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Faithfully Taking Pascal’s Wager
Elizabeth Jackson*

A B ST R A CT 

I examine the relationship between taking Pascal’s wager, faith, and hope. First, I argue that many who 
take Pascal’s wager have genuine faith that God exists. The person of faith and the wagerer have sev-
eral things in common, including a commitment to God and positive cognitive and conative attitudes 
toward God’s existence. If one’s credences in theism are too low to have faith, I argue that the wagerer 
can still hope that God exists, another commitment-justifying theological virtue. I conclude with two 
upshots of the argument, including how it provides responses to common objections to Pascal’s wager.

1.  I N T RO D U CT I O N
Should you believe in God? Proponents of Pascal’s wager argue yes, but for a different reason 
than the traditional theistic arguments provide. Proponents of the wager argue that you should 
believe in God because, by believing, you have much to gain and little to lose (see Table 1):

If God exists, the value of believing in God is infinitely positive (given the possibility of going 
to heaven, having a relationship with God, and attaining union with God), and the value of not 
believing is infinitely negative (given the possibility of going to hell and being separated from 
God). If God does not exist, the gains and losses associated with either course of action (f1 and 
f2) are both finite, and thus negligible in the face of infinite gains/losses. Thus, as long as one 
thinks that n, the probability that God exists, is nonzero (and noninfinitesimal), one pragmati-
cally ought to believe in God.

The wager has been criticized on a variety of fronts, but I will set aside many classic objections 
for the purposes of this paper.1 Here, I’m concerned with a worry that has to do with the motives 
associated with taking the wager. William James (1896/1956, 6) explains the worry as follows: 
“We feel that a faith in masses and holy water adopted willfully after such a mechanical calculation 
would lack the inner soul of faith’s reality; and if we were the place of the Deity, we should probably 
take particular pleasure in cutting off believers of this pattern from their infinite reward.”

Along these lines, some claim that those who take Pascal’s wager are simply motivated by a 
fear of hell or a selfish desire to get the rewards of heaven.2 But these sorts of motives don’t seem 
to underlie a genuine theistic commitment. Furthermore, as James suggests, God wouldn’t be 
pleased with someone who takes Pascal’s wager if doing so is associated with these bad motives. 
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36 • Faithfully Taking Pascal’s Wager

Then, it’s not even clear that believing in God for Pascalian reasons would realize the positive 
outcome reflected in Table 1.

To respond to this objection, my goal in this paper is to show how taking Pascal’s wager need 
not reflect poor or selfish motives. What’s more, I argue that there’s a way of taking Pascal’s 
wager that demonstrates genuine faith. Second, I’ll argue that even if the wagerer’s confidence 
in theism is too low to demonstrate faith, taking the wager can demonstrate hope. I’ll show how, 
on both pictures, taking the wager expresses worthy motives, and that both faith and hope can 
underlie a genuine, rational, and virtuous theistic commitment.

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, I’ll clarify what exactly counts as tak-
ing Pascal’s wager. Then, I’ll show how the wagerer has quite a bit in common with plausible 
accounts of religious faith, and argue that if one takes Pascal’s wager, one has faith that God 
exists. I then consider a few upshots of this connection. In Section 3, I’ll address hope, and show 
how, if the wagerer doesn’t meet the requirements for having faith, she may nonetheless have 
hope. In Section 4, I conclude.

2.  FA I T H F U L LY  TA K I N G  PA S C A L’S  WA G E R
2.1 Taking Pascal’s wager

My goal in this paper isn’t to argue that it is impossible to take Pascal’s wager with poor motives. 
Of course this is possible. My goal is to carve out a way that one could take the wager virtuously, 
in a way that demonstrates genuine faith or genuine hope. Further, I’ll show how Pascalian rea-
soning can underlie and rationalize a genuine theistic commitment. What do I mean by “taking 
the wager”? Something like:

Taking Pascal’s Wager: making a commitment to God, largely motivated by nonepistemic 
reasons.

A few clarifications about this. First, ‘making a commitment to God’ should be read broadly. 
It includes as least two ways of wagering—the doxastic wager, i.e., a belief-oriented wager that 
involves choosing to believe that God exists or taking steps to induce belief in God. The sec-
ond is the acceptance wager, i.e., an action-oriented wager that involves accepting, or acting as 
if, God exists, and, e.g., going to church, praying, reading Scripture, immersing oneself in a reli-
gious community, etc.3 Some have worried that the doxastic wager is problematic for various 
reasons—a common worry is that we don’t have the right kind of control over our beliefs.4 
While I’m not convinced this objection is ultimately devastating for the doxastic wager, we need 
not take a stand on this here. Furthermore, others have pointed out that taking the acceptance 
wager could eventually induce belief, so the acceptance wager and the doxastic wager may be 
connected. Nonetheless, it is helpful for our purposes to distinguish these two ways of wagering, 
in terms of belief or action.

Second, ‘nonepistemic reasons’ include both practical and moral reasons. On the traditional 
version of the wager, the wagerer’s primary concerns are practical. However, Rota (2016) has 
argued that one might wager for moral reasons, whether that be the wellbeing of others or close 

Table 1. Pascal’s Wager

 God exists (Pr = n) God doesn’t exist (Pr = 1-n) EV 

Believe in God ∞ f1 ∞
Don’t believe in God -∞ f2 -∞
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family and friends, or even considerations about what God would desire or require, if God 
existed. Thus, the positive consequences associated with wagering can be either practical or 
moral.5 I say that the wagerer will be largely motivated by nonepistemic reasons because a recent 
lesson from the literature on Pascal’s wager is that probability matters, even in the infinite case. 
This is for at least two reasons. One, the probability of God’s existence must be nonzero (and 
noninfinitesimal) to even get the wager off the ground. Two, the most plausible response to the 
many gods and mixed strategies objections to Pascal’s wager acknowledges that the probabilities 
of various religions matter—in deciding both whether to wager on God and what religion to 
wager on.6 So epistemic reasons have a role to play, even if not a starring role.

Third, the wagerer I am concerned with is motivated primarily by the goodness of the out-
come of God’s existence, given they commit to God—the shaded box in Table 2.

The wagerer reasons that if God exists and they commit to God, that would be a very good 
thing. They realize that, if God existed—a powerful, good being who created the universe—
God is someone they would want to pursue and commit to. Thus, even the possibility that 
God exists provides a strong reason to pursue a relationship with God, because knowing such 
a being would be so incredibly valuable.7 Whether this goodness is pragmatic, moral, or both, 
they maintain that committing to God if God exists would lead to a positive outcome, and this is 
the primary reason that they wager. Once they commit, then they maintain that God’s existence 
would be a good thing.8 After all, they’ve bet their life on it.

2.2 The nature of faith
Now, we turn to a second question that may at first seem unrelated to Pascal’s wager: What is 
faith? More specifically, we’ll focus on the question: What is to have faith that a proposition is 
true?

To answer this question, consider the difference between two kinds of mental states. Cognitive 
mental states have a mind-to-world direction of fit. They represent the world. They are normally 
truth-tracking, responsive to evidence, and evaluable from primarily an epistemic point of view. 
Examples of cognitive mental states include beliefs, credences, or probability-beliefs.

Conative mental states, by contrast, have a world-to-mind direction of fit. They reflect what 
an agent takes to be desirable or valuable, and are inherently motivating. They needn’t involve 
evidence or epistemic justification for their contents. (I can desire that p, even knowing p is 
false—e.g., I desire a catastrophe never occurred, but I know it did. Of course, for the belief “p 
is good” to be justified, one needs evidence that p is good or desirable—but one doesn’t need 
evidence that p is true.) Examples of conative mental states include desires, pro-attitudes, and 
beliefs about the good.

With this distinction in mind, consider the following case of faith. Let’s suppose that I have 
faith that you will win your upcoming basketball game. What can we conclude from this? First, 
I want you to win—it doesn’t make sense to say I have faith you’ll win if I want you to lose. This 
is the conative element of faith. Further, I take it to be sufficiently likely that you will win—if I 
take it to be, say, impossible you’ll win, then I probably can’t (and definitely shouldn’t) have faith 
you’ll win. This is the cognitive element of faith. And I will, to some extent, continue to have faith 
even in light of counterevidence—for example, if one of your starting players gets injured, I will 

Table 2. Why Take Pascal’s Wager

 God exists God doesn’t exist EV 

Believe in God ∞ f1 ∞
Don’t believe in God -∞ f2 -∞
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38 • Faithfully Taking Pascal’s Wager

continue to have faith that you’ll win. (This doesn’t mean I’ll have faith in light of any amount 
of counterevidence.) Finally, I have some kind of commitment to your team: whether that’s in 
virtue of our friendship, the fact that I’m a loyal fan, etc. In general, faith seems to be deeply 
intertwined with, and underlie, many of our important life commitments. Faith is central to, 
e.g., upholding a new year’s resolution, the commitment that fans have to their sports teams, 
religious commitment, surviving a serious illness, marriage, or finishing graduate school (see 
Jackson 2021). This example suggests the following definition of having faith that p:

S has faith that p iff:

(i) S has a positive conative attitude toward p (e.g., desiring p, having a pro-attitude to p),
(ii) S has a positive cognitive attitude toward p (e.g., thinking p is likely, having a high cre-

dence in p, believing p), and
(iii) S is resilient to new counterevidence against p, and
(iv) S has a commitment to p.9

One might wonder about condition (ii), especially in light of a recent debate in the faith litera-
ture: whether faith that p entails belief that p. The definition above lends itself to the idea that 
one can have faith that p without believing that p, since it’s natural to think that cognitive states 
besides belief can play the role of (ii).10 This includes (but is not limited to): a high credence/
high confidence in p, believing p is likely, thinking p is well-supported by evidence, thinking 
p is most likely of the alternatives, and thinking p is more likely than not.11 This raises several 
questions, including how weak these cognitive attitudes can be (e.g., can a 0.4 credence play the 
relevant role?). We’ll return to this question later.12 I’ll also discuss versions of my view that fit 
with the idea that faith entails belief, so we can remain ecumenical on the relationship between 
belief and faith.

I’m interested in a particular case of faith: faith that God exists. Summing up what we’ve 
discussed so far:

S has faith that God exists if:

(i*) S has a positive conative attitude toward God’s existence (e.g., desiring God’s exist-
ence; having a pro-attitude toward God’s existence)

(ii*) S has a positive cognitive attitude toward God’s existence (e.g., thinking God’s exist-
ence is likely, having a high credence in God’s existence, believing that God exists),

(iii*) S is resilient to new counterevidence against God’s existence, and
(iv*) S has a commitment to God.

For my argument, I only need that (i*)–(iv*) are jointly sufficient for having theistic faith; I don’t 
need that they are necessary (and while they are widely regarded to be necessary, some have 
challenged this orthodoxy; e.g., see Malcolm and Scott [2021] for an argument that (i*) is not 
necessary for faith). This is because I will now argue that those who take Pascal’s wager have 
faith that God exists in virtue of satisfying these four conditions. In other words: at least a subset 
of the conditions that are sufficient for taking Pascal’s wager are sufficient for having faith that God 
exists. But this leaves open whether there are other ways to have faith that God exists (and of 
course, other ways to have faith in other propositions, or faith in general). And this is plausible, 
because not all with theistic faith are wagerers.

2.3 The faith of the wagerer
Taking stock, we’ve seen first that those who take Pascal’s wager commit to God, largely for 
nonepistemic reasons, and they are motivated by the goodness of the outcome on which they 
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commit to God and God exists. We’ve then seen that faith that God exists is a mental state with 
four components: cognitive, conative, resilience, and commitment.

But do these four components characterize taking Pascal’s wager? Yes. The wagerer has a pos-
itive conative attitude toward God’s existence—they are motivated by the goodness of their 
committing to God, given God exists, and once they commit to God, they desire God to exist. 
They also have a positive cognitive attitude toward God’s existence—recall that one shouldn’t 
take the wager if their credence in theism is 0 (or infinitesimally small). The wagerer is plausibly 
also resilient to counterevidence to God’s existence, in part because their commitment is based 
on nonepistemic reasons. Since nonepistemic reasons keep them going, they can maintain their 
commitment to God even in light of counterevidence. And both the person of faith and the 
wagerer commit to God—whether this involves a doxastic wager (a commitment to believe in 
God) or an acceptance wager (a commitment to live as if God exists).

Thus, if S takes Pascal’s wager (in the way described in sec. 2.1), S has faith that God exists. Two 
things to note about this claim. First, this claim is neutral on whether faith entails belief. If faith 
entails belief, my argument is simply limited to the doxastic wager.13 In other words, if one believes 
in God because of Pascal’s wager (either directly or via taking steps to induce belief), then one 
demonstrates genuine faith. While this raises the question of whether believing in God for this rea-
son could be epistemically rational—because if not, it would appear that whatever faith is demon-
strated is importantly defective—I’ve argued that taking the doxastic wager can be epistemically 
(not merely practically) rational (see Jackson forthcoming-b; see also Ballard [2017]).

Second, as mentioned above, my claim is not that having faith is sufficient for taking Pascal’s 
wager. One may make a commitment to God primarily based on epistemic reasons, and thus not 
take Pascal’s wager but nonetheless have faith—if they have the right cognitive and conative atti-
tudes, their commitment is resilient in light of counterevidence, etc. Again, I’m arguing that at 
least a subset of the conditions that are sufficient for taking Pascal’s wager is sufficient for having 
faith, not that all who have theistic faith wager on God.14

This brings me to two upshots of my argument. First, it is possible to take the wager with 
virtuous and honorable motives. The wagerer I’m focused on here is motivated by the goodness 
of knowing God, if God exists, and, by wagering, demonstrates faith that God exists. Faith is a 
theological virtue and a central mark of a devoted religious life (see Jeffrey 2017a). Thus, I’ve 
carved out a way of taking the wager that demonstrates virtuous motives that would please God.

Second, another objection that has been raised to Pascal’s wager is the impossibility objec-
tion—taking the wager is impossible because (e.g.) one cannot force oneself to believe in God.15 
However, we’ve seen that taking Pascal’s wager demonstrates faith. And if faith, rather than 
belief, is what God requires, then those who wager won’t have to force themselves to believe.16 
Rather, the commitment that results from taking Pascal’s wager will be sufficient, as it consti-
tutes having faith. There are two caveats on this point, however. First, for this response to the 
impossibility objection to be successful, the wagerer will need some degree of control over the 
four conditions discussed above, including the relevant conative attitudes and the commit-
ment’s resilience. Second, if one thinks the only legitimate way of wagering is the doxastic wager, 
or thinks that faith entails belief, then they’ll need an additional story about why we have more 
control over our beliefs than many philosophers think. Note that I’ve provided such a story 
elsewhere ( Jackson forthcoming-a).

3.  H O P E F U L LY  TA K I N G  PA S C A L’S  WA G E R
In this section, I explain how hope answers an outstanding objection to the above proposal. 
One might raise the following worry: it doesn’t seem like faith that God exists is consistent 
with any nonzero (noninfinitesimal) credence that God exists. For example, if someone has a 
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0.01 credence that God exists, it seems like having faith that God exists is impossible, or at the 
very least irrational. In this case, one might rationally take Pascal’s wager (because, even if the 
probability that God exists is small, there’s much to gain by wagering and little to lose by not 
wagering), but not count as having faith.

First, note that faith may be consistent with quite low credences. Even if faith entails belief, 
recently some have argued that rational belief is consistent with credences below 0.5.17 Further, 
if faith doesn’t entail belief, faith could be consistent with even lower credences than belief, as I 
argue in Jackson (2019). For example, it may be that you should only give up your faith in the 
face of certain types of evidence, but some kinds of evidence (like statistical evidence) can chip 
away at your credence but not require you to give up your faith.

Whether faith entails belief or not, the most popular and plausible response to the many-gods 
objection to Pascal’s wager says that, all else equal, you should pick the religion (with an infinite 
afterlife) that is the most likely of the live options. In many cases, this might fulfill the relevant 
cognitive component of faith—as mentioned earlier, taking a possibility to be the most likely of 
the live options is a potential cognitive component of faith. Further, Hawthorne et. al. (2016) 
argue that rational belief is consistent with low credences in some cases when you believe the 
most likely of the live options (even if it is nonetheless somewhat unlikely in absolute terms). 
Of course, this doesn’t entail that one always ought to believe the most likely live possibility, but 
interestingly, sometimes, faith and/or belief may be consistent with credences below 0.5.

My second response is that even if one’s credences are too low to count as having faith, the 
wagerer may nonetheless hope that God exists. Hope is similar to, but importantly distinct from, 
faith.18 On the standard view,

S hopes that p iff:

(i)   S has a positive conative attitude toward p, and
(ii**)  S has a positive cognitive attitude toward p that does not rule out the possibility of p 

(e.g., a nonzero credence in p, a belief that p is possible).

Like faith, hope has a positive conative component. Hoping for p requires a desire for p to be true, 
a pro-attitude toward p, or a belief that p is very good. As Born (2018, 107) writes, “Hope is essen-
tially a desire, a pro-attitude . . . .” Almost everyone in the hope literature maintains that a positive 
conative component is necessary for hope. However, the cognitive component of hope is much 
weaker than faith’s. In the case of faith, if one has a very low credence in p, one shouldn’t—and 
most wouldn’t—continue to have faith. But hope is uncontroversially consistent with very low 
credences, as long as they are nonzero. So hope’s positive cognitive attitude toward p can be weaker 
than faith’s; it merely needs to leave the possibility of p open. Examples of such states include a 
nonzero credence in p and a belief that p is possible. Some add that, if S hopes that p, p cannot be 
certain for S—or S cannot have a credence of 1 in p. Then, as Martin (2013, 69) notes, hope that 
p is consistent with any credence in p between, but excluding, 1 and 0.19

Consider some examples. If there’s a 95% chance of rain tomorrow but I have a picnic 
planned, I can hope it won’t rain tomorrow, since I want that to be true and take it to be possible. 
Furthermore, a loss of evidence may cause one to move from faith to hope. Recall above the 
case where I had faith your basketball team will win an upcoming game. Suppose I get quite a 
bit of evidence you won’t win—maybe all of your starting five players get injured and cannot 
play. The probability you’ll win, then, is quite low. However, I can nonetheless hope that you will 
win—though it’s unlikely, my credence you’ll win isn’t zero, and I still have a strong desire for 
you to win.

Due to two puzzles about hope—one that involves distinguishing hope from despair, and 
another that involves explaining hope’s motivating power in difficult circumstances—some 
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have argued that (i) and (ii**), while necessary for hope, are not sufficient for hope. For exam-
ple, Meirav (2009) argues that hope involves an ‘external factor’—an attitude towards some 
factor (e.g., nature, fate, God) on which the realization of the hoped-for end causally depends. 
Calhoun (2018) argues that hope provides the hopeful a “phenomenological idea of the future.” 
On Martin (2013)’s “incorporation” account of hope, the hopeful take a “licensing stance” and 
their cognitive attitudes provide a “justificatory rationale” for related emotions and actions. 
Finally, Chignell’s “focus theory” (2022) of hope entails that hoping involves special attention 
to the hoped-for outcome.

What about these additional conditions for hope? Fortunately, when one commits to God 
based on Pascal’s wager, motivated by the goodness of the outcome of God’s existence, they 
satisfy these extra conditions that, in conjunction with (i) and (ii**), are sufficient for hope. 
To see this, consider Chignell’s view. Chignell motivates his view with a case of two prisoners 
who both desperately want to get out of jail, and both acknowledge that freedom is possible. 
However, one prisoner is full of hope, and the other is full of despair. It seems like both hoping 
and despairing are consistent with (i) and (ii**): both prisoners desire to be free, and take free-
dom to be possible (see Bovens [1999] for further discussion of this case). Chignell argues that 
the primary difference involves where their attention is focused: the hopeful prisoner attends 
to the possibility and goodness of freedom, whereas the despairing prisoner attends to the how 
unlikely freedom is. The wagerer, as described in section 2.1, plausibly meets Chignell’s atten-
tion condition, as they are focused on, and motivated by, the goodness of the outcome on which 
both God exists and they commit to God. Because knowing such a being would be so incredibly 
valuable, they are motivated to wager. In this, they attend to the positive outcome’s goodness—
not its unlikelihood.

The wagerer plausibly satisfies the conditions added by the other accounts of hope as well. 
For example, they are committed to God as the external factor on which their hope depends. In 
virtue of their commitment to God and their focus on future goods (e.g., heaven), they exem-
plify Calhoun’s “phenomenological idea of the future,” and the relevant actions and emotions of 
Martin’s account are justified for them. (See Jackson [2021] and Rioux [2022] for more on how 
hope justifies action and commitment.)

Furthermore, the type of hope we’re concerned with is actually thicker than the standard 
account of hope. Philosophers normally distinguish between two kinds of hope. First, there are 
prosaic or mundane cases of hope—for instance, my hope that the cashier at the grocery store 
has a nice day, that my distant cousin gets the job he wants, or that my picnic doesn’t get rained 
out.20 These are generally not hopes that are essential to our long-term commitments or ones 
that we build our lives around. Second, there are profound hopes; for example, the religious 
person’s hope for the afterlife or the political activist’s hope for world peace (see Chae 2020). 
The latter cases involve stronger desires and have more significant practical impact. Here, we’re 
concerned with a wagerer who has made a commitment to God, and thus God’s existence is a 
profound, life-shaping hope for them. Because of this focus, we can add a third condition to 
describe the cases of hope of interest:

S hopes that God exists if:

(i*) S has a positive conative attitude toward God’s existence, and
(ii***)  S has a positive cognitive attitude toward God’s existence that does not rule out the 

possibility of God existing, and
(iv*) S has a commitment to God.

Again, we only need (i), (ii***), and (iv*) to be sufficient for theistic hope, for the reasons 
discussed in the previous section. This brings me to my ultimate and final thesis: if one takes 
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Pascal’s wager, then one either has faith that God exists or hopes that God exists. In other words, 
taking the wager is sufficient for either the conditions associated with theistic faith or the con-
ditions associated with theistic hope. This is significant both in and of itself, but also because 
faith and hope are theological virtues. I aim to have dispelled the idea that taking Pascal’s wager 
is inherently selfish or demonstrates poor motivates. On the contrary: on a natural way of taking 
the wager, the wagerer exemplifies theological virtues. Taking the wager is thus not only virtu-
ous, but also plausibly something that would be pleasing to God.

Before I conclude, I’ll consider two final worries. If one’s taking the wager merely demon-
strates hope that God exists, does this answer the impossibility objection discussed above? In 
other words, does merely hoping that God exists lead to the good outcome of the shaded box 
in Table 2? To be maximally charitable to the objector, I’ll assume that we are dealing with a 
hopeful person who takes the acceptance wager, rather than the doxastic wager. In response, 
first, note that going from completely uncommitted to committed to God to having a hope-
ful commitment to God raises the probability that one is saved and will receive the goods of 
heaven; it brings the wagerer closer to their goal of salvation and relationship with God. It’s dif-
ficult to be certain of the exact requirements for salvation (a subject of theological debate—e.g., 
universalists maintain that all will be saved, and even nonuniversalists disagree about the precise 
soteriological requirements. Belief that God exists is almost surely not strictly necessary; e.g., 
young children who die before they have the capacity to believe in God are likely saved, even 
without belief). All we may be able to do is raise the probability of getting the good outcome 
of the shaded box. Second, salvation may not be the only good the wagerer is concerned with; 
the wagerer may also be interested in, e.g., the benefits of pursuing God during their earthly life, 
or moral considerations, concerning God and others, as discussed above. Theistic hope may 
more easily secure these goals of wagering. Finally, the hopeful wagerer might, as they continue 
in their commitment to God, eventually come to have faith and/or belief that God exists. So 
the hopeful wagerer puts themselves on a path to satisfy even more stringent requirements for 
salvation.

Second, one might worry that the attitudes of faith and hope are different than the virtues 
of faith and hope. Virtues are traits that a virtuous person possesses and exercises. Virtues are 
acquired through free decision, are stable in a wide range of circumstances, and contribute 
to the flourishing of individuals and their communities (see Jeffrey 2017a). Are the attitudes 
of hope and faith equivalent to (or at least sufficient for) the virtues of hope and faith?21 
In response, given the conditions laid out above, it’s plausible that theistic faith and theistic 
hope are virtues. One, the choice to wager on God is a free one—one weighs the costs and 
benefits, and decides to commit to God.22 This is very different than say, someone who is 
brainwashed into believing God exists. Two, because both faith and hope involve a commit-
ment, they are stable over time in a range of circumstances. Three, because the faith and hope 
demonstrated by the wagerer maximize expected value—and given the possibility of wager-
ing for moral reasons—it’s plausible that theistic faith and hope contribute to the flourishing 
of both individuals and communities. Furthermore, even if one insists that faith and hope 
as described above cannot be virtues, the result that taking Pascal’s wager demonstrates the 
attitudes of faith or hope is still significant. Theistic faith and hope qua attitudes are honorable 
pursuits, and acting from these attitudes can be a noble motivation for taking the wager, even 
apart considerations involving virtue.

4.  CO N CLU S I O N
I’ve argued that if one takes Pascal’s wager, then one either has faith that God exists or 
hopes that God exists. First, I’ve clarified what exactly counts as ‘taking Pascal’s wager’. 
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Then, I’ve shown why it is plausible that if one takes Pascal’s wager, motivated by the 
goodness of the possibility that God exists, one has faith that God exists. I’ve also shown 
why this is significant: it is possible to take the wager with virtuous motives, and offers a 
response to the impossibility objection to Pascal’s wager. Then, I’ve addressed hope, and 
argued that even if the wagerer doesn’t meet the requirements for having faith, she will 
nonetheless have hope. I’ve finally argued that theistic hope is theologically (and soterio-
logically) significant.23

N OT E S
1. A coauthor and I respond to many other objections to Pascal’s wager, such as the many-gods objection, 

mixed-strategies objection, and Pascal’s mugging, in Jackson and Rogers (2019).
2. Other proponents of this objection include Flew (1976), Mackie (1982, 203), Oppy (1991, 167), Golding 

(2018).
3. Rota (2016) defends the acceptance wager.
4. Those who object to the doxastic wager include Mackie (1982, 201), Duff (1986, 108), Jordan (1998, 

173; 2006, 38). I respond to these worries in Jackson (forthcoming-a).
5. See Jackson (forthcoming-b) for an exception to this—a version of the wager that appeals to epistemic 

consequentialism, so the expected epistemic value of wagering gives one an epistemic reason to believe in 
God.

6. See, e.g., Jackson and Rogers (2019) and Chen and Rubio (2020).
7. See Benton (2018) for an argument that one could know God interpersonally without knowing that God 

exists.
8. Relevant here is the axiology of theism literature; see Kraay (2018, 2021) and Lougheed (2020).
9. For related definitions, see Audi (2011, 79), Howard-Snyder (2013), and Buchak (2017). Howard-

Snyder (2013) adds another condition: you need some kind of positive affective evaluation of p (e.g., 
positively valenced emotions toward p). These emotions may be commonly associated with faith, but in 
my view, they are either subsumed under condition (i) or not strictly required (consider the Christian 
who “isn’t feeling it” but decides to, e.g., go to church, tithe, etc., anyway. Doing so seems to demonstrate 
faith, even if they lack the relevant emotions).

10. That faith doesn’t entail belief is defended by Pojman (1986), Audi (1991; 2008; 2011), and Alston 
(1996), among others.

11. See Audi 2011; Howard Snyder 2013.
12. For more on how weak the cognitive component of faith can be, see Jackson (2019).
13. Mugg (2016) and Malcolm and Scott (2016) argue that faith entails belief.
14. If faith that God exists is inconsistent with credence 1 that God exists, then all those who have faith may 

be in some position of uncertainty, and in some sense thus wager on God. But I won’t take a stand on this 
here.

15. Proponents of the impossibility objection to Pascal’s wager include Mackie (1982, 201), Duff (1986, 
108), Jones (1998, 173).

16. For evidence that faith, rather than belief, is what God requires for salvation, see Pojman (1986), Speak 
(2007), McKaughan (2017), and Howard-Snyder (2017).

17. See Maher 1993, 183ff; Smith 2016, 72ff; Hawthorne et al. 2016; Cevolani 2017; Jackson 2022.
18. See Jeffrey (2017b) on the relationship between faith and hope.
19. Downie 1963, 248; Day 1969, 89. See Milona (2019) for a recent defence of the standard view. For an 

overview of the nature and rationality of hope, see Rioux (2021).
20. For further discussion of prosaic hopes, see Pettit (2004), Martin (2013, 70ff), and Blöser and Stahl 

(2017, 368–69).
21. Thanks to Anne Jeffrey for raising this worry. On faith as a virtue, see Chappell (1996) and Jeffrey 

(2017a). On hope as a virtue, see Kadlac (2015) and Jeffrey (2019).
22. However, it’s worth noting that if faith and hope are theological virtues, they may be infused by God, rather 

than acquired through free decision. Thanks to Simon Maria Kopf for helpful discussion.
23. Thanks to Anne Jeffrey and Finlay Malcolm for valuable comments on an earlier draft of this paper. Thanks 

to the audience at the 2021 Pacific APA, including Adam Green, Charity Anderson, Laura Callahan, and 
Michael Rea, for helpful feedback.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/m

onist/article/106/1/35/7186098 by guest on 05 June 2023



44 • Faithfully Taking Pascal’s Wager

R E F E R E N CE S
Alston, William 1996. “Belief, Acceptance, and Religious Faith,” in J. Jordan and D. Howard-Snyder, eds., 

Faith, Freedom, and Rationality, Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 3–27.
Audi, Robert 1991. “Faith, Belief, and Rationality,” Philosophical Perspectives 5: 213–39.
———. 2008. “Belief, Faith, and Acceptance,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 63(1–3): 

87–102.
———. 2011. Rationality and Religious Commitment, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Ballard, Brian 2017. “The Rationality of Faith and the Benefits of Religion,” International Journal for Philosophy 

of Religion 81(1–2): 213–27.
Benton, Matthew 2018. “God and Interpersonal Knowledge,” Res Philosophica 95(3): 421–47.
Blöser, Claudia and Titus Stahl 2017. “Fundamental Hope and Practical Identity,” Philosophical Papers 46(3): 

345–71.
Born, Einar Duenger 2018. “The Logic of Hope: A Defense of the Hopeful,” Religious Studies 54: 107–16.
Buchak, Lara 2017. “Faith and Steadfastness in the Face of Counter-Evidence,” International Journal for 

Philosophy of Religion 81(1–2): 113–33.
Calhoun, Cheshire 2018. “Motivating Hope,” in C. Calhoun, ed., Doing Valuable Time: The Present, the Future, 

and Meaningful Living, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 68–90.
Cevolani, G. 2017. “Fallibilism, Verisimilitude, and the Preface Paradox,” Erkenntnis 82: 169–83.
Chappell, Tim 1996. “Why is Faith a Virtue?” Religious Studies 32(1): 27–36.
Chen, Eddy and Daniel Rubio 2020. “Surreal Decisions,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 100(1): 

54–74.
Chignell, Andrew 2022. “The Focus Theory of Hope,” Philosophical Quarterly. https://doi.org/10.1093/pq/

pqac010.
Day, J.P. 1969. “Hope,” American Philosophical Quarterly 6(2): 89–102.
Downie, R.S. 1963. “Hope,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 24(2): 248–51.
Duff, Anthony 1986. “Pascal’s Wager and Infinite Utilities,” Analysis 46: 107–109.
Flew, Antony 1976. The Presumption of Atheism and Other Philosophical Essays on God, Freedom, and 

Immortality, New York: Harper and Row.
Golding, Joshua 2018. “The Role of Pascal’s Wager in Authentic Religious Commitment,” in P. Bartha and L. 

Pasternack, eds., Pascal’s Wager, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 209–23.
Hawthorne, John, Daniel Rothschild, and Levi Spectre 2016. “Belief Is Weak,” Philosophical Studies 173: 

1393–404.
Howard-Snyder, Daniel 2013. “Propositional Faith: What It Is and What It Is Not,” American Philosophical 

Quarterly 50(4): 357–72.
———. 2017. “Markan Faith,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 81(1–2): 31–60.
Jackson, Elizabeth 2019. “Belief, Credence, and Faith,” Religious Studies 55(2): 153–68.
———. 2021. “Belief, Faith, and Hope: On the Rationality of Long-Term Commitment,” Mind 130(517): 

35–57.
———. 2022. “On the Independence of Belief and Credence,” Philosophical Issues 32.
———. forthcoming-a. “A Permissivist Defense of Pascal’s Wager,” Erkenntnis.
———. forthcoming-b. “An Epistemic Version of Pascal’s Wager,” Journal of the American Philosophical 

Association.
Jackson, Elizabeth and Andrew Rogers 2019. “Salvaging Pascal’s Wager,” Philosophia Christi 21(1): 59–84.
James, William 1896/1956. “The Will to Believe,” in The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy, 

New York: Dover Publications.
Jeffrey, Anne 2017a. “How Aristotelians Can Make Faith a Virtue,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 20(2): 

393–409.
———. 2017b. “Does Hope Morally Vindicate Faith?” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 81(1–

2): 193–211.
———. 2019. “Hope in Christianity,” in Titus Stahl and Claudia Blöser, eds., The Moral Psychology of Hope, 

Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 37–56.
Jones, Ward 1998. “Religious Conversion, Self-Deception, and Pascal’s Wager,” Journal of the History of 

Philosophy 36: 167–88.
Jordan, Jeff 1998. “Pascal’s Wager Revisited,” Religious Studies 34: 419–31.
———. 2006. Pascal’s Wager: Pragmatic Arguments and Belief in God, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kadlac, Adam 2015. “The Virtue of Hope,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 18(2): 337–54.
Kraay, Klaas 2018. Does God Matter? Essays on the Axiological Consequences of Theism, New York: Routledge.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/m

onist/article/106/1/35/7186098 by guest on 05 June 2023

https://doi.org/10.1093/pq/pqac010
https://doi.org/10.1093/pq/pqac010


Faithfully Taking Pascal’s Wager • 45

———. 2021. The Axiology of Theism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lougheed, K. 2020. Four Views on the Axiology of Theism: What Difference Does God Make? London: 

Bloomsbury.
Mackie, J.L. 1982. The Miracle of Theism: Arguments for and against the Existence of God, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.
Maher, Patrick 1993. Betting on Theories, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Malcolm, Finlay and Michael Scott 2016. “Faith, Belief, and Fictionalism,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 98: 

257–74.
———. 2021. “True Grit and the Positivity of Faith,” European Journal of Analytic Philosophy 17(1): 5–32.
Martin, Adrienne M. 2013. How We Hope: A Moral Psychology, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
McKaughan, D. 2017. “On the Value of Faith and Faithfulness,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 

81(1–2): 7–29.
Meirav, Ariel 2009. “The Nature of Hope,” Ratio 22(2): 216–33.
Milona, Michael 2019. “Finding Hope,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 49(5): 710–29.
Mugg, Joshua 2016. “In Defence of the Belief-Plus Model of Faith,” European Journal for Philosophy of Religion 

8(2): 201–19.
Oppy, Graham 1991. “On Rescher on Pascal’s Wager,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 30: 

159–68.
Pettit, Phillip 2004. “Hope and Its Place in Mind,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science 592(1): 152–65.
Pojman, L. 1986. “Faith without Belief?” Faith and Philosophy 3(2): 157–76.
Rioux, Catherine 2021. “Hope: Conceptual and Normative Issues,” Philosophy Compass 16 (3): 1–11.
———. 2022. “Hope as a Source of Grit,” Ergo 8(33): 264–87.
Rota, Michael 2016. Taking Pascal’s Wager: Faith, Evidence, and the Abundant Life, Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press.
Smith, Martin 2016. Between Probability and Certainty: What Justifies Belief, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Speak, Daniel 2007. “Salvation without Belief,” Religious Studies 43(2): 229–36.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/m

onist/article/106/1/35/7186098 by guest on 05 June 2023


