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Reason, Religion, and Arithmetic:

Pascal’s Use of Reason in Theology and Mathematics

Faith is a gift of God.  Do not imagine that we describe it as a gift of reason.  Other religions do not say that about their faith.  They offered nothing but reason as a way to faith, and yet it does not lead there (Pascal, Pensées 227).


Blaise Pascal made several very strong claims about the uses and limitations of reason in the fields of religion and mathematics, but though his fields of specialty were not those of the traditional theologian, he gives us a resounding answer to the age-old question of which is superior between faith and reason; the result is an epistemology applicable not only to mathematics, and religion, but also to science in general, philosophy, and indeed all of human understanding.  Though the charge has been made that Pascal’s view of reason is either too high, or too low, this paper defend the position that Pascal’s epistemology, though not immediately evident, is one which creates sound balance between faith and reason.


Born June 19th, 1623, Blaise Pascal was a gifted child (Morris 3).  His father, allegedly not wishing Blaise to be distracted by and consumed with interest in the fascinating subject of mathematics, chose to educate the lad in all areas but this until Blaise had reached the age of fifteen or sixteen (Morris 4).  At the age of twelve, however his father relented upon discovering that the Blaise had worked out the first thirty propositions of Euclid’s Elements (Krailsheimer 11).  By the age of sixteen the young protégé had written and presented a paper on conic sections and at the age of nineteen Pascal invented the first calculating machine (Morris 5-8).  From there Pascal went on to invent the syringe, perform the first experiment with a control group, and design a public transit system, these as well as his many other scientific an mathematical discoveries paint the picture of Pascal the scientist.


As far as religious background, Pascal was a Roman Catholic, and though strongly influenced by the Jansenists, the theology of his writings does not seem to indicate that he ever became one himself.  Pascal experienced two significant conversions of sorts, the latter of which occurred on November 23, 1654.  This two hour-long mystical experience, which he has been referred to as his “Night of Fire,” had a profound effect on him.  It not only deepened his faith and made it more personal, but it also changed his priorities.  From that point on, rather than purse the meaningless worldly things, such as the natural sciences, he devoted his life to God’s work.  His masterwork, an attempt to write a systematic defense of Christianity or Apology, though cut short by his early death at the age of 39, is still considered a sharp critique of humanity’s weaknesses and its need of grace (Morris 8-10).  


Pascal had intended to take his thoughts, which he had made into a collection of notes, collect and organized them, and form them into an uncompromising defense of the Christian faith, and to so do, he was required to use reason and logic as his primary tools.  Though it is hard to be sure of what his final approach would have been in his Apology, it would seem from his notes that he intended to present the Christian faith as true and reasonable through citing the fulfillment of prophecy, the wretchedness of mankind and his subsequent need of redeeming, and the benefits of becoming a Christian.  Thus it would seem that Pascal to the non-Christian’s intellect at least as much as his heart.  Even in the wager, however, when addressing the question of God’s existence, the most he said was that “reason cannot decide the question” (Pascal, Pensées 150).  The question then remains, what can reason tell us?  Though it would appear contradictory for him to deny its usefulness, did Pascal believe that reason was a tool which the Christian should employ in attempting to reach others?


 Pascal seemed to be fully convinced that the Christian faith was in fact reasonable and true, and that there were proofs of this.  This, to Pascal, set Christianity apart from all other religions, for “the unbelievers have no proof of what they say…while [Christianity] is very solidly proved” (Pensées 139).  Pascal, however, did not personally seem to consider a natural theology something worth pursuing. 

 I [Pascal] shall not undertake here to prove by reasons from nature either the existence of God, or the Trinity or the immortality of the soul, or anything of that kind: not just because I should not feel competent to find in nature arguments which would convince hardened atheists, but also because such knowledge, without Christ, is useless and sterile.  Even if someone were convinced that the proportions between numbers are immaterial, eternal truths, depending on a first truth in which they subsist, called God, I should not consider that he had made much progress towards his salvation (Pensées 169).  

A “sterile” knowledge was of value to Pascal only insofar as it led to more.  Faith was what really mattered to a Christian according to Pascal.  “Faith is different from proof.  One is human and the other a gift of God…This is the faith that God himself puts into our hearts, often using proof as the instrument… But this faith is in our hearts, and makes us say not ‘I know’ but ‘I believe’” (Pensées 34).  


Pascal did not believe that faith and reason were incompatible, for “faith certainly tells us what the senses do not, but not the contrary of what they see; it is above, not against them” (Pensées 85).  Yet he definitely set up a dichotomy between them, one which, though admitting that reason has its uses as mentioned above, seems to do so almost grudgingly.  Faith, he claimed, is not only what comes after reason, but is a legitimate means of knowledge in and of itself.


We know the truth not only through our reason but also through our hearts…  It is just as pointless and absurd for reason to demand proof of first principles from the heart before agreeing to accept them as it would be absurd for the heart to demand an intuition of all the propositions demonstrated by reason before agreeing to accept them.  


Our inability must therefore serve only to humble reason, which would like to be the judge of everything, but not to confute our certainty.  As if reason were the only way we could learn! (Pensées 58).

One can speculate that the distinction between faith and reason would have been clarified and possibly made less detached, and indeed, this seems to me the only logical means by which Pascal could have completed his Apology.  As his Pensées stood when he died there are passages included that demean reason.  

“There is nothing so consistent with reason as this denial of reason,” Pascal claimed, for to admit nothing but reason is certainly an excess, as is excluding reason completely.  “Reason’s last step is the recognition that there are an infinite number of things which are beyond it.  It is merely feeble if it does not go as far as to realize that” (Pensées 85).  Additionally, these things which are beyond reason, these reasons of the heart, “of which reason knows nothing,” can be enough to legitimately bring someone to God without using reason at all (Pensées 154). 

Do not be astonished to see simple people believing without argument.  God makes them love him and hate themselves.  He inclines their hearts to believe.  We shall never believe, with an effective belief and faith, unless God inclines our hearts, and we shall believe as soon as he does so (Pensées 138).

 That is why those to whom God has given religious faith by moving their hearts are very fortunate, and feel quite legitimately convinced, but to those who do not have it we can only give such faith through reasoning, until God gives it by moving their heart, without which faith is only human and useless for salvation (Pensées 58).

Thus this faith, to which reason is only a tool, can occasionally be completely independent of reason without needing to justify itself.  For according to Pascal, faith comes from God inclining our hearts, not our minds, and this inclination of the heart is of infinitely more worth than a belief that comes merely through reason.


In summary, Pascal viewed reason as a valid means of knowledge, for he was, after all, a mathematician and scientist; however, reason to him was not the whole story.  While reason could be a means of evangelism to the intellectual, as with the wager and, theoretically, his Apology as a whole, it could only bring someone close to Christianity.  He considered God to be much more than just an unmoved mover, or the creator of the world and the author of mathematical truths.  Thus, he considered natural theology frivolous, and it would seem to follow that he thought the same of any philosophical proof of God’s existence.  To Pascal, a knowledge or belief in God was worthless unless it was centered on the person of Jesus Christ, and this belief could not come solely from reason.  Though Pascal thought it perfectly rational to believe in the truths of Christianity, and he laid out the beginnings of an argument for Jesus’ authority based on the reliability of scripture and fulfillment of prophecy, he thought that Christianity was something more.  It required God acting on the heart to produce faith, and faith was a reason unto itself, not against conventional reason, but above it.


In analyzing Pascal’s comparison of faith and reason from the perspective of his Pensées, one has to admit that his references are far from systematic or complete, and some of them seem almost contradictory to one another, but this should not come as a surprise for his Apology was far from being in the complete form he had hoped to achieve, and is, rather, as its posthumous name indicates, merely his thoughts.  Yet there is an overall theme, as summarized, and Pascal’s position seems for the most part quite rational.


Firstly, Pascal did have a high opinion of the powers of reason in its place.  He thought that math was the highest of the sciences because it involved a very pure form of reason, and even in religious matters, he did not think it wise to admit anything that was counter to reason.  Also, he was correct in saying that there are things which are definitely beyond the powers of reason.  Though one might be able to prove by means of reason that Jesus was in fact the Messiah, prophesied of in the Old Testament, and that the Bible is a historically trustworthy document, reason alone could never give you knowledge of the person of Jesus Christ, or even his necessity.  Philosophy and reason are not the starting place, but rather how one continues once one has begun.  C. S. Lewis and others have argued that unless we have a reason for using reason, we are stuck in contradiction.  On this account, God has justified man’s use of reason and his senses as a means for gaining knowledge because He both created them, and more importantly revealed Himself to man through them.  One cannot justify one’s use of reason as a valid means of knowing if it is merely the result of mindless matter, and random chance (Lewis, Miracles ch.1-3).  Likewise, Pascal is correct in thinking that reason alone is a poor tool for making disciples.  If someone were to come to believe in Christianity as a result of the wager or some other philosophical argument and if that were the sole basis for their belief and faith, they would likely make a poor Christian indeed.


Where Pascal’s view goes wrong is in the disjunction he places between faith and reason.  Though admittedly it would seem that many people believe in God and even become Christians without sufficient reason, this is more disconcerting than Pascal seems to have found it.  Is it really wise from any standpoint, for someone to believe something based only on “reasons of the heart”?  A supernatural, charismatic experience alone is a shaky ground on which to base a life-changing decision like becoming a Christian.  For many religions claim similar experiences, and here Pascal agreed, but added that Christianity can be proved true through reason as well and that is what makes these experiences different, to which one many or may not concede.  This, however, is not the emphasis that Pascal consistently made in drawing the line between faith and reason.  Faith in something or someone should ideally be based not on a feeling one has about them but on knowledge of them.  Likewise, a faith in Christ should be based on the truth of his claims, though theologically one need not go so far as to say that one can become a Christian from a rational belief and consent without God additionally acting on their heart, but this is another issue.  God is the author and source of man’s mind and its reason, and thus, a faith in Him should not require a belief in something that is either subrational or superrational.  If He has indeed given man the knowledge he needs through his revelation, and has addressed that revelation to our rationality, then the use of reason should never be excluded when one is attempting to discern the truth of a matter concerning Him.  Pascal, along these lines, though his Biblical criticism and analysis leaves something to be desired at points, went to great lengths to prove both that the Bible is true, and that it is of God.


In conclusion, Pascal’s view of faith and reason seems to draw too sharp of a line between the two, but he is in many ways right.  As he says, reason must know its limits.  It is a tool, and has a definite use, one that should not be neglected, in religious matters as much as any.  Yet it is not the ultimate source of truth.  Unlike mathematics, which creates a series of statements or axioms and, using reason, attempts to draw conclusions from them which hopefully reflect the world we live in, there is already a fact of the matter whether or not God exists, and whether He has revealed himself to us.  Reason must take second place to revelation if it is to take any place at all, and though it must not be neglected, it must not be made supreme either.


What, then, is the method, or epistemology behind Pascal’s attempted Apology?  It seems absurd to think that Pascal, a brilliant scientist and mathematician would resort to fideism in writing an apology of the Christian faith.  Yet, as this sampling of his Pensées seems to indicate, there is a definite sense in which Pascal had serious reservations about scope of knowledge obtainable by means of reason.  How does he reconcile the pure logic of geometry he utilized in writing his essay on conic sections, with his claim that reason, by itself, is of little value in matters of faith?  

There is no inherent contradiction in an epistemology that says one should believe matters of mathematics based on their rational proofs, whereas in matters of religion faith should be the sole criterion, but if this is to be the case there must be a sound rational behind the distinction.  Without a justification for this dichotomy, the proposed epistemology seems inconsistent.  The Western mindset is largely tainted by rationalist philosophers like Descartes in such a way that it considers reason the highest form of intellect, and the most reliable means of justifying beliefs.  Relying on faith, over and against reason, is something that Western philosophy has traditionally scoffed at, and in fact Pascal would too.  Still, Pascal’s epistemology is not that of the rationalists, nor is it that of the empiricists, another common Western philosophy.  Rather it contains an amalgam of the two, combined with a firm belief man is radically fallen and corrupt, and thus his reason imperfect.

The influences that show through in Pascal’s treatment of the “faith versus reason” distinction give us insight into both his methods, and his apparent inconsistencies.  On the side of reason, Descartes and the continental rationalists who claimed that reason alone was a valid path to knowledge influenced Pascal.  Also in favor of reason were the British empiricists, who went to the opposite extreme claiming that reason was merely an extension of sensation (Oakes 4).  Opposing these proponents of reason were two defenders of faith.  The Roman Catholic Church, to which Pascal was devoted his entire life, though claiming philosophers like Thomas Aquinas among its ranks, certainly required an amount of faith from its subjects.  More significant in Pascal’s life though, were the Jansenists who put the claims faith in religion above all else.

These often contradictory influences can all be seen in certain aspects of Pascal’s writings and thoughts, but none of them had a dominant upper hand.  Rather, Pascal’s epistemology was an amalgam of these and some of his own innovations. He rejected the teachings of the Jansenists which placed faith above reason, to the detriment of the latter (Hubert 34).  Yet a distain for the wisdom of the world and especially of philosophers is evident in several of Pascal’s Pensées, which seems very similar to that of Saint-Cyran, one of the leading Jansenist (Hubert 37).  Finally, despite the tendency of many editors of the Pensées to give it a fideistic tint, it is by no means obvious that this was Pascal’s intent for his Apology (Hubert 9-10).  Thus though faith and reason both play an important part in Pascal’s epistemology, there is not necessarily a clear distinction between them and their uses.

In order to understand why Pascal speaks of reason the way that he does in the Pensées, one must understand his epistemology in terms of the ideal means of discovering knowledge, discerning its truth value, and then conveying this knowledge to others.  To use a common analogy, if we are to compare pieces of knowledge with diamond, one needs certain tools to mine the diamonds, a second set to examine them for legitimacy and value, and a final set to sell them or convince others of their value.

Pascal’s method for discovering truth, or mining diamonds on the analogy, is a precise empirical one, related to that of the British empiricists, but more refined (Oakes 4).  In his scientific research, Pascal demanded accurate and reliable measurements (Arnold 532).  To accomplish this, he designed and built many new instruments, including a scaled barometer, the first wrist watch, various types of syringes, complicated laboratory tubing, and the first calculating machine, all of which were not only of great practical everyday use, but could also assist him in performing experiments and measuring their results (Arnold 533).  The barometer Pascal invented is a prime example of his desire for precision.  The seventeenth-century method for measuring air pressure was a ratio one, an accurate method, but Pascal’s contribution was to mark the barometer at regular intervals, thus allowing a specific numerical measure to be assigned to a given amount of pressure (Arnold 534).  Thus, rather than saying the pressure was twice as great at location x as at location y, a theoretically valid and accurate assessment, he could say that the pressure at location x was 32 inches and at location y it was 16 inches.  This would naturally allow for much more precise comparisons than could be gained by a simple ratio.

Pascal’s concern with measurement and accuracy when seeking knowledge, however, was not restricted merely to scientific research, but also affected his views on beliefs and evidence in general.  Just as Pascal invented new instruments to measure the results of his scientific research, he also invented a form of probability calculus to measure evidence, and a form of decision theory to measure payoffs (Arnold 532).  By utilizing the combined power of these last two, Pascal could approach a search for philosophical or religious truth in an essentially empirical way.  

The most famous example of this is his wager.  There have been a plethora of papers dissecting and critiquing the wager, and a similarly detailed inquiry is within neither the scope, nor the purpose of this paper.  It seems, however, that a brief examination is appropriate since it is a prime example of some of Pascal’s empirical methods applied to a non-scientific problem.  Pascal’s wager presents a pragmatic argument that it is rational to believe in the Christian God because He offers mankind eternal happiness in heaven.  Based on his concepts of probability and decision theory, Pascal contends that man has all to gain, and comparatively nothing to lose (Pensées 149-53).  

The argument runs as follows.  If the Christian God, who offers us infinite happiness, exists, then if you believe in Him you gain an infinite happiness in heaven.  Your loss however should you become a Christian and be incorrect is finite, since it involves only this world.  Pascal would argue that you would actually have a finite amount to gain from becoming a Christian even if you are wrong because the Christian leads a happier more fulfilled life than the non-Christian, but this ultimately of little consequence to the argument.  If, however, you refuse to believe in the Christian God, you have but a finite amount to gain if you are correct because it involves only this world.  Whereas if you are wrong, you have at best gained a finite amount in this life, but at worst, from an Orthodox theological viewpoint, you will have an infinite loss in hell (Pensées 149-53).

The manner in which Pascal claims we are rational in choosing is based on the expected value of each of these options.  This is calculated by multiplying the probability of each possibility by the gain or loss from each option.  Thus the infinite happiness gain from Christianity being true if you accept its claims, multiplied by any positive, non-zero possibility that the Christian God exists, gives us an infinite expected value.  When added to the finite loss from believing the claims of Christianity if it is not true, the total expected value of becoming a Christian is still infinite.  On the other side, you have a finite gain from being a non-Christian if Christianity’s claims are false.  Adding this to at best a finite gain from rejecting the claims of Christianity if it is true, and at worst an infinite loss, the expected value is somewhere between a finite positive amount and an infinite negative one.  Since an infinite expected value is guaranteed to be greater than any finite gain, and is obviously superior to an infinite loss, the rational choice to make, Pascal claims is to become a Christian (Pensées 149-53).

Though there are many objections to Pascal’s wager, most prominent of which is probably the many gods argument, it seems to be at heart at least a tenable one.  Even if, as Pascal would presumably agree, the wager would not bring a person to a deep personal faith in Christ since it is an empirical argument and as such fails to address the reasons of the heart, it might be a useful tool in certain circumstances.  For Pascal’s basic argument, though implying the aforementioned reasoning is much simpler and more compelling.  Pascal holds that reason cannot decide whether or not God exists, and that you must chose one way or the other in the end.  He concludes that since you have nothing to lose and everything to gain, the only rational option is to become a Christian (Pensées 150-1).

Thus Pascal’s method of finding knowledge, or mining diamonds, seems to be an empirical one that is fundamentally rational, not fideistic.  He is extremely concerned with accuracy, both in scientific and other traditionally non-empirical fields of knowledge.  Utilizing, the tools available to him, and inventing tools when none were available, Pascal measured hypotheses, beliefs, and evidence, in a sense digging for truth.

In his “Mind of the Geometrician,” Pascal sets up an ideal method of testing knowledge similar to that of the rationalists.  Here he does not claim here to have a method for discovering truth, or mining the diamonds, but rather for proving its truth value, or proving that the stones in question are actual diamonds rather than quartz, or cubic zirconium (Pascal, “Geometrician” 189).    As the title would suggest the picture Pascal paints is a very logical, mathematical one, and is rather simple and straight forward at face value.  

He gives two ideal criterions to be followed when attempting to demonstrate the validity of a claim.  Firstly, “use no term whose meaning had not previously been clearly explained.”  Simply put define all terms used.  Admitting the somewhat arbitrary nature of defining one’s own terms, Pascal warns against committing the fallacy of equivocation, or switching between two different meanings of a word without justification.  The argument, “Jeffery slid down the bank, and Suzie put her money in the bank, therefore Suzie put her money in the same thing that Jeffery slid down,” commits the fallacy of equivocation by trading on two different meanings of the word bank.  This error can be avoided, Pascal claims, by mentally substituting the definition for the thing defined; Geometricians do this constantly, using those words which they have defined only for the sake of brevity of presentation.  The second criterion is to “never state any proposition that was not demonstrated by truths already known.”  In a nutshell, one should “define all terms and… prove all propositions.” (“Geometrician” 190-1).

As wonderful as this method might be could it be carried out, Pascal is convinced that it cannot. 

Certainly this method would be splendid, but it is absolutely impossible.  For it is evident that the very first term we might try to define would presuppose other prior terms to aid in explaining them, and that similarly the very first propositions we might want to prove would presuppose others that precede them (“Geometrician” 191).  

This process if carried out would have to result in a sort of infinite regress, but that is not possible.  Eventually a term or proposition would come up that could not be defined or proven by simpler terms or propositions.  Thus, Pascal claims that men are incapable of dealing with any field of knowledge in perfect way, and this is why an alternate method must be found (“Geometrician” 191).   

Claiming it to be no less perfect, Pascal resorts to the methods of geometry, an area he is well acquainted with.

This orderly process, the most perfect known to men, consists not in defining everything and demonstrating everything, nor in defining or demonstrating nothing, but rather in maintaining proper balance, by not defining those things that are clear and known to all men, and by defining all others; by not proving those things that are known to all men and by proving all others.  This order is sinned against equally by those who undertake to define and prove everything, and by those who neglect doing so in matters that are not self-evident (“Geometrician” 191).  

Pascal takes words like light, and concepts like time, as so basic and universal that they need no definition, explanation, or proof; they are self-evident and thus the proper starting place for an argument.  


A well-known application of the geometrician’s method would be the ancient mathematician Euclid, and his Elements.  Euclid begins with twenty-three definitions, five postulates, and five common notions, all of which were intended to be self-evident and uncontroversial.  From these twenty-three definitions and ten axioms, Euclid proceeded to develop the entirety of the geometry known at the time.  At any given point in this process, Euclid relied only on the terms he had previously defined and the postulates he had previously proved, with the exception of his ten axioms.  This is the epitome of the method which Pascal espoused in the “Geometrician,” and despite the fact that several mathematicians have called into question how well he succeeded, Euclid was certainly doing his best to follow as set of rules essentially identical to Pascal’s as the form and content of his Elements evidences.


This process then, the geometrician’s, is the one Pascal claims will invariably result in a sound argument for a true proposition, and it appears to be one which Descartes and the rationalists would be happy to accept (“Geometrician” 192-3).  It takes as its basis or axioms, only those things which are so basic that they cannot be proven or defined in any more basic way.


In “The Art of Persuasion” Pascal’s method for convincing others of a proposition is strikingly similar to the geometric formula he recommends for testing truth values.  For “the art of persuasion is necessarily related to the way in which we secure agreement to what we propose to men and to the nature of the things which we wish to make men believe.”  The “Art of Persuasion” which Pascal presents consists in three parts: define the terms used clearly; use self-evident axioms to prove your proposition; and constantly make a mental substitution of the definition for the things which they define (Pascal, “Persuasion” 205).  The reasons for these requirements, Pascal claims, are obvious, for in order for a presentation to be persuasive it must be intelligible, proceed from commonly held propositions, and be consistent throughout, not committing the fallacy of equivocation (“Persuasion” 205-6).


Pascal makes a strong claim when he says, “There can never be the slightest doubt about a demonstration in which these conditions are observed; moreover where these are not observed, no demonstration can be valid.”  In order to support his claim, Pascal extrapolates his three parts of a persuasive argument into a set of eight rules as follows.

Rules for Definitions

I. Do no undertake to define any things which are so well know in themselves that clearer terms to explain them are lacking.

II. Do not leave undefined any terms which are a bit obscure or ambiguous.

III. In the definition of terms use only words which are perfectly well known or which have already been explained.

Rules for Axioms
I. Do not necessary principle, no matter how clear and evident it may be, without having asked whether it is granted as such.

II. Regard as axioms only those things which are perfectly self-evident.

Rules for Demonstrations
I. Don not undertake the demonstration of any things which are so self-evident that no greater clarity is gained by proving them.

II. Prove all propositions that are a bit obscure, and in proving the use only very obvious axioms or propositions which have already been agreed to or demonstrated.

III. Always mentally substitute definitions for the things defined, so as not to be deceived by the ambiguity of terms which definitions have restricted (“Persuasion” 206).

As similar as this system is to the one given in the “Geometrician”, Pascal here admits that the first rule of each respective division is extremely hard to follow precisely and can safely be “neglected without error” (“Persuasion” 207).  This seems contrary to the “Geometrician’s” claim that the rules of argument are equally violated by those who attempt to define everything and those who define nothing.  This aside though, Pascal says that his “art of persuasion,” also boils down to define all terms and prove all propositions, with a special admonition to avoid ambiguity and equivocation.


Pascal’s claims about the necessity and the power of this technique seem both strong and in some ways unnecessary.  For what could be more obvious than to define all terms and prove all propositions in an argument or presentation?  Yet Pascal claims that even logicians all too often ignore these precepts, and this oversight is the “source of all the shortcomings of reason” (“Persuasion” 208).  He even goes farther, claiming that this method of proof is the only one with any validity.  

Everybody is seeking a method that will prevent going astray.  The logicians profess to show the way, but only the geometricians succeed, and aside from their science and whatever imitates it, there are no veritable demonstrations.  Its whole art is contained in the sole precepts that we have stated; they alone suffice and they alone prove; all other rules are useless or harmful (“Persuasion” 210).
Thus Pascal’s systems of argument and persuasion seem to be identical, namely that of the geometrician.  In the analogy of this section, he seemed to think that a diamond could be sold by proving its authenticity and worth to the buyer.


One well-known use Pascal made of this system, or more accurately, an abuse of the system he pointed out, was in the Jansenists debate with Roman Catholic Church.  What survives today as Pascal’s Provincial Letters is a collection of approximately eighteen letters which Pascal wrote anonymously, illuminating the debate between the Jansenists and the Roman Catholics, and defending the cause of the Jansenists.  In the first two of these letters, Pascal mocks the abuse of the terms “proximate power” and “sufficient grace.”  For the Jansenists were declared heretics partly on account of their rejection of these ideas, however, as Pascal points out, the Roman Catholic Church deliberately committed the fallacy of equivocation with regards to them.  Pascal’s fictional character relays a set of alleged conversations he had with several Roman Catholic Theologians, from which he concluded that the Jesuits and the Thomists while agreeing that the two terms should be used, defined them respectively in completely different and contradictory manners.  Pascal’s character even concludes that the Thomists essentially agree with the Jansenists in everything but the use of the terms (Pascal, Provincial 32-52).  This kind of deception or fallacy, whether intentional, as it apparently was in this case, or not, is one of the primary stumbling blocks to valid proof and successful persuasion according to Pascal.


From the systems proposed in the “Geometrician” and “Persuasion” one gets the impression that Pascal is rightly classified as a Cartesian of complete persuasion (Oakes 3).  When we add to this the claim at the conclusion of his incomplete “Persuasion”, that knowledge is much more accessible than is commonly held, and one seems to see in Pascal the makings of a first class rationalist (“Persuasion” 211).


Interestingly, the picture Pascal would paint for us then, of his ideal method for finding, proving, and conveying knowledge is seemingly exclusively rational.  Between the empirical methods he used in his scientific research and his wager, and the rationalist methods he used in his to present his discoveries in geometry and the Provincial Letters, Pascal has an apparent conflict of methods.  This can be seen even more distinctly when the Pensées is added to the list of his writings, for apart from the wager, which some would not even consider rightly part of Pascal’s Apology, the empiricist and the rationalist methods are all but absent from the thoughts, both individually and as a whole.  While it is possible that this is due to the fact the Pascal’s Apology is an incomplete work, it would seem that there is something deeper in Pascal’s epistemology which is not fully accounted for by either the by the methods of the rationalists or that of the empiricists.


Pascal’s epistemology is indeed an amalgam which includes elements of both rationalism, and empiricism, but also includes some elements of his own.  Pascal alluded to his epistemology in one of his Pensées, 

Submission. One must know when it is right to doubt, to affirm, to submit.  Anyone who does otherwise does not understand the force of reason. Some men run counter to these three principles, either affirming that everything can be proved because they know nothing about proof, or doubting everything, because they do not know when to submit, or always submitting, because they do not know when judgement [sic] is called for.  Sceptic, mathematician, Christian; doubt, affirmation, submission (Pensées 83).

Descartes seems to fit well into the category of those who doubt everything; the empiricists would likely admit a belief that everything can be proved; and finally, though this may be a less apparent, Jansenists and the Jesuits alike had some in their numbers who too willingly submitted to their religious superiors.  Thus the conclusion of this thought might just as well have gone: empiricist, rationalist, Jansenist or Jesuit.  The only confusion here would be with the term mathematician, for Descartes was certainly a geometrician, and though Newton certainly was as well he better know for his discoveries in physics, regardless however, the empiricist are a good fit.  A mathematician, like Euclid, starts with a minimal number of axioms, and by utilizing these attempts to develop or prove an entire system of understanding, likewise, the empiricists starts with only the senses and that which is empirically observable and claimed that from this they can prove anything and everything.


The essential factor in Pascal’s theory of knowledge then, is belief that there is no one perfect way to support or prove a belief, rather different kinds of beliefs require different kinds of proof (Holyer 194).  Thus when he was studying conic sections, or probability theory, Pascal uses a geometric, rationalist proof technique.  Alternately, when he is studied the phenomenon of a vacuum or designed a calculating machine, he uses an empirical method for testing his theories.  Pascal seemed to follow Aristotle’s lead when he wrote in his Nicomachean Ethics, 

A well-schooled man is one who searches for the degree of precision in each kind of study which the nature of the subject at hand admits; it is obviously foolish to accept arguments of probability from a mathematician as to demand strict demonstrations from an orator (Holyer 194).

Pascal balanced “rational and empirical, a priori and a posteriori reasoning” and the result is a system that was genuinely insightful for his time (Oakes 4).  It admits the fact that having a certain kind of evidence in favor of a proposition does not always mean rationally it must be believed (Holyer 192).  Rather epistemic standards are contextual, not universal, so what is sufficient evidence for one type of proposition, may not be sufficient for a different type of proposition (Holyer 195).


This is why Pascal is justified in saying, “Submission and use of reason; this is what makes true Christianity” (Pensées 83).  Submitting does not mean to blindly accepting, rather it means recognizing that inquiries about religion require different types of proof than inquiries about science or mathematics.  What these methods are may be debatable, but this is not within the scope, or the thesis of this paper.


Pascal’s epistemology then, is a flexible one, which not only uses elements of rationalism, empiricism, and faith, but also acknowledges that in a sense, these areas do not overlap.  Different kinds of propositions require different kinds of evidence or justification, which is not to say that something cannot be proved with a combination of types of evidence.  Instead this means that the fact that a scientific theory can be proved using the scientific method, does not imply that this same method can be used to prove a philosophical postulate.  Here, Pascal did not claim that knowledge could or should be compartmentalized, as many think today, putting different fields of learning into their respective boxes, from which they cannot affect one another.  For example if Pascal were confronted with one of the several non-Euclidean geometries, he would probably have rejected it in some sense, for though in a geometrical sense it is internally, logically consistent, from an empirical sense it is inconsistent, for it fails to reflect the world.  Though it may have its use as a theoretical exercise, it fails as a model of the world.  Thus the key to Pascal’s system is not the distinctions it draws between fields of knowlege, but rather attention it requires to detail.  For there is no sure-fire way of knowing exactly which type of proof will be sufficient to prove a proposition.


Still, there is something missing is this analysis of Pascal’s epistemology.  For a theory of knowledge which admits to many different kinds of proof and evidence is by no means unique, and though such an understanding may have been rare in the seventeenth century this does not entirely explain the relevance and insight found in his work even today.  There is yet one piece missing in this analysis of Pascal’s epistemology, and this piece is the most elusive of them all, but it is absolutely necessary for a comprehensive understanding of Pascal’s epistemology.  This final piece is the one that is necessary to reconcile the method of Pascal’s Apology with that of his scientific accomplishments.


The final, probably most important, and definitely most unique piece in Pascal’s epistemology is the concept of sentiment, closely related to his “reasons of the heart.”  Despite the images of emotion brought to the modern mind by the word, this is not what Pascal means by sentiment, nor is he referring to some kind of fideism.  Instead Pascal has some much deeper and more profound in mind.  The concept of sentiment is the web that draws all of Pascal’s works together into consistency, and the lens through which we can discern Pascal’s ultimate plan for his Apology amidst the confusion of his Pensées.


Two things are necessary to understand the concept of sentiment.  The first is to understand Pascal’s belief that mankind is radically fallen.  This is a pervasive theme throughout the Pensées, and it is clear that Pascal thinks the effects of sin can be felt even in mankind’s rationality.  As a result man’s reason is imperfect, it cannot aspire to the Geometrician’s method as often as it ought, and more importantly it cannot find a basis on which to found its arguments.  Put succinctly, it lacks the foundational axioms necessary to many areas of knowledge.


The second thing necessary is to understand the implications of the following thought: “We are usually convinced more easily by reasons we have found ourselves than by those which have occurred to others” (Pensées 255).  Pascal realizes that if one is to truly believe and grasp anything, it must be internalized and made personal.  This is much more likely to happen when one personally comes to a realization by reasoning through something and mulling it over, rather than being told by someone else.  


This sort of deeply personal, extra-rational realization could equally be called a sentiment, an inspiration, or a reason of the heart.  This, according to Pascal is the alternate rout by which a belief may be admitted.

No one is unaware that there are two gateways through which opinions are received by the soul; these are the two principal faculties, namely, the understanding and the will.  The more natural of these is the understanding, for we should agree with only those verities which have been demonstrated; but the more common of these, though it be contrary to nature, is the will, for all men are almost always led to believe not by proof but by sentiment (“Persuasion” 202).

Thus Pascal distinguishes between two faculties of the mind, which he called le coeur, and espirit de géométrie, the former being roughly intuition, and the latter essentially rationality (Arnold 531-2).


How then does one come to a sentiment?  For surely one cannot come to a sentiment in the same way that one would come to a proposition, that is by rational argument.

Principles are felt, propositions proved, and both with certainty though by different means.  It is just as pointless and absurd for reason to demand proof of first principles from the heart before agreeing to accept them as it would be absurd for the heart to demand an intuition of all the propositions demonstrated by reason before agreeing to accept them (Pensées 58).  

Sentiments are, technically speaking ineffable, and incommunicable, that is, in a strict sense there is no way in which a sentiment can be transferred from one person to another (Jones 163).  This is inherent in the fact that sentiments are fundamentally personal experiences, and though one can tell one’s friends and family about one’s experiences, they cannot thereby directly cause those they tell to have the same experience.  Pascal realized this fact, but rather ruling out the possibility of using sentiments in his works, he discovered a way of presenting a proposition so that it lent itself to creating sentiments, for though highly individualized, sentiments, are nonetheless reproducible (Jones 173).


Pascal created a tool-kit, by which he could make it easier for one to come to a sentiment, thereby approximating as well as he could the conditions necessary for sentiments.  The objective of these tools was to remove the obstacles keeping one from making a judgment, and though this could not induce sentiments it could make it much easier for the recipient to come to a sentiment on their own.  Rather than describe these tools further in the abstract, and example will best convey their substance.


In 1647 Pascal published a short pamphlet entitled “Expériences nouvelles touchant le vide,” or new experiments concerning the vacuum, which had a curious conclusion entitled “sentiment on the subject of the vacuum.”  Therein Pascal claimed to have shown that nature does not “abhor the vacuum” as was commonly thought at the time (Jones 143).  The contents of the pamphlet consisted in Pascal’s vivid description of eight experiments he claimed to have conducted concerning the existence of a vacuum, a set of conclusions he drew from these experiments, and finally the aforementioned sentiment on the vacuum (Jones 143).  The experiments Pascal described consisted in filling glass tubes of varying lengths, which were sealed at one end, with various liquids, and then inverting them in baths of liquid.  The space that resulted at the top of the inverted tube as the liquid it contained flowed out into the bath, Pascal claimed, was a vacuum.


This article, which claimed to be an abridged version of a forthcoming treatise on the vacuum, had two peculiar aspects (Jones 143).  Of interest, but lesser import among the two, was the fact that Pascal spoke of these sentiments as directly and fundamentally linked to himself (Jones 149).  This is in contrast to his language when he is talking about conclusions drawn from the experiments, which he describes in a more universal way.  Thus he says, “My sentiment will be, until someone has demonstrated the existence of some matter which fills it, that it is truly empty and destitute of all matter.  This is why I will say of the true vacuum what I have demonstrated about the apparent vacuum…” (Jones 149).  This close personal linkage is consistent with and even resembles the concept of sentiment, and thus one might suspect that Pascal has somehow utilized this concept here.


The second peculiarity about Pascal’s pamphlet is the manner in which he describes his experiments.  Pascal “’invited everyone to come,’” “’to contemplate [his] marvels,’” and though he used no pictures or illustrations, he described he experiments in such a way that his readers could see them (Jones 146).  The oddity lies in the fact that Pascal’s visually oriented descriptions did not attempt to justify their validity by giving specifics.  Among the things noticeably absent were the dates the experiments were preformed, people who witnessed the event, or descriptions of the instruments that would allow the experiment to be repeated by others (Jones 148).  Pascal, it would seem, had methodically left out all of the details which a scientific mind such as his, or that of his scholarly contemporaries, would require as proof (Jones 149).  In this way, Pascal almost seems to be asking us to take his experiments on faith by presenting us with “visual spectacles” rather than the evidence or proof that would produce credibility, but this is not the case (Jones 159).


In fact, these “visual spectacles” are the tools by which Pascal hoped to encourage sentiment in his readers.  As Pascal painted a picture of his experiments, his reader was intended to in a sense experience these experiments for himself.  To internalize them in a way not possible with a mere scientific description, so that the reader could actually see the equipment and possibly even interact with it in their mind.  Ideally the reader would then mull over and contemplate the experiments, reproducing and even modifying them in their mind.  The ultimate goal being that the reader, by this internalization and by making connections mentally, would eventually come to the same sentiments which Pascal had.


These experiments then were meant to remove the spatial and temporal barriers between Pascal’s experiments and his readers.  Ultimately allowing them to come to the same conclusions Pascal had, but in a much deeper sense than if they had merely come to believe it from a rational argument, if indeed that was even a possibility.  For sentiments are beyond the realm of reason, and as such it is possible that some of their conclusions are not within the reach of reason either.  Even so, this process is by no means guaranteed, however, for unlike a rational argument, which according to Pascal’s “Art of Persuasion” could not be resisted or denied, acquiring sentiments requires an active participation on the part of the recipient.  This slow process requires that the reflection and interconnecting working towards the understanding and apprehension of the sentiment which are being presented (Jones 160-1).


Pascal develops this concept of sentiments even more thoroughly in his masterwork the Apology, and this concept, which dictates the structure of the entire work, is evident even in the incomplete fragments Pascal penned before his death, the Pensées.  Pascal wanted to write an uncompromising, but yet compelling defense of Christianity; an apology that would appeal to the unbeliever, but not just on an intellectual level.  Pascal’s Apology was intended to be a book of such a caliber that if one was to read it and take it seriously, one could not help but walk away a committed Christian, regardless of one’s beliefs beforehand.  To do this, he could not rely on logical, syllogistic arguments, for they could at best produce a “sterile” belief; he needed to not only convince the mind, but more importantly to persuade the heart (Hubert 15, 18).

To accomplish this Pascal brought to bear the full force of every argument he could muster in favor of Christianity, congealing them by means of his method of convergence of proofs into what he hoped would be one comprehensive, all encompassing, irrefutable apology (Hubert 15).  By combining many individual arguments, which on their own might fail, Pascal hoped to succeed, and Pascal added weight to this convergence of proofs method by converging contradictory propositions, or removing the obstacles to Christianity (Hubert 21, Jones 165).  On this account, Pascal’s apparent degradation of reason was nothing more than an attempt to remove the obstacle to Christian faith which is created by making reason supreme as Descartes and others have done.

 
Here the concept of sentiments comes into play, for as Pascal systematically removed every obstacle to faith he hoped to bare the only remaining option, Christianity (Jones 165).  Unfortunately, thought this might produce a Christian believer on rational grounds, no matter how thorough Pascal was it could not grantee a Christian committed from the heart.  This is because the type of belief desired required sentiment, which Pascal knew that there was no absolutely sure way of reproducing.


 Matthew Jones puts it well when he says that Pascal’s Apology, is thus best understood as a literary defense.  One consisting of “a series of fragments (experiences) which the reader needed to think through, to grasp the interconnections, to produces a highly personalized yet reproducible sentiment” (Jones 173).  In this manner, Pascal hoped to create the optimum situation for the occurrence of sentiments, and though it could not overcome the necessary reader interaction, thereby necessarily bringing about a Christian conviction, it certainly seemed much more likely that he would succeed in this manner than in any other.  To put it in terms he might appreciate, with this kind of presentation, Pascal liked his odds, and though it was still a gamble, it was certainly worth the risk if he as nearly approximated bringing his reader to Christ as was rhetorically possible.  All this in hopes that they too might have a “night of fire.”


Thus the final piece in Pascal’s epistemology: sentiment.  Though he did not often refer to it specifically, it is alluded to in many of Pascal’s works, and even if most know it better as his “reasons of the heart,” it is a concept often associated with him.  This is not to say that it is widely understood, at least not in a full sense, for Pascal never directly describes the methodology involved with utilizing sentiments, and these concepts must be inferred from the way in which Pascal presented his work.  Still, the concept of an ineffable, extra-rational means of gaining knowledge, which Pascal claims, contrary to what man wishes to believe, is greater than our means of reasoning, is almost always attached to any understanding of who Pascal was and what he believed (“Persuasion” 202).


What are we to make of Pascal’s epistemology as a whole then, with its very strict use of reason where reason applies, and the use of sentiments where reason dare not tread?  Is this a Biblical perspective, and is it that of Orthodox Christianity?  Certainly there have been many philosophers and theologians within Christianity that would reject the claim that we have some sort of extra-rational source of knowledge apart from revelation, Descartes for one was certainly among these.  Yet likewise, there have been many Christian theologians and philosophers who openly rejected the notion that reason, should be and is our supreme source of knowledge, Tertulian and his question, “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem,” comes readily to mind.


If God has indeed revealed Himself to us through our senses and our rationality, it must be the case that Pascal is correct in using these faculties to obtain knowledge.  Furthermore, if God is at fundamentally rational, as is Orthodoxly held, there should be nothing in His creation or His actions which is counter to reason, for though our sense can be deceived, and our reason mislead, this is merely an indication of our finite and fallen state.  Even if man is not capable of understanding the rationality behind God’s actions, it is foolish to assume that there is no rational explanation, and Pascal would likely agree.  For he several opportunities to degrade reason in favor of faith, and he certainly was influenced to do so by his Jansenist friends, yet he refused.


What of Pascal’s use and description of reason in his Pensées then?  If taken as a whole, with the concept of sentiments and the method of converging proofs in mind, does he unnecessarily or unjustifiably degrade reason?  Even with these two concepts to clarify Pascal’s plan, his Pensées do not magically become his Apology.  They are still merely his notes.  The random thoughts which he considered pertinent to the defense of the Christian faith.  Any conclusions we draw about his Apology then, must be speculative and open to the possibility that they could be mistaken.  It is probably fair to say that the original analysis of the Pensées given by this paper may be a little harsh at points, and it is certainly the case that the author may have misunderstood the intent behind Pascal thoughts.


That being said, however, the very concept of sentiments lends itself to a demeaning view of reason, and though it is the case that reason must be removed from its high pedestal, the question remains of whether one should place it on the table, the chair, or the floor.  Clearly placing reason on the floor, thereby totally debasing it and removing its credibility, is not the wisest decision, nor is it a reasonable one if God has chosen to reveal himself to man by means of his faculties of reason.  Reason must then be placed somewhere in the middle, and Pascal, with his diversity of types of evidence has certainly found one of the happy mediums.  


The question remains though, has Pascal found the best balance.  While it would be presumptuous to claim to know the optimum balance between reason and faith without sufficient logical and theological justifications, there are two benchmarks or aspects of the distinction between faith and reason which one draws which are fairly straightforward and uncontroversial.  


First, if God is fundamentally rational, then there should be nothing in his revelation or his universe that is irrational.  This is not to say that it impossible for something to be rational and yet beyond human comprehension.  The concept of a God who is without beginning or end is one which one cannot fully comprehend, yet it is not an irrational concept.  Conversely though, God cannot have his own rationality, separate from ours, by this assumption, and thus he cannot do the logically impossible, such as find the square root of purple, nor can he act contrary to reason.  Pascal would agree with this assessment, for he certainly admits that Christianity demands no belief which is contrary to reason.


Secondly, what of fideism, is there ever a justification for believing something on faith rather than by reason.  Certainly Christians must hold that revelation, though not irrational, cannot be gained through rational inquiry, though the Christian must of course inquire into the authenticity and authority of the revelation.  Pascal would agree that the god of the Philosophers is not the God of the Bible, for reason can never bring us to the person of Jesus Christ.  An unmoved mover, or that from which all things proceeded, is not the same as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  

Clearly then, Pascal is right in submitting reason to revelation, insofar as they are not contradictory, but what about his sentiments.  Is he justified in accepting these extra-rational inspirations?  It seems the answer to this lies in the question, is it possible to have a false sentiment, and if a sentiment can be shown to be irrational, is one justified in dismissing it?  

To the former half of this question, Pascal would presumably answer yes, for the theory of sentiments is more one of a method of learning, than a method of discerning truth.  Though he could have if he had reasonably justified it, Pascal did not make the claim that all sentiments are a divine sort of inspiration and thus true.  It would seem thought that if one is properly schooled in the rational techniques Pascal describes in his “Geometrician” and “Persuasion” one would be relatively unlikely to come to a false sentiment.  This is because the process of coming to sentiments involves drawing rational conclusions and connections, which theoretically, differ from a rational discourse only in that they are fundamentally personal and internalized.

Thus if one properly applies the geometrician’s rules, it would seem unlikely that one would come to an incorrect sentiment, but does this mean that sentiment is really just Pascal’s way of referring to a highly internalized syllogism, merely another form of rhetoric?  Pascal would not say as much, for these internalized rationalizations are fundamentally non-linear and not sylogistic, but either way it seems safe to say that Pascal would hardily endorse rejecting any proposition, sentiment or otherwise, which was irrational.  It would seem then that Pascal’s sentiment, if indeed fideistic is only so in the same manner as the Christians belief in and reliance on revelation is.

So what of faith and reason in Pascal’s work, his scientific research, and his Pensées?  Though a selective reading of Pascal will may give one the opinion that Pascal puts reason in either too exalted, or too lowly a position, a thorough reading can result in an alternate opinion.  Pascal, in addition to being a scientist, mathematician, philosopher, and theologian, was a rhetorician, and thus had a tendency to overstate or overemphasize in order to get a point across.

Instead, Pascal gives us a very balanced view of reason’s uses and it’s limitations.  By emphasizing the need to contextually a proof, Pascal drew together the methods of the empiricists, the rationalists, the mathematicians, the philosophers, and the theologians.  

While his understanding of sentiments, or reasons of the heart, gives us a powerful vision of the plan for his Apology, it also rings true to our every day lives.  For who would deny that those concepts which one comes to by oneself hold a much stronger sway over one that those which one would learn from a syllogistic rational argument.  This concept of sentiment seems to find its best application in the Christian conviction, and Pascal realized this in writing his Apology, for few Christians would be as presumptuous as to claim that we can come to a faith in Christ by reason alone, or even reason combined with revelation.  Instead, there is a supernatural, ineffable aspect to faith in Christ, something which we cannot obtain on our own, Pelagius being one of the few theologians to disagree.  

The concept of sentiment even gives an answer to the question, does rational belief rightly precede faith in Christ, or should if come after and proceed from a faith in Christ.  For on Pascal’s view, a sentiment of true Christian faith is necessarily precede by both an existential experience of the truth of certain claims it makes, and a rational, though not syllogistic, comprehension and interconnection of these claims.

Pascal, the student of humanity, has presented us with an epistemology which is expansive in scope and visionary in nature, one which balances faith and reason without compartmentalizing them, and one which modern denizens of Western Civilization can certainly learn from.  
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