state ofl imierms of a probability taking as its
values real numbers in the interval from 0 to 1 andility function taking real numbers as

its valueg?

Ramsey's all-powerful Bookie is merely a vivid nptar for the uncertainties of
the world confronting any human agent. We act beeave believe that our actions will
change in some way the probability-of-occurrenceanfditions or states of affairs to
which we assign positive or negative value. Thaads made by a reflective,
psychologically stable agent will reflect that atgeassessment of the various possible
outcomes and his degree of belief in the varioopgsitions of the form: if | do A, B will
result. Ideally, we can, from a large number of observations of the agent's choices,

reconstruct the underlying probability and utiiijmctions guiding those choices.

Ramsey's method can be illustrated by the folloveiteg-by-step procedure. First,
we must define what Ramsey calls an "ethically ra¢piroposition”.  Proposition p is
ethically neutral for our subject just in case besinot care at all whether this proposition
is true. A proposition like 'there are an even hanof hairs on Dan Quayle's head' would
be ethically neutral for just about anyone. Sec¢aremust find an ethically neutral
proposition which the subject believes with a scibje probability of exactly 1/2. We can
tell that p has a probability of 1/2 for him if tieeare two states of affamsandp3 such
that he prefera to 3 but he is indifferent between the gamdlé p, otherwise3, and the
gamblef if p, otherwisen. For example, my subjective probability that Dawk beat

Mike at tennis is exactly 1/2 if I'm indifferenttiseeen choosing a ticket which pays $1 if

2The resulting representation of the utility funatis not actually unique, but any two
acceptable representations will be such that oadiear transformation of the other.

3Ramsey's states of affairs are complete descriptiba way the world could be. Thus,
for any state of affairg and any proposition g, either the truth or thsifglof g is

included ina.



Dave wins, nothing if Mike does, and a ticket whpays $1 if Mike wins, nothing if Dave

does (assuming that | prefer to be $1 richer).

Once we've found a proposition believed with pralitsd/2, we can use this
proposition to calibrate the subject's utility @sdability scale. A gamble which offers
(what the subject takes to be) a 50% chanceasfd a 50% chance pfwill have a value
to that subject which is exactly the average ofvidlaes obtr andp. If the subject is
indifferent between such a gamble and a statefaifsy, then the value of must lie
exactly half-way between the valuesiadnd3. Once we arbitrarily fix the origin and unit
of our utility scale, all possible states of afazan be assigned a definite numerical value

using this method.

Given this utility scale, we can now determine ghbject's probability function,
assigning a numerical probability-value to evemypasition (including those which are not
ethically neutral). Suppose we are trying to meathe subjective probability for the agent
of the proposition p, and suppose we find states of affasandy such that the agent is
indifferent between the option affor-sure and the gamblp:if p, otherwisey. Assuming
that the agent always chooses by selecting theropiith the greater expected value (if
there is one), this means that the expected vdlte@amble is equal to the valuenof

Lettinga, 3, andy stand for their own utility values, and lettingtand for its own

subjective probability, we get the equation:

a=p[B +(1-p)ly

Solving for p:

4The value of a gamble is the mathematical expectati the value of the possible
outcomes. That is, we average the values of tesilple outcomes, assigning

proportionately greater weight to those outcomeh giieater probability. Sinceis

valued to exactly the same degree as the gamilgeistion, we can identify the valuenof
with the value of the gamble.



p=0-V(B-Y)

On this basis, it is possible to prove that degoédselief, so defined, must satisfy the

axioms of classical probability theory.

Besides assuming the existence of an ethicallyra@quioposition believed to
degree 1/2, Ramsey assumes seven other axiomgogcene choices of the
experimental subject in order to prove that thecpdure will enable us to assign unique
real numbers as the values of the subject's prityadond utility function. Four of these
axioms stipulate that the subject's choices areiafiytcoherent. Two others can be
thought of as insubstantial idealizations, stipatathat for any real number there is a state
of affairs with exactly that value. The last asption, the axiom of Archimedes, falls
under neither of these categories. It is a subatassumption about the subject, and one
which it would not be incoherent for the subjectitmate. Archimedes' axiom is the
assumption that any non-empty collection of valwkgh has an upper bound has a lowest
upper bound. This amounts to the denial that thexenfinitely large differences between
values. Especially in the context of a studyetifjious belief, where ultimate values are

at stake, this is a very dangerous assumption kema

In theConcluding Unscientific Postscript, Kierkegaardrelaterized faith as an

infinite passion. (Kierkegaard, 1944, p. 181) Bassion', Kierkegaard clearly has in
mind something like desire or striving. It is algahe impetus of personal decision-
making. (p. 182) Therefore, we could plausiblgiptet Kierkegaard as claiming that
reconciliation with God has infinite value for tredigious believer, that is, a value which
is infinitely greater than the value of any stdtaftairs which is lacking this crucial feature.
Kierkegaard also claims that the degree of proitxald Christianity is irrelevant to the

believer (so long as it is greater than zero, 8g ks it is at least taken to be possibly true).



Ramseyian decision theory, once it is modifiedd¢opt infinite values, can be used to

support Kierkegaard's conclusion.

2. Infinite values and Hyper-real numbers

In the 1960's, Abraham Robinson used the technigiuesthematical logic
(especially those developed by Skolem and Henkingliabilitate Leibniz's intuitive theory
of infinitesimals. Robinson showed how a theoryahtpostulates infinitely large and
infinitely small (‘infinitesimal’) quantities carebmade mathematically rigorous. This
achievement has great, and as of yet, largely limedasignificance for the theory of
subjective probability and subjective value. Asdntioned above, Ramsey had no
justification for excluding the possibility of imfite differences in value; he simply lacked
the mathematical tools for making sense of suabsaipility. Consequently, he used
Archimedes' axiom to sweep the problem away. Robinson's non-standard analysis should

enable us to do better.

In non-standard analysis, besides the usual reabats, there are also what are
known as 'hyper-real numbers'. Some of these numbers are infinitely large, some are
infinitely small (the infinitesimals), and some amnénitely close to finite real numbers.
Among the infinitely large real numbers, there gaes of such numbers which are only
finitely far apart, and there are pairs which afenitely far apart. In fact, it is possible to
find an infinite series of hyper-real numbers, eafctvhich is infinitely larger than its
predecessor. Likewise, it is possible to findrdimite series of infinitesimals each of

which is infinitely smaller than its predecessor.

The combination of Ramseyian decision theory wigh-standard analysis we can
call 'non-standard decision theory'. To illustitie relevance of non-standard decision
theory to the study of religious belief, let megwoe a more concrete example. Let the p

be the proposition p that | enjoy forever the igatision. Suppose that the difference



between the value to me of any state of aftamghich includes the truth of p and the value
of anyf3 which includes the falsity of p is infinitely grtea than the difference between the
value off3 and that of any other state of affairs which idelsi the falsity of p, and infinitely
greater than the difference betweeand any other state of affairs which includestthth

of p. In such a case, we could say that the lheatffion is an object of infinite passion for
me. If we try to use Ramsey's method to measurdegyee of belief in p, we run into
immediate trouble. Let's assume that the sub@iebability of p for me is measurable
by Ramsey's method. Then we can find states of affags andy such that | am
indifferent between-for-sure and if p, otherwisey. For the gamble to make serf3e,
must include the truth of p, aganust include the falsity of p. Statencludes either the
truth or the falsity of p. Supposeincludes the falsity of p (so, anl don't enjoy the
beatific vision). As we have seen, the probabdity is the ratio o - y overf3 -y.
Because the second difference is infinitely greiduan the first (since only in the first case
is the beatific vision at stake), this means thatgrobability of p must be infinitesimal. In
other words, | could be indifferent between a statewhich | don't enjoy the beatific
vision and a gamble which leaves my chances ofygrgdhe beatific vision unaffected
only if my estimate of the probability that | wahjoy the beatific vision is infinitesimal.
Suppose instead thatincludes the truth of p. Then bath y and - y are infinitely
greater tham - 3, and so the probability of p must be infinitelpst to 1. Therefore, the
probability of p is measurable by Ramsey's methad ib it is infinitely close to zero or

infinitely close to 1.

Suppose that the probability of p for me is noinibésimal. Then there is no way
that we can find a stateincluding the falsity of p which | will prefer ta gamble which
leaves my chances of enjoying the beatific visipaftected. If the probability of p is also
a finite distance from 1 (absolute certainty), thenrun into the problem that we cannot
find a statex including the beatific vision which has a low egbwalue to enable us to use

it in measuring my confidence in p. A slight machtion of Ramsey's method, however,



will overcome this problem. All we must do is fithwlo different gambles between which |
am indifferenta if p, otherwisd3, andy if p, otherwise. If the probability of p is not
exactly 1/2, we can use the valuesipB, y, andd to measure the probability of p by

means of the following equation:

(a-y)+(©-p)

This solves the problem we just encountered, becaow both options include a mixture
or weighted average of the value of the beatifsiovi and of the value of its loss.
However, there is one more aspect of the impartligfious passion upon the scale of
values discussed by Kierkegaard which we must densiKierkegaard describes

Christian faith as involving a "double movement™double reflection” of the spirit,
(Kierkegaard, 1936, pp. 363-71, p. 423, p. 435, laedkegaard, 1939) and so far | have
only taken into account the first movement, the emgnt of resignation. The movement
of resignation consists in the fact that all déieces between merely worldly goods shrink
to the vanishing point in comparison with the vadiideing related to God. | have
represented this movement by stipulating that itfierdnce between enjoying the beatific

vision and not enjoying it is infinitely greatematinany other difference in value.

The second movement of the spirit, the movemefditsf proper, is the movement
by which the affairs of this life, the details afite history, assume a new, infinite
significance as a result of the promises of Gédthough the value outside God of
worldly affairs remains infinitesimal, they take amew value inside God for the believer.
The tasks and responsibilities of ordinary lifeetak an infinite significance as
opportunities to serve God. This second movemnmiteospirit can be represented in non-

standard decision theory in the following waya #ndf3 include the existence of a real



God to whom | am related by faith, apdndd exclude the existence of such a God, then,
if a andp have different value at all, the difference betme@ndp is infinitely greater

than the difference betwegmndd. In other words, the supposition of the existenice

God infinitely magnifies the differences betweefuea which are at stake as compared to

the differences between possible states of affamgich God is supposed to be absent.

If we suppose the believer's utility function tdleet both of Kierkegaard's
"movements of the spirit", what happens to the af@mal or behavioral significance of my
degree of belief in the truth of ChristianitySo long as my degree of belief in
Christianity is finite and greater than zero, my deyree of belief has
absolutely no behavioral significance! If | am indifferent between a gamble ofif
p, B otherwise, and one #fif p, d otherwise [where 'p' now represents the existefhce
the Christian God], then the probability of pd= @)/[(a -y) + (0 - B)], as | calculated
above. But now we're supposing that the differenceis infinitely greater than the
differenced - 3. Consequently, the probability of p must be indéisimal. If it is not in
fact infinitesimal, then that means that we willeble to find two gambles of this kind
between which | will be indifferent, and the prolti&bwhich p has for me will not be
measurable by Ramsey's method. In other wordvalue which my degree of belief in

Christianity actually takes will have absolutelylmehavioral significance.

Thus, the distinguishing feature of faitmeg that the difference between eternal
salvation and loss is infinitely greater than tifeecence between any two this-worldly
values (the crux of Pascal's wager), but thatrtreduction of God magnifies infinitely
the differences in value between this-worldly mattas compared with the differences that
would exist for the believer in the absence of GBg.saying that the introduction of God
magnifies the differences in value between theousrstates of this world, | do not mean to
imply that the relative value of these states &ff@cted by this process. What | judge to be

important and valuable, given the supposition @adl exists, and what | would judge to
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be important, given the contradictory suppositivauld of course be quite different.
Acts of kindness toward my wife would be relativetyportant on either supposition; acts

of Christian witness relatively more important be second than the first.

3. A Kierkegaardian Account of Faith

What | am supposing to be characteristic of thee&bf the believer is this: any
difference in value between possible states oivitidd in which the existence of God is
given is infinitely greater than any differencevibe¢n possible states of the world from
which God is absent. Thus, as a believer, if | suppose that there is ho God, then the values
which are at stake whenever | make any decisiomaiter how momentous or how
trivial, are infinitesimal in comparison to the wak which would be at stake were | to
suppose the existence of God (here, it is the "@dtbraham, Isaac, and Jacob", the
"God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ" who matters). Every decision, no matter how
trivial the matter, is for the believer of infinigegreater significance given the existence than
it would be given his absence, because, givenxisteace of God, every decision affords
the opportunity of serving God, of drawing closeHim, of bearing fruitful witness to the

world of His love.

This same analysis can be used to construct ansspo the Pyrrhonian skeptic,
the skeptic who calls into question the existerfceworld outside one's own perceptions.
The application of this analysis to skepticism aliba "external world" can shed some
light on its analogous application to the skeptiow religion. A sensible, man-in-the-

street response to the Pyrrhonian skeptic miglsiogaething like this:

If solipsism, the non-existence of the externalldjanere really true, then
nothing | care about deeply would be at stake inadmmy decisions. My
own real health and prosperity, the real welfarengffamily and friends,

the real success of projects and institutions whith | have identified



myself -- these things are infinitely more impotttmme than a mere
succession of appearances in my own mind. There$orlong as there is
the slightest chance that this external world feamib me through my
senses really exists, it is rational for me to kabkef my decisions on the
hypothesis that it does exist, to act, in facif &svere absolutely certain of

this hypothesis.

This is not a refutation of skepticism, but it is@mpelling response to Pyrrhonian
skepticism, to the skeptic who believes that odetst should have behavioral
implications. The academic skeptic who, like Huneepgnizes the impossibility of a
demonstrative knowledge of the principles of comrsense but who acts like other men as
though he were certain of them is untouched byahaysis. Likewise, decision theory
points out the irrationality (for the believer) &fyrrhonian skepticism about religion but

leaves the academic counterpart unscathed.

The Kierkegaardian account of faith, as | have taed it, consists of the claim
that the following two conditions are both necegsand sufficient conditions for faith in
Christianity: (1) the subjective probability of @Gtranity is finite and non-zefoand (2)
the difference between any two states of affaithiging the truth of Christianity is either
zero or is infinitely greater than the differen@vizeen any two states of affairs excluding
the truth of Christianity. Is there any reasothiak that these two conditions are really
necessary Suppose the subjective probability of Christianity for someone is greater than
one-half, but he does not satisfy the second dondibove. Would it be right to say that
he lacks faith? | think so. Unless the subjegtikabability of Christianity is one (or

infinitely close to one), such a person will bring a certain kirchluulation to every

5Strictly speaking, it is not necessary that thisbaibility be finite. It could be an

infinitesimalg, so long as is infinitely larger than the ratio between thegkst difference
in value between God-less states of affairs angniadlest difference in value between
God-including states of affairs.
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decision of life, weighing whether each sacrifisevarranted, given the subjective
probability of Christianity for him, which kind afalculation is incompatible with an
attitude of genuine faith. Such a person's comenmtrito acting as if Christianity is true is
heavily qualified and hedged. This hedging wilt cbaracterize one for whom the
subjective probability of Christianity is one, Budo not think that such epistemic certainty
is at all typical of the Christian believer. Moveo, the rationality of such absolute
certainty is incompatible with the doctrines of thddenness of God and the obscurity to

our present faculties of His revelation (I Coriatfs 13).

Are the two Kierkegaardian conditions redalyfficient for the existence of faith?
Why not add that a believer must, in addition twsthtwo conditions, meet the further
condition of having a subjective probability ofledst one-half that Christianity is true? As
| demonstrated above, given that one meets th&teregaardian conditions, whether
one's subjective probability of the truth of Chaeity takes any particular finite value has
absolutely no behavioral significance. There ex@ways to take this fact. Firstly, one
could suppose that Ramsey's method provides an operatefivation of the notion of
'subjective probability’. In this case, one woadshclude that it makes no sense to ask
whether a Kierkegaardian believer's subjective g@odity of the truth of Christianity is
greater or less than one-half. Of course, if tharcthat it is greater than one-half makes
no sense, then one cannot add this as a thirdtamntb be met. Alternatively, one could
suppose that 'subjective probability’ refers to samderlying cognitive state which is
partially but not exhaustively revealed in behavi@irprefer this second option.) In this
case, it does make sense to ask whether the persbmeets the two Kierkegaardian
conditions also assigns Christianity a subjectiabability greater than one-half.
Ramsey's method gives the operational significafcleut does not define, 'subjective

probability'.
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Nonetheless, no component of the definition ohfaan lack behavioral
significance, and, therefore, the two Kierkegaaraianditions are sufficient, since any
further condition would be lacking such significandn each of the three passages in the
New Testament in which the nature of faith is sethf (Romans 4, Hebrews 11, James 2),
the emphasis is on faith as demonstrated by aclitws doesn't entail that we should
identify having faith with displaying any sort o&fpern of behavior, but it does indicate that
the reference of 'faith’ is fixed (Kripke, 1978)tive Biblical tradition by presenting certain
paradigmatic cases of faith-determined actionother words, one can think of the biblical

authors as offering the following sort of "defioiti* of faith:

Faith = that state of mind (whatever it may be)ahilsaused Abraham to be willing to

sacrifice Isaac, and caused Rahab to hide thditerapies in her home, etc.

If Abraham, Rahab, and the other heroes of faitisfgd the two Kierkegaardian
conditions (as | believe they did), then any furtt@ndition pertaining to their subjective
probabilities can be no part of faith, since ndscendition would have any role in

explaining why Abraham bound Isaac, why Rahab lmédspies, etc.

Of course, faith is also displayed by verbal action, e.g., by confessing the creed.
Can one who meets the two Kierkegaardian conditien$or whom the subjective
probability of Christianity is quite low confessthwout hypocrisy, "I believe in God the
Father, maker of heaven and earth.."? To thiakll cannot do so is to beg the very
guestion at issue, viz., does belief (in this ceiteave anything to do with the relevant
subjective probability's being greater than ondzhdfl the two Kierkegaardian conditions
are sufficient for faith, then one who meets theaynuthfully confess, "I believe."
Moreover, such a person should not hesitate tatabgetruth of these theological
propositions, since the significance of truth-teglis, along with all other values, radically

dependent for him upon the truth of these very psdjons.



| want to reiterate and make quite clear that Inatngiving an anti-realist, anti-
metaphysical, deflationary account of the contémh@ological propositions. The
cognitive content of the creed is not to be idexdivith its functional significance in the
life of the believer -- with, for example, the wiaywhich it figures in the structure of the
believer's utility function --, any more than ittsbe identified with the means of verifying
it. Recent work in philosophical logic, pioneetsdKeith Donnellan and Saul Kripke, has
produced what is known as the "causal theory @fresice”. This theory makes intelligible
the possibility that the content of our beliefs\seends the function which those beliefs
have in the internal economy of the human mindfadt, | would argue that a deflationary,
anti-metaphysical account of the content of theokdgropositions would make it
unintelligible how such propositions could have ttbie they do in structuring the utility
function of the believer. It is precisely beca@ml is conceived of as a transcendent,
infinite Being, the Creator and Redeemer of theldydhat the supposition of His existence

can make such a infinitely great difference tolibkever's assessments of value.

| would like to conclude this section by comparnnyg account with some recent
work by Alvin Plantinga on the epistemic statusedigious beliefs. Plantinga has argued
that there is no sustainable objection to the ctamhthe central propositions of theism and
even of Christianity may be "properly basic" foe theliever, that is, that the believer is
well within his "cognitive rights" in accepting dupropositions as true without any
evidence or reason. He has quite effectively eefetfforts by defenders of a Cartesian or
empiricist foundationalism in epistemology to dermstoate that such propositions as '‘God
exists' may not be included in the cognitive fouimtes of a rational individual. In later
work, Plantinga has identified belief in these thgal propositions with the state in
which these propositions have a subjective proibalof one. In contrast, on my account
beliefs (including properly basic beliefs) wouldw® in two kinds: those which are
epistemically grounded (having a subjective proliigtmf one, or infinitely close to one),

and those which are pragmatically grounded (projposi with respect to which the
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individual meets the two Kierkegaardian condition&¥ | argued above, Plantinga’s view
that religious propositions are epistemically grbeohfor the believer conflicts with the

doctrine of the hiddenness of God in the preseat ag

A defender of Plantinga might respond that my digdim accounts badly for the
phenomenology of religious belief. The Christiahidver does experience a kind of
assurance or certainty of the truth of Christianijonetheless, this experience can be
plausibly accounted for by my definition. The esi@ece of certainty comes about as a
result of a process of framing. When one act bhabiyt and constantly as if Christianity
were true, when one consistently ignores all copfpassibilities in reaching any decision,
the truth of Christianity provides a kind of franvéhin which all cognitive activity takes
place. Typically, Christianity will be experiencad having the same quality as any
proposition whose probability conditional on tharfre is one. This will, of course,
include all those propositions whose absolute stilvg probability is one. Thus, the
phenomenological similarity of pragmatically andsggmically grounded beliefs. At the
same time, it is important to note that therepdi@nomenological difference between
religious convictions and apprehensions of selfient truths, a difference which becomes
evident in times of religious crisis. At such tsnéhe pragmatic frame provided by
Christianity is called into question. It is a pk@uadvantage of my account that this

phenomenological difference, as well as the simylacan be accounted for.

4. Contrast with Pascal's Wager

The idea of positing infinite differences in valuegiving a decision-theoretic
account of religous faith obviously owes a greal de Pascal's discussion of the Wager in
his Pensees. Nonetheless, my Kierkegaardian account of iiéts drom Pascal's in two
important ways. First of all, the analysis doesdepend on the claim that eternal
salvation is infinitely greater than any worldlylwe, as does Pascal's. Instead, the crucial

claim is that differences in value between thistdlgrstates of affairs are infinitely greater
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for the believer on the religious hypothesis thart® denial. Kierkegaard claimed that the
touchstone of faith is to bring the "God-idea" inétation with every detail of the finite
world. (Kierkegaard, 1944, p. 423)

Secondly, the Kierkegaardian analysis of faith dugsentail the necessity of
manipulating one's intellectual judgments in ordoring them into line with one's
religious affirmation. Pascal argued that it wasonal to sacrifice one's rationality, one's
intellectual integrity, for the sake of the greatalue of salvation. In contrast, on
Kierkegaard's account, faith in the objectively rotgable does not require any corruption
of the intellect. One can have perfect faithtla while recognizing that what one affirms
in faith is improbable on the evidence. In faggrfKegaard regarded the courage which is
required to launch out in the venture of faithhia face of this intellectually acknowledged
improbability as the principal virtue of faith. H& conclusion of belief is not so much a
conclusion as a resolution, and ifes this reasonthat belief excludes doubt."

(Kierkegaard, 1944, p. 104)

5. Implications for Apologetics

One function of traditional apologetics remainsc@bion my account: the task of
responding to purported refutations of theism orsTianity, such as the argument from
evil. If the opponent can demonstrate that Clanisty is false, then its subjective
probability should be zero (or at least infinitealjrand the rationality of religious belief
collapses, whatever one's utility function. Pwesithatural theology, the attempt to
demonstrate or increase the probability of theigragpealing to its confirmation by
available evidence, would, in contrast, be lacking relevance to faith. This does not
imply that such investigations may not be valuablieir own right, as a legitimate branch
of science or philosophy. It simply implies tHag trationality of religious belief does not

depend upon such results, and would not be affdxtedeir absence.

17



There still is a legitimate place for positive ajg#tics for Christianity and other
specific religous traditions, however. The belrewél be concerned about which of those
traditions which are (by virtue of the believertsity function) live optionsis most
probable. A religious tradition is a live optiaor fa Christian believer if the theological
facts which it posits have the same order of sicaniice for the believer as do the central
facts posited by Christianity. If a competingg®us tradition posits the existence of a
transcendent god or gods in relation to whom thesfaf mundane existence would take on
the same kind of significance as they would hahifistianity were true, then the believer
must choose a way of life which takes into cognizathe relative probabilities of the

competing traditions.

Moreover, | would not want to go so far as to démat the study and presentation
of evidence of design and of reported miracleare relevance to faith in theism itself.
These can help to excite wonder and awe, to fikérmind a conception of the majesty and
grandeur of God which would otherwise be missiAgd, it is only by forming the
conception of the possibility of such a wonderfald3hat the transformation of the utility

function which constitutes the second componeffditf may be effected.

The principal implication of my account is, notttkize intellectual estimation of
probabilities be downplayed, but that the affectippreciation of value be given its right of
place. This should not be understood as any Kimdnoantic rebellion against reason or
the intellect, as a leap into irrationality, sulbjpgty, or the unrestrained will-to-believe. In
fact, religious belief as | conceive it conformghe very paradigm of sober rationality: the
calculus of decision theory. Nor is there any askeng of idiosyncratic subjectivity. The
judgments of infinite differences in value which &t the root of religious belief are not
unreasonable or idiosyncratic. Admittedly, modeéegision theory, with its origins in
Hobbes and Bentham, was conceived in the sin afaypsubjective theory of value.

However, this subjectivism is not essential tortteghematical tool itself. One can argue
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that is unnatural and unreasonable not to assigies@n such a way as to support
Christian belief. Such argument would be one efdéntral tasks of Christian apologetics,

as | conceive it.
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