
Rationality & Religious Belief 



Deciding 

What To Believe 

• Arguments for and against the existence of 

God 

• Pascal’s Wager: an argument for the 

rationality of religious belief. 

• Rational decision-making: we’re not just 

interested in religion here but more generally 

about how we go about making rational 

decisions 



Concepts 
• When we ask why a person holds a belief we may be 

asking for different kinds of ‘reasons 

– Causal (‘pertaining to cause and effect’) 

– Pragmatic (or ‘prudential’) practical; beneficial to us 

– Evidential (provide evidence, epistemic justification) 

• Rational decision-making 

– utility 

– probability 

• Pascal's Wager 



Faith and Knowledge 

Is religious belief rational? 



The Society of Christian Philosophers believes it is. 

Visit our website at: http://www.societyofchristianphilosophers.com/ 

SCP Conference Website 

 

http://www.societyofchristianphilosophers.com/
https://scppacific2016.wordpress.com/
https://scppacific2016.wordpress.com/


Rationality and Belief 

• Are there compelling evidential reasons for 

belief in God? 

– Evidential reasons are the reasons required 

for justified belief so 

– Without evidential reasons for P we can’t 
know that P but we can still ask: 

• Is it ever rational to believe something without 

compelling evidential reasons? 



There are arguments for the 

existence of God… 

…and there are arguments 

against the existence of God 



Some arguments for the 

existence of God 



Ontological Argument 

Simple Version 

1. God is by definition perfect. 

2. Existence is a perfection. 

3. Therefore, God exists! 



Ontological Argument 

Improved Version 

1. The existence of God is either 
necessary or impossible. 

2. It’s not impossible that God 
exists. 

3. Therefore, necessarily God 
exists. 

Fides Quaerens Intellectum 



Cosmological Argument(s) 

1. Every finite and contingent being has a 

cause. 

2. Nothing finite and contingent can cause 

itself. 

3. A causal chain cannot be of infinite 

length. 

4. Therefore, a First Cause must exist… 

 

…and this all men 

speak of as God 



Teleological Argument 

1. Complexity implies a 

designer. 

2. The universe is highly 

complex. 

3. Therefore, the universe has 

a designer. 

 



Appeal to Mystical 

Experience 

What is mystical experience? 



From The Life of St. Teresa 

“I saw in his hand a long spear of gold, and at 

the iron's point there seemed to be a little fire. 

He appeared to me to be thrusting it at times 

into my heart, and to pierce my very entrails; 

when he drew it out, he seemed to draw them 

out also, and to leave me all on fire with a 

great love of God. The pain was so great, that 

it made me moan; and yet so surpassing was 

the sweetness of this excessive pain, that I 

could not wish to be rid of it. The soul is 

satisfied now with nothing less than God. The 

pain is not bodily, but spiritual; though the 

body has its share in it. It is a caressing of 

love so sweet which now takes place between 

the soul and God, that I pray God of His 

goodness to make him experience it who may 

think that I am lying. 



An Example: Isaiah 6:1-8 
 1In the year that king Uzziah died I saw also the 

LORD sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up, and 

his train filled the temple.2Above it stood the 

seraphims: each one had six wings; with twain he 

covered his face, and with twain he covered his 

feet, and with twain he did fly.3And one cried unto 

another, and said, Holy, holy, holy, is the LORD of 

hosts: the whole earth is full of his glory.4And the 

posts of the door moved at the voice of him that 

cried, and the house was filled with smoke.5Then 

said I, Woe is me! for I am undone; because I am a 

man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a 

people of unclean lips: for mine eyes have seen the 

King, the LORD of hosts.6Then flew one of the 

seraphims unto me, having a live coal in his hand, 

which he had taken with the tongs from off the 

altar:7And he laid it upon my mouth, and said, Lo, 

this hath touched thy lips; and thine iniquity is taken 

away, and thy sin purged.8Also I heard the voice of 

the Lord, saying, Whom shall I send, and who will 

go for us? Then said I, Here am I; send me. 

http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm
http://www.justbible.com/B23C006.htm


But…are such experiences 
sources of knowledge? 

• Disagreement 

• Influence of culture and prior beliefs 

• Rudolph Otto The Idea of the Holy 

• Inconclusive 



Causal origin of beliefs 

• The Miracle of Marsh Chapel   Video 

• http://www.yoism.org/?q=node/219 

• Michael Pollen. “The Trip Treatment” 
The New Yorker, Feb 9, 2015 

• What, if anything, does showing that 

experiences induced by drugs are 

indistinguishable from the 

experiences mystics like Isaiah and 

St. Teresa show? 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marsh_Chapel_Experiment
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DxDZW6n69-0
http://www.yoism.org/?q=node/219
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/09/trip-treatment
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/09/trip-treatment
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/09/trip-treatment
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/09/trip-treatment


Nothing much. 

• All experience involves neural states 

• William James: 

 For aught we know to the contrary, 103 

or 104 degrees might be a much more 

favorable temperature for truths to 

germinate and sprout in, than the more 

ordinary blood heat of 97 or 98 

degrees 

 



Arguments against the existence 

of God 



The Problem of Evil 

1. If a perfectly good god 

exists, then there is no evil in 

the world. 

2. There is evil in the world. 

3. Therefore, a perfectly good 

god does not exist. 

No! This is the 

best of all 

possible worlds! 

G. W. Leibniz 
Inventor of Calculus & Theodicist 



The Verificationist Challenge 

Once upon a time two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle. 

In the clearing were growing many flowers and many weeds. One 

explorer says, "some gardener must tend this plot." The other 

disagrees…So they pitch their tents and set a watch. No gardener 
is ever seen. "But perhaps he is an invisible gardener." So they, set 
up a barbed-wire fence. They electrify it. They patrol with 

bloodhounds…But no shrieks ever suggest that some intruder has 
received a shock. No movements of the wire ever betray an 

invisible climber. The bloodhounds never give cry. Yet still the 

Believer is not convinced. "But there is a gardener, invisible, 
intangible, insensible to electric shocks, a gardener who has no 

scent and makes no sound, a gardener who comes secretly to look 

after the garden which he loves." At last the Sceptic despairs, "But 

what remains of your original assertion? Just how does what you 

call an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from 
an imaginary gardener or even from no gardener at all?" 

John Wisdom, ‘Gods’ a.k.a ‘The Parable of the Gardener’ 



• There are respectable arguments for the 

existence of God. 

• There are respectable arguments against the 

existence of God. 

• ‘God exists’ is either true or false, and we don’t 
know which, but both believers and unbelievers 

may have good evidential reasons for their views! 

Rational people 

disagree! 



The Moral 

• ‘Faith’ in the sense of religious belief, not 
something you have to ‘take on faith’. 
 

• Believing in God isn’t just stupid: there are 

reasons. 

 

• Not believing in God isn’t just stupid: there are 

reasons. 

 

• Your instructor’s view: no one (in this life) 

knows! 



What do we do? 

God 

exists 

God 

doesn’t 

exist 



Rational Decision-Making 



 Is it ever rational to 

hold a belief for which 

one does not have 

compelling evidential 

reasons? 

Belief and Rational Choice 



Belief without evidence 

• Clifford’s dictum: “it is wrong always, 
everywhere, and for anyone to believe 
anything on insufficient evidence.” 
 

• William James Will to Believe 
 

• Is it ever rational to believe (any 
proposition, not necessarily theological) 
without evidence? 

http://falcon.jmu.edu/~omearawm/ph101willtobelieve.html


William James’ argument 

1. I want people to like me 
 

2. I know that believing that people will like me 
will make it more probable that people like 
me. 
 

3. It’s rational to do what it takes to make 
getting what you want more probable. 
 

4. Therefore, it’s rational to believe that people 
will like me even in the absence of evidence. 



Is belief a choice? 

• I can’t choose to believe in the way 
I can choose to raise my arm but 

• I can decide to believe when I judge 

the evidence to be good enough 
and 

• Even in the absence of evidence I 

can psych myself up… 





Rational Decision Making 

• Prudential decisions: self-interested 
decisions 
 

• The goal: to maximize my own utility. 
 

• I consider the costs (- utility) and 
benefits (+ utility) of each option 
 

• We assign these options numbers--just 
guessing--for convenience. 



Shall I have that 

fifth drink? 

• Increased social confidence  + 3 

• Pleasure of getting more drunk  + 8 

• Hangover                                          - 7      

• Making an ass of myself   -10 

Conclusion: probably not worth it 



Compare Two Options 

• Major in theater and 

become a movie star 

• + 1,100,000 

• Major in business and 
become an accountant 

• + 10,000 

So how come y’all aren’t 
majoring in theater??? 



Decisions under 

uncertainty 

• We guess at the amount of utility of the outcome 

and probability that we’ll get it. 

• Seems reasonable to multiply since probabilities 

are between one and zero. 

• 1 is a sure thing so total utility of outcome 

figures. 

Probability is the 

guide to life 

Joseph Butler 



Hard Choices 

• Hard cases: best outcome is least probable 
 

• Example: invest in risky tech stocks or safe T-bills? 
 

• We make trade-offs. 
 

• What is the right trade-off? 
 

• Your financial advisor says: 
it depends--on tastes, 
circumstances, etc. 



Some risk factors 

• The way the world turns out to be given our 
choices 
 

• The way other people respond to our choices 
 

• So we consider the interaction of these on a 
payoff matrix 



He loves me, he loves me not 

He loves me He loves me not 

Ask out 

Don’t 

ask out 

+10 -10 

0 0 



Pascal’s Wager 

Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) offers a 

pragmatic reason for believing in God 

even under the assumption that God’s 

existence is unlikely, the potential 

benefits of believing are so vast as to 

make betting on theism rational. 

 

Pascal’s Wager 2.0 

Gary Gutting 

NYTimes September 28, 2015 

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/09/28/a-new-wager/?_r=0
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/09/28/a-new-wager/?_r=0
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/09/28/a-new-wager/?_r=0


Is belief in God rational? 

God exists God doesn’t exist 

Columns: ways the world could be--you have no 

control over this and don’t know which way it is. 

Believe 

Don’t 

believe 

Rows: your 

choice--you 

can choose 

to believe or 

not to 
believe 

Oops. 

0 

0 



Summary of the Wager 

Believe 

Don’t 

believe 
Oops. 

0 

0 

• Believe: possibility of infinite gain 

– no possibility of loss 

• Don’t believe: possibility of big loss 

– no possibility of gain 

God exists God doesn’t exist 



The Moral (open to dispute!) 

• It’s sometimes rational to hold a belief in the 
absence of compelling evidential reasons 

• There are arguments for and against religious 
belief: we can reason about these matters 

• Religious belief isn’t just stupid 

• Atheism isn’t just stupid 

• Intellectual humility is the beginning of all 
wisdom! 



The End? 

Atheists 

Welcome 

Welcome 


