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  ✠
 

 

C
an Y

ou Prove G
od Exists? 

Before w
e answ

er this question, w
e m

ust distinguish five questions that are often 
confused. 
 
• 

First, there is the question of w
hether som

ething exists or not. A
 thing can 

exist w
hether w

e know
 it or not. 

• 
Second, there is the question of w

hether w
e know

 it exists. (To answ
er this 

question affirm
atively is to presuppose that the first question is answ

ered 
affirm

atively, of course; though a thing can exist w
ithout our know

ing it, w
e 

cannot know
 it exists unless it exists.) 

• 
Third, there is the question of w

hether w
e have a reason for our know

ledge. 
W

e 
can 

know
 

som
e 

things 
w

ithout 
being 

able 
to 

lead 
others 

to 
that 

know
ledge by reasons. M

any C
hristians think G

od's existence is like that. 
• 

Fourth, there is the question of w
hether this reason, if it exists, am

ounts to a 
proof. M

ost reasons do not. M
ost of the reasons w

e give for w
hat w

e believe 
am

ount to probabilities, not proofs. For instance, the building you sit in m
ay 

collapse 
in 

one 
m

inute, 
but 

the 
reliability 

of 
the 

contractor 
and 

the 
construction m

aterials is a good reason for thinking that very im
probable. 

• 
Fifth, if there is a proof, is it a scientific proof, a proof by the scientific 
m

ethod, i.e., by experim
ent, observation, and m

easurem
ent? Philosophical 

proofs can be good proofs, but they do not have to be scientific proofs. 
 I believe w

e can answ
er yes to the first four of these questions about the existence 

of G
od but not to the fifth. G

od exists, w
e can know

 that, w
e can give reasons, and 

those reasons am
ount to proof, but not scientific proof, except in an unusually 

broad sense. 
 There are m

any argum
ents for G

od's existence, but m
ost of them

 have the sam
e 

logical structure, w
hich is the basic structure of any deductive argum

ent. First, 
there is a m

ajor prem
ise, or general principle. Then, a m

inor prem
ise states som

e 
particular data in our experience that com

e under that principle. Finally, the 
conclusion follow

s from
 applying the general principle to the particular case. 

 In each case the conclusion is that G
od exists, but the prem

ises of the different 
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objection that he just cannot bring him
self to believe. Pascal then answ

ers the 
objection w

ith stunningly practical psychology, w
ith the suggestion that the 

prospective convert "act into" his belief if he cannot yet "act out" of it. 
 

If you are unable to believe, it is because of your passions since reason 
im

pels you to believe and yet you cannot do so. C
oncentrate then not on 

convincing 
yourself 

by 
m

ultiplying 
proofs 

of 
G

od's 
existence 

but 
by 

dim
inishing your passions. Y

ou w
ant to find faith, and you do not know

 
the road. Y

ou w
ant to be cured of unbelief, and you ask for the rem

edy: 
learn from

 those w
ho w

ere once bound like you and w
ho now

 w
ager all 

they have. . . . They behaved just as if they did believe. 
 This is the sam

e advice D
ostoevsky's guru, Father Z

ossim
a, gives to the "w

om
an 

of little faith" in The B
rothers K

aram
azov. The behavior Pascal m

entions is "taking 
holy w

ater, having M
asses said, and so on". The behavior Father Z

ossim
a 

counsels to the sam
e end is "active and indefatigable love of your neighbor." In 

both cases, living the Faith can be a w
ay of getting the Faith. A

s Pascal says: "That 
w

ill m
ake you believe quite naturally and w

ill m
ake you m

ore docile." "But that is 
w

hat I am
 afraid of.'' ''But w

hy? W
hat have you to lose?" 

 A
n atheist visited the great rabbi and philosopher M

artin Buber and dem
anded 

that Buber prove the existence of G
od to him

. Buber refused, and the atheist got 
up to leave in anger. A

s he left, Buber called after him
, "But can you be sure there 

is no G
od?" That atheist w

rote, forty years later, "I am
 still an atheist. But Buber's 

question has haunted m
e every day of m

y life." The W
ager has just that haunting 

pow
er.  
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argum
ents are different. The argum

ents are like roads, from
 different starting 

points, all aim
ing at the sam

e goal of G
od. In subsequent essays w

e w
ill explore 

the argum
ents from

 cause and effect, from
 conscience, from

 history, and from
 

Pascal's W
ager. The next essay explores the A

rgum
ent from

 D
esign. 

 

A
rgum

ent from
 D

esign 

The argum
ent starts w

ith the m
ajor prem

ise that w
here there is design, there m

ust 
be a designer. The m

inor prem
ise is the existence of design throughout the 

universe. The conclusion is that there m
ust be a universal designer. 

 W
hy m

ust w
e believe the m

ajor prem
ise, that all design im

plies a designer? 
Because everyone adm

its this principle in practice. For instance, suppose you 
cam

e upon a deserted island and found "S.O
.S." w

ritten in the sand on the beach. 
Y

ou w
ould not think the w

ind or the w
aves had w

ritten it by m
ere chance but 

that som
eone had been there, som

eone intelligent enough to design and w
rite the 

m
essage. If you found a stone hut on the island w

ith w
indow

s, doors, and a 
fireplace, you w

ould not think a hurricane had piled up the stones that w
ay by 

chance. Y
ou im

m
ediately infer a designer w

hen you see design. 
 W

hen the first m
oon rocket took off from

 C
ape C

anaveral, tw
o U

.S. scientists 
stood w

atching it, side by side. O
ne w

as a believer, the other an unbeliever. The 
believer said, "Isn't it w

onderful that our rocket is going to hit the m
oon by 

chance?" The unbeliever objected, "W
hat do you m

ean, chance? W
e put m

illions 
of m

anhours of design into that rocket." "O
h," said the believer, "you don't think 

chance is a good explanation for the rocket? Then w
hy do you think it's a good 

explanation for the universe? There's m
uch m

ore design in a universe than in a 
rocket. W

e can design a rocket, but w
e couldn't design a w

hole universe. I w
onder 

w
ho can?" Later that day the tw

o w
ere strolling dow

n a street and passed an 
antique store. The atheist adm

ired a picture in the w
indow

 and asked, "I w
onder 

w
ho painted that picture?" "N

o one," joked the believer; "it just happened by 
chance." 
 Is it possible that design happens by chance w

ithout a designer? There is perhaps 
one chance in a trillion that "S.O

.S." could be w
ritten in the sand by the w

ind. But 
w

ho w
ould use a one-in-a-trillion explanation? Som

eone once said that if you sat 
a m

illion m
onkeys at a m

illion typew
riters for a m

illion years, one of them
 w

ould 
eventually type out all of H

am
let by chance. But w

hen w
e find the text of H

am
let, 

w
e don't w

onder w
hether it cam

e from
 chance and m

onkeys. W
hy then does the 

atheist use that incredibly im
probable explanation for the universe? C

learly, 
because it is his only chance of rem

aining an atheist. A
t this point w

e need a 
psychological explanation of the atheist rather than a logical explanation of the 
universe. W

e have a logical explanation of the universe, but the atheist does not 



 

like it. It's called G
od. 

 There is one especially strong version of the argum
ent from

 design that hits close 
to hom

e because it's about the design of the very thing w
e use to think about 

design: our brains. The hum
an brain is the m

ost com
plex piece of design in the 

know
n universe. In m

any w
ays it is like a com

puter. N
ow

 just suppose there w
ere 

a com
puter that w

as program
m

ed only by chance. For instance, suppose you 
w

ere in a plane and the public-address system
 announced that there w

as no pilot, 
but the plane w

as being flow
n by a com

puter that had been program
m

ed by a 
random

 fall of hailstones on its keyboard or by a baseball player in spiked shoes 
dancing on com

puter cards. H
ow

 m
uch confidence w

ould you have in that plane? 
But if our brain com

puter has no cosm
ic intelligence behind the heredity and 

environm
ent that program

 it, w
hy should w

e trust it w
hen it tells us about 

anything, even about the brain? 
 A

nother specially strong aspect of the design argum
ent is the so-called anthropic 

principle, according to w
hich the universe seem

s to have been specially designed 
from

 the beginning for hum
an life to evolve. If the tem

perature of the prim
al 

fireball that resulted from
 the Big Bang som

e fifteen to tw
enty billion years ago, 

w
hich w

as the beginning of our universe, had been a trillionth of a degree colder 
or hotter, the carbon m

olecule that is the foundation of all organic life could never 
have developed. The num

ber of possible universes is trillions of trillions; only one 
of them

 could support hum
an life: this one. Sounds suspiciously like a plot. If the 

cosm
ic rays had bom

barded the prim
ordial slim

e at a slightly different angle or 
tim

e or intensity, the hem
oglobin m

olecule, necessary for all w
arm

-blooded 
anim

als, could never have evolved. The chance of this m
olecule's evolving is 

som
ething like one in a trillion trillion. A

dd together each of the chances and you 
have som

ething far m
ore unbelievable than a m

illion m
onkeys w

riting H
am

let. 
 There are relatively few

 atheists am
ong neurologists and brain surgeons and 

am
ong 

astrophysicists, 
but 

m
any 

am
ong 

psychologists, 
sociologists, 

and 
historians. The reason seem

s obvious: the first study divine design, the second 
study hum

an undesign. 
 But doesn't evolution explain everything w

ithout a divine D
esigner? Just the 

opposite; evolution is a beautiful exam
ple of design, a great clue to G

od. There is 
very good scientific evidence for the evolving, ordered appearance of species, 
from

 sim
ple to com

plex. But there is no scientific proof of natural selection as the 
m

echanism
 of evolution, N

atural selection "explains" the em
ergence of higher 

form
s w

ithout intelligent design by the survival-of-the-fittest principle. But this is 
sheer theory. There is no evidence that abstract, theoretical thinking or altruistic 
love m

ake it easier for m
an to survive. H

ow
 did they evolve then? 

 

 

Y
ou have tw

o things to lose: the true and the good; and tw
o things to stake: 

your reason and your w
ill, your know

ledge and your happiness; and your 
nature has tw

o things to avoid: error and w
retchedness. Since you m

ust 
necessarily choose, your reason is no m

ore affronted by choosing one rather 
than the other. That is one point cleared up. But your happiness? Let us 
w

eigh up the gain and the loss involved in calling heads that G
od exists. 

Let us assess the tw
o cases: if you w

in, you w
in everything: if you lose, you 

lose nothing. D
o not hesitate then: w

ager that he does exist. 
 If G

od does not exist, it does not m
atter how

 you w
ager, for there is nothing to 

w
in after death and nothing to lose after death. But if G

od does exist, your only 
chance of w

inning eternal happiness is to believe, and your only chance of losing 
it is to refuse to believe. A

s Pascal says, "I should be m
uch m

ore afraid of being 
m

istaken and then finding out that C
hristianity is true than of being m

istaken in 
believing it to be true." If you believe too m

uch, you neither w
in nor lose eternal 

happiness. But if you believe too little, you risk losing everything. 
 But is it w

orth the price? W
hat m

ust be given up to w
ager that G

od exists? 
W

hatever it is, it is only finite, and it is m
ost reasonable to w

ager som
ething finite 

on the chance of w
inning an infinite prize. Perhaps you m

ust give up autonom
y 

or illicit pleasures, but you w
ill gain infinite happiness in eternity, and "I tell you 

that you w
ill gain even in this life "—

purpose, peace, hope, joy, the things that put 
sm

iles on the lips of m
artyrs. 

 Lest w
e take this argum

ent w
ith less seriousness than Pascal m

eant it, he 
concludes: "If m

y w
ords please you and seem

 cogent, you m
ust know

 that they 
com

e from
 a m

an w
ho w

ent dow
n upon his knees before and after." 

 To the high-m
inded objector w

ho refuses to believe for the low
 m

otive of saving 
the eternal skin of his ow

n soul, w
e m

ay reply that the W
ager w

orks quite as w
ell 

if w
e change the m

otive. Let us say w
e w

ant to give G
od his due if there is a G

od. 
N

ow
 if there is a G

od, justice dem
ands total faith, hope, love, obedience, and 

w
orship. If there is a G

od and w
e refuse to give him

 these things, w
e sin 

m
axim

ally against the truth. But the only chance of doing infinite justice is if G
od 

exists and w
e believe, w

hile the only chance of doing infinite injustice is if G
od 

exists and w
e do not believe. If G

od does not exist, there is no one there to do 
infinite justice or infinite injustice to. So the m

otive of doing justice m
oves the 

W
ager just as w

ell as the m
otive of seeking happiness. Pascal used the m

ore 
selfish m

otive because w
e all have that all the tim

e, w
hile only som

e are 
m

otivated by justice, and only som
e of the tim

e. 
 Because the w

hole argum
ent m

oves on the practical rather than the theoretical 
level, it is fitting that Pascal next im

agines the listener offering the practical 



 

 Pascal says, "Either G
od is, or he is not. But to w

hich view
 shall w

e be inclined? 
R

eason 
cannot 

decide 
this 

question. 
[R

em
em

ber 
that 

Pascal's 
W

ager 
is 

an 
argum

ent for sceptics.] Infinite chaos separates us. A
t the far end of this infinite 

distance [death] a coin is being spun that w
ill com

e dow
n heads [G

od] or tails [no 
G

od]. H
ow

 w
ill you w

ager?" 
 The m

ost pow
erful part of Pascal's argum

ent com
es next. It is not his refutation of 

atheism
 as a foolish w

ager (that com
es last) but his refutation of agnosticism

 as 
im

possible. A
gnosticism

, not-know
ing, m

aintaining a sceptical, uncom
m

itted 
attitude, seem

s to be the m
ost reasonable option. The agnostic says, "The right 

thing is not to w
ager at all." Pascal replies, "But you m

ust w
ager. There is no 

choice. Y
ou are already com

m
itted [em

barked]." W
e are not outside observers of 

life, but participants. W
e are like ships that need to get hom

e, sailing past a port 
that has signs on it proclaim

ing that it is our true hom
e and our true happiness. 

The ships are our ow
n lives and the signs on the port say "G

od". The agnostic says 
he w

ill neither put in at that port (believe) nor turn aw
ay from

 it (disbelieve) but 
stay anchored a reasonable distance aw

ay until the w
eather clears and he can see 

better w
hether this is the true port or a fake (for there are a lot of fakes around). 

W
hy is this attitude unreasonable, even im

possible? Because w
e are m

oving. The 
ship of life is m

oving along the w
aters of tim

e, and there com
es a point of no 

return, w
hen our fuel runs out, w

hen it is too 
late. The W

ager w
orks because of the fact of 

death. 
 Suppose R

om
eo proposes to Juliet and Juliet 

says, "G
ive m

e som
e tim

e to m
ake up m

y m
ind." Suppose R

om
eo keeps com

ing 
back day after day, and Juliet keeps saying the sam

e thing day after day: "Perhaps 
tom

orrow
." In the w

ords of a sm
all, fem

ale, red-haired A
m

erican philosopher, 
"Tom

orrow
 is alw

ays a day aw
ay. A

nd there com
es a tim

e w
hen there are no 

m
ore tom

orrow
s. Then "m

aybe" becom
es "no". R

om
eo w

ill die. C
orpses do not 

m
arry. C

hristianity is G
od's m

arriage proposal to the soul. Saying "m
aybe" and 

"perhaps tom
orrow

" cannot continue indefinitely because life does not continue 
indefinitely. The w

eather w
ill never clear enough for the agnostic navigator to be 

sure w
hether the port is true hom

e or false just by looking at it through binoculars 
from

 a distance. H
e has to take a chance, on this port or som

e other, or he w
ill 

never get hom
e. 

 O
nce it is decided that w

e m
ust w

ager; once it is decided that there are only tw
o 

options, theism
 and atheism

, not three, theism
, atheism

, and agnosticism
; then the 

rest of the argum
ent is sim

ple. A
theism

 is a terrible bet. It gives you no chance of 
w

inning the red prize. Pascal states the argum
ent this w

ay: 
 

W
e are like ships 

that need to get hom
e. 

 

Furtherm
ore, could the design that obviously now

 exists in m
an and in the 

hum
an brain com

e from
 som

ething w
ith less or no design? Such an explanation 

violates the principle of causality, w
hich states that you can't get m

ore in the effect 
than you had in the cause. If there is intelligence in the effect (m

an), there m
ust be 

intelligence in the cause. But a universe ruled by blind chance has no intelligence. 
Therefore there m

ust be a cause for hum
an intelligence that transcends the 

universe: 
a 

m
ind 

behind 
the 

physical 
universe. 

(M
ost 

great 
scientists 

have 
believed in such a m

ind, by the w
ay, even those w

ho did not accept any revealed 
religion.) 
 H

ow
 m

uch does this argum
ent prove? N

ot all 
that the C

hristian m
eans by G

od, of course—
no argum

ent can do that. But it proves a 
pretty thick slice of G

od: som
e designing intelligence great enough to account for 

all the design in the universe and the hum
an m

ind. If that's not G
od, w

hat is it? 
Steven Spielberg? 
 

The First C
ause A

rgum
ent 

The m
ost fam

ous of all argum
ents for the existence of G

od are the "five w
ays" of 

Saint Thom
as A

quinas. O
ne of the five w

ays, the fifth, is the argum
ent from

 
design, w

hich w
e looked at in the last essay. The other four are versions of the 

first-cause argum
ent, w

hich w
e explore here. 

 The argum
ent is basically very sim

ple, natural, intuitive, and com
m

onsensical. 
W

e have to becom
e com

plex and clever in order to doubt or dispute it. It is based 
on an instinct of m

ind that w
e all share: the instinct that says everything needs an 

explanation. N
othing just is w

ithout a reason w
hy it is. Everything that is has 

som
e adequate or sufficient reason w

hy it is. 
 Philosophers call this the Principle of Sufficient R

eason. W
e use it every day, in 

com
m

on sense and in science as w
ell as in philosophy and theology. If w

e saw
 a 

rabbit suddenly appear on an em
pty table, w

e w
ould not blandly say, "H

i, rabbit. 
Y

ou cam
e from

 now
here, didn't you?" N

o, w
e w

ould look for a cause, assum
ing 

there has to be one. D
id the rabbit fall from

 the ceiling? D
id a m

agician put it 
there w

hen w
e w

eren't looking? If there seem
s to be no physical cause, w

e look 
for a psychological cause: perhaps som

eone hypnotized us. A
s a last resort, w

e 
look for a supernatural cause, a m

iracle. But there m
ust be som

e cause. W
e never 

deny the Principle of Sufficient R
eason itself. N

o one believes the Pop Theory: that 
things just pop into existence for no reason at all. Perhaps w

e w
ill never find the 

cause, but there m
ust be a cause for everything that com

es into existence. 
 N

ow
 the w

hole universe is a vast, interlocking chain of things that com
e into 

Y
ou can't get m

ore in the 
effect than you had in the 

cause. 



 

existence. Each of these things m
ust therefore have a cause. M

y parents caused 
m

e, m
y grandparents caused them

, et cetera. But it is not that sim
ple. I w

ould not 
be here w

ithout billions of causes, from
 the Big Bang through the cooling of the 

galaxies and the evolution of the protein m
olecule to the m

arriages of m
y 

ancestors. The universe is a vast and com
plex chain of causes. But does the 

universe as a w
hole have a cause? Is there a first cause, an uncaused cause, a 

transcendent cause of the w
hole chain of causes? If not, then there is an infinite 

regress of causes, w
ith no first link in the great cosm

ic chain. If so, then there is an 
eternal, necessary, independent, self-explanatory being w

ith nothing above it, 
before it, or supporting it. It w

ould have to explain itself as w
ell as everything 

else, for if it needed som
ething else as its explanation, its reason, its cause, then it 

w
ould not be the first and uncaused cause. Such a being w

ould have to be G
od, of 

course. If w
e can prove there is such a first cause, w

e w
ill have proved there is a 

G
od. 

 W
hy m

ust there be a first cause? Because if there isn't, then the w
hole universe is 

unexplained, 
and 

w
e 

have 
violated 

our 
Principle 

of 
Sufficient 

R
eason 

for 
everything. If there is no first cause, each particular thing in the universe is 
explained in the short run, or proxim

ately, by som
e other thing, but nothing is 

explained in the long run, or ultim
ately, and the universe as a w

hole is not 
explained. Everyone and everything says in turn, "D

on't look to m
e for the final 

explanation. I'm
 just an instrum

ent. Som
ething else caused m

e." If that's all there 
is, then w

e have an endless passing of the buck. G
od is the one w

ho says, "The 
buck stops here." 
 If there is no first cause, then the universe is like a great chain w

ith m
any links; 

each link is held up by the link above it, but the w
hole chain is held up by 

nothing. If there is no first cause, then the universe is like a railroad train m
oving 

w
ithout an engine. Each car's m

otion is explained proxim
ately by the m

otion of 
the 

car 
in 

front 
of 

it: 
the 

caboose 
m

oves 
because the boxcar pulls it, the boxcar m

oves 
because the cattle car pulls it, et cetera. But 
there is no engine to pull the first car and the 
w

hole 
train. 

That 
w

ould 
be 

im
possible, 

of 
course. But that is w

hat the universe is like if 
there is no first cause: im

possible. 
 H

ere is one m
ore analogy. Suppose I tell you 

there is a book that explains everything you 
w

ant 
explained. 

Y
ou 

w
ant 

that 
book 

very 
m

uch. Y
ou ask m

e w
hether I have it. I say no, I have to get it from

 m
y w

ife. D
oes 

she have it? N
o, she has to get it from

 a neighbor. D
oes he have it? N

o, he has to 
get it from

 his teacher, w
ho has to get it. . . et cetera, etcetera, ad infinitum

. N
o one 

If there is no first cause, 
then the universe is like a 

great chain w
ith m

any 
links; each link is held up 

by the link above it, but the 
w

hole chain is held up by 
nothing. 

 

hom
e just in case the reports are true? 

 Suppose a w
inning sw

eepstakes ticket is w
orth a m

illion dollars, and there are 
only tw

o tickets left. Y
ou know

 that one of them
 is the w

inning ticket, w
hile the 

other is w
orth nothing, and you are allow

ed to buy only one of the tw
o tickets, at 

random
. W

ould it be a good investm
ent to spend a dollar on the good chance of 

w
inning a m

illion? 
 N

o reasonable person can be or ever is in doubt in such cases. But deciding 
w

hether to believe in G
od is a case like these, argues Pascal. It is therefore the 

height of folly not to "bet" on G
od, even if you have no certainty, no proof, no 

guarantee that your bet w
ill w

in. 
 To understand Pascal's W

ager you have to understand the background of the 
argum

ent. Pascal lived in a tim
e of great scepticism

. M
edieval philosophy w

as 
dead, and m

edieval theology w
as being ignored or sneered at by the new

 
intellectuals of the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century. M

ontaigne, the 
great sceptical essayist, w

as the m
ost popular w

riter of the day. The classic 
argum

ents for the existence of G
od w

ere no longer popularly believed. W
hat 

could the C
hristian apologist say to the sceptical m

ind of this age? Suppose such a 
typical m

ind lacked both the gift of faith and the confidence in reason to prove 
G

od's existence; could there be a third ladder out of the pit of unbelief into the 
light of belief? 
 Pascal's W

ager claim
s to be that third ladder. Pascal w

ell knew
 that it w

as a low
 

ladder. If you believe in G
od only as a bet, that is certainly not a deep, m

ature, or 
adequate faith. But it is som

ething, it is a start, it is enough to dam
 the tide of 

atheism
. The W

ager appeals not to a high ideal, like faith, hope, love, or proof, but 
to a low

 one: the instinct for self-preservation, the desire to be happy and not 
unhappy. But on that low

 natural level, it has trem
endous force. Thus Pascal 

prefaces his argum
ent w

ith the w
ords, "Let us now

 speak according to our natural 
lights." 
 Im

agine you are playing a gam
e for tw

o prizes. Y
ou w

ager blue chips to w
in blue 

prizes and red chips to w
in red prizes. The blue chips are your m

ind, your reason, 
and the blue prize is the truth about G

od's existence. The red chips are your w
ill, 

your desires, and the red prize is heavenly happiness. Everyone w
ants both 

prizes, truth and happiness. N
ow

 suppose there is no w
ay of calculating how

 to 
play the blue chips. Suppose your reason cannot w

in you the truth. In that case, 
you can still calculate how

 to play the red chips. Believe in G
od not because your 

reason can prove w
ith certainty that it is true that G

od exists but because your 
w

ill 
seeks 

happiness, 
and 

G
od 

is 
your 

only 
chance 

of 
attaining 

happiness 
eternally. 



 

his w
isdom

 saw
 that the A

m
erican C

hurch lacked persecutions and so sent her 
liturgists.) 
 The eigh

th and last argum
ent from

 history is from
 our ow

n individual history 
and life's experiences. The C

hristian faith is verifiable in a laboratory, but it is a 
subtle and com

plex laboratory: the laboratory of one's life. If G
od exists, he w

ants 
to get in touch w

ith us and reveal him
self to us, and he has prom

ised that all w
ho 

seek him
 w

ill find him
. W

ell, then, all the agnostic has to do is to seek, sincerely, 
honestly, and w

ith an open m
ind, and he w

ill find, in G
od's w

ay and in G
od's 

tim
e. That is part of the hypothesis, part of the prom

ise. 
 H

ow
 to seek? N

ot just by arguing but by praying, not just by talking about G
od, 

as Job's three friends did and did not find him
, but by talking to G

od, as Job did, 
and found him

. I alw
ays tell a sceptic to pray the prayer of the sceptic if he really 

w
ants to know

 w
hether G

od exists. This is the scientific thing to do, to test a 
hypothesis by perform

ing the relevant experim
ent. I tell him

 to go out into his 
backyard som

e night w
hen no one can see and hear him

 and m
ake him

 feel 
foolish, and say to the em

pty universe above him
, "G

od, I don't know
 w

hether 
you exist or not. M

aybe I'm
 praying to nobody, but m

aybe I'm
 praying to you. So 

if you are really there, please let m
e know

 som
ehow

, because I do w
ant to know

. I 
w

ant only the Truth, w
hatever it is. If you are the Truth, here I am

, ready and 
w

illing to follow
 you w

herever you lead." If our faith is not a pack of lies, then 
w

hoever sincerely prays that prayer w
ill find G

od in his ow
n life, no m

atter how
 

hard, how
 long, or how

 com
plex the road, as A

ugustine's w
as in the C

onfessions. 
"A

ll roads lead to R
om

e" if only w
e follow

 them
. 

 

The A
rgum

ent from
 Pascal's W

ager 

M
ost philosophers think Pascal's W

ager is the w
eakest of all argum

ents for 
believing in the existence of G

od. Pascal thought it w
as the strongest. A

fter 
finishing the argum

ent in his P
ensées, he w

rote, "This is conclusive, and if m
en are 

capable of any truth, this is it." That is the only tim
e Pascal ever w

rote a sentence 
like that, for he w

as one of the m
ost sceptical philosophers w

ho ever w
rote. 

 Suppose som
eone terribly precious to you lay dying, and the doctor offered to try 

a new
 "m

iracle drug" that he could not guarantee but that seem
ed to have a 50-50 

chance of saving your beloved friend's life. W
ould it be reasonable to try it, even if 

it cost a little m
oney? A

nd suppose it w
ere free—

w
ouldn't it be utterly reasonable 

to try it and unreasonable not to? 
 Suppose you hear reports that your house is on fire and your children are inside. 
Y

ou do not know
 w

hether the reports are true or false. W
hat is the reasonable 

thing to do—
to ignore them

 or to take the tim
e to run hom

e or at least phone 
 

actually has the book. In that case, you w
ill never get it. H

ow
ever long or short 

the chain of book borrow
ers m

ay be, you w
ill get the book only if som

eone 
actually has it and does not have to borrow

 it. W
ell, existence is like that book. 

Existence is handed dow
n the chain of causes, from

 cause to effect. If there is no 
first cause, no being w

ho is eternal and self-sufficient, no being w
ho has existence 

by his ow
n nature and does not have to borrow

 it from
 som

eone else, then the gift 
of existence can never be passed dow

n the chain to others, and no one w
ill ever 

get it. But w
e did get it. W

e exist. W
e got the gift of existence from

 our causes, 
dow

n the chain, and so did every actual being in the universe, from
 atom

s to 
archangels. Therefore there m

ust be a first cause of existence, a G
od. 

 In m
ore abstract philosophical language, the proof goes this w

ay. Every being that 
exists either exists by itself, by its ow

n essence or nature, or it does not exist by 
itself. If it exists by its ow

n essence, then it exists necessarily and eternally, and 
explains itself. It cannot not exist, as a triangle cannot not have three sides. If, on 
the other hand, a being exists but not by its ow

n essence, then it needs a cause, a 
reason outside itself for its existence. Because it does not explain itself, som

ething 
else m

ust explain it. Beings w
hose essence does not contain the reason for their 

existence, beings that need causes, are called contingent, or dependent, beings. A
 

being w
hose essence is to exist is called a necessary being. The universe contains 

only contingent beings. G
od w

ould be the only necessary being—
if G

od existed. 
D

oes he? D
oes a necessary being exist? H

ere is the proof that it does. D
ependent 

beings cannot cause them
selves. They are dependent on their causes. If there is no 

independent being, then the w
hole chain of dependent beings is dependent on 

nothing and could not exist. But they do exist. Therefore there is an independent 
being. 
 Saint Thom

as has four versions of this basic argum
ent. 

 
• 

First, he argues that the chain of m
overs m

ust have a first m
over because 

nothing can m
ove itself. (M

oving here refers to any kind of change, not just 
change of place.) If the w

hole chain of m
oving things had no first m

over, it 
could not now

 be m
oving, as it is. If there w

ere an infinite regress of m
overs 

w
ith no first m

over, no m
otion could ever begin, and if it never began, it 

could not go on and exist now
. But it does go on, it does exist now

. Therefore 
it began, and therefore there is a first m

over. 
• 

Second, he expands the proof from
 proving a cause of m

otion to proving a 
cause of existence, or efficient cause. H

e argues that if there w
ere no first 

efficient cause, or cause of the universe's com
ing into being, then there could 

be 
no 

second 
causes 

because 
second 

causes 
(i.e., 

caused 
causes) 

are 
dependent on (i.e., caused by) a first cause (i.e., an uncaused cause). But 
there are second causes all around us. Therefore there m

ust be a first cause. 
• 

Third, he argues that if there w
ere no eternal, necessary, and im

m
ortal being, 



 

if everything had a possibility of not being, of ceasing to be, then eventually 
this possibility of ceasing to be w

ould be realized for everything. In other 
w

ords, if everything could die, then, given infinite tim
e, everything w

ould 
eventually die. But in that case nothing could start up again. W

e w
ould have 

universal death, for a being that has ceased to exist cannot cause itself or 
anything else to begin to exist again. A

nd if there is no G
od, then there m

ust 
have been infinite tim

e, the universe m
ust have been here alw

ays, w
ith no 

beginning, no first cause. But this universal death has not happened; things 
do exist! Therefore there m

ust be a necessary being that cannot not be, 
cannot possibly cease to be. That is a description of G

od. 
• 

Fourth, there m
ust also be a first cause of perfection or goodness or value. 

W
e rank things as m

ore or less perfect or good or valuable. U
nless this 

ranking is false and m
eaningless, unless souls don't really have any m

ore 
perfection than slugs, there m

ust be a real standard of perfection to m
ake 

such a hierarchy possible, for a thing is ranked higher on the hierarchy of 
perfection only insofar as it is closer to the standard, the ideal, the m

ost 
perfect. U

nless there is a m
ost-perfect being to be that real standard of 

perfection, all our value judgm
ents are m

eaningless and im
possible. Such a 

m
ost-perfect 

being, 
or 

real 
ideal 

standard 
of 

perfection, 
is 

another 
description of G

od. 
 There is a single com

m
on logical structure to all four proofs. Instead of proving 

G
od directly, they prove him

 indirectly, by refuting atheism
. Either there is a first 

cause or not. The proofs look at "not" and refute it, leaving the only other 
possibility, that G

od is. 
 Each of the four w

ays m
akes the sam

e point for four different kinds of cause: first, 
cause of m

otion; second, cause of a beginning to existence; third, cause of present 
existence; and fourth, cause of goodness or value. The com

m
on point is that if 

there w
ere no first cause, there could be no second causes, and there are second 

causes (m
oved m

overs, caused causers, dependent and m
ortal beings, and less-

than-w
holly-perfect beings). Therefore there m

ust be a first cause of m
otion, 

beginning, existence, and perfection. 
 H

ow
 can anyone squirm

 out of this tight logic? H
ere are four w

ays in w
hich 

different philosophers try. 
 
• 

First, m
any say the proofs don't prove G

od but only som
e vague first cause 

or other. "G
od of A

braham
, Isaac, and Jacob, not the G

od of philosophers 
and scholars", cries Pascal, w

ho w
as a passionate C

hristian but did not 
believe you could logically prove G

od's existence. It is true that the proofs 
do not prove everything the C

hristian m
eans by G

od, but they do prove a 
transcendent, eternal, uncaused, im

m
ortal, self-existing, independent, all-

 

m
en to w

orship him
 as G

od. W
hich is he—

Lord, lunatic, or liar? 
 Part of the data of history are the G

ospel records of his life and his character. 
R

eading the G
ospels is like reading Plato's accounts of Socrates, or Bosw

ell's 
account of D

r. Johnson: an absolutely unforgettable character em
erges, on a 

hum
an level. H

is personality is distinctive and com
pelling to every reader of the 

G
ospels, even unbelievers, even his enem

ies, like N
ietzsche. A

nd the character 
revealed there is utterly unlike that of a lunatic or a liar. If it is im

possible that a 
lunatic could be that w

ise or a liar that loving, then he m
ust be the Lord; he m

ust 
be the one he claim

s to be. 
 This is the progress of the argum

ent in Scripture: you m
eet G

od through C
hrist, 

and (as the next argum
ent w

ill show
) you m

eet C
hrist through C

hristians, 
through the C

hurch. The logical order is: first prove the existence of G
od, then 

prove the divinity of C
hrist, then prove the authority of C

hrist's C
hurch. But the 

actual order in w
hich an individual confronts these things is the reverse: he m

eets 
C

hrist through C
hristians (first, the apostles and w

riters of the G
ospels; then the 

saints, past and present) and G
od through C

hrist. O
nce again, the "argum

ent" is 
m

ore like an invitation to "com
e and see." 

 A
 sixth argum

ent is the saints, especially their joy. G
. K

. C
hesterton once said that 

the only unansw
erable argum

ent against C
hristianity w

as C
hristians. (H

e m
eant 

bad 
and 

sad 
C

hristians.) 
Sim

ilarly, 
the 

only 
unansw

erable 
argum

ent 
for 

C
hristianity is C

hristians—
saintly C

hristians. Y
ou can argue against M

other 
Teresa's theology if you are sceptical of m

ind, but you cannot argue against 
M

other Teresa unless you are hopelessly hard of heart. If there is no G
od, how

 can 
life's m

ost fundam
ental illusion cause life's greatest joy? If G

od didn't do it, w
ho 

put sm
iles on the lips of m

artyrs? "By their fruits you shall know
 them

." Illusions 
do not have the staying pow

er that the Faith 
has. 
 A

nd that brings us to our seven
th argum

ent 
from

 history: the conversion of the w
orld. H

ow
 explain the success of the Faith in 

w
inning the hearts of m

en? H
ard-hearted R

om
ans give up w

orldly pleasures and 
am

bitions, and often life itself. W
orldly m

en pin their hopes on otherw
orldly 

goals and do it consistently, en m
asse, century after century. If C

hristianity is not 
true and there are no m

iracles, then the conversion of the w
orld is an even greater 

m
iracle. 

G
reek 

philosophy 
w

on 
converts 

through 
rational 

proofs, 
and 

M
oham

m
ed through force of arm

s in the jihad, or holy w
ar, but C

hrist w
on the 

hearts of m
en by the m

iracle of "am
azing grace, how

 sw
eet the sound, that saved 

a w
retch like m

e." (I alm
ost believe it is our high and holy duty to sing loudly the 

original "w
retch" line that our liturgical experts have bow

dlerized out of that 
great old song w

henever the congregation sings the bland version instead. G
od in 

W
ho put sm

iles on the lips 
of m

artyrs? 



 

m
iracles. M

iracles directly and inescapably show
 the presence of G

od, for a 
m

iracle, in the ordinary sense of the w
ord, is a deed done by supernatural, not 

natural, pow
er. N

either nature nor chance nor hum
an pow

er can perform
 a 

m
iracle. If m

iracles happen, they show
 G

od's existence as clearly as reproduction 
show

s the existence of organic life or rational speech show
s the existence of 

thought. 
 If I w

ere an atheist, I think I w
ould save m

y m
oney to buy a plane ticket to Italy to 

see 
w

hether 
the 

blood 
of 

Saint 
Januarius 

really 
did 

liquefy 
and 

congeal 
m

iraculously, as it is supposed to do annually. I w
ould go to M

edjugorge. I w
ould 

study all published interview
s of any of the seventy thousand w

ho saw
 the 

m
iracle of the sun at Fatim

a. I w
ould ransack hospital records for docum

ented 
"im

possible", m
iraculous cures. Y

et, strangely, alm
ost all atheists argue against 

m
iracles philosophically rather than historically. They are convinced a priori, by 

argum
ent, that m

iracles can't happen. So they don't w
aste their tim

e or m
oney on 

such an em
pirical investigation. Those w

ho do soon cease to be atheists—
like the 

sceptical scientists w
ho investigated the Shroud of Turin, or like Frank M

orrison, 
w

ho investigated the evidence for the "m
yth" of C

hrist's R
esurrection w

ith the 
careful scientific eye of the historian—

and becam
e a believer. (H

is book W
ho 

M
oved the Stone? is still a classic and still in print after m

ore than sixty years.) 
 The evidence is there for those w

ho have eyes to see or, rather, the w
ill to look. 

G
od provided just enough evidence of him

self: enough for any honest and open-
m

inded seeker w
hose heart really cares about the truth of the m

atter but not so 
m

uch that dull and hardened hearts are convinced by force. Even C
hrist did not 

convince everyone by his m
iracles. H

e could have rem
ained on earth, offered to 

w
alk into any scientific laboratory of the tw

entieth century, and invited scientists 
to perform

 experim
ents on him

. H
e could have com

e dow
n from

 the C
ross, and 

then the doubters w
ould have believed. But he did not. Even the R

esurrection w
as 

kept sem
iprivate. The N

ew
 Testam

ent speaks of five hundred w
ho saw

 him
. W

hy 
did he not reveal him

self to all? 
 H

e w
ill, on the last day, w

hen it w
ill be too late to change sides. H

is m
ercy gives 

us tim
e to choose and freedom

 to choose. The evidence for him
, especially his 

m
iracles, is clear enough throughout history so that anyone w

ith an honest, 
trusting, and seeking heart w

ill find him
: "A

ll w
ho seek find." But those w

ho do 
not seek w

ill not find. H
e leaves us free. H

e is like a lover w
ith a m

arriage 
proposal, not like a soldier w

ith a gun or a policem
an w

ith a w
arrant. 

 A
 fifth argum

ent from
 history is C

hrist him
self. H

ere is a m
an w

ho lived am
ong 

us and claim
ed to be G

od. If C
hrist w

as G
od, then, of course, there is a G

od. But if 
C

hrist w
as not G

od, he w
as a m

adm
an or a devil—

a m
adm

an if he really thought 
he w

as G
od but w

as not, and a devil if he knew
 he w

as not G
od and yet tem

pted 

 

perfect being. That certainly sounds m
ore like G

od than like Superm
an! It's a 

pretty thick slice of G
od, at any rate—

m
uch too m

uch for any atheist to 
digest. 

• 
Second, som

e philosophers, like H
um

e, say that the concept of cause is 
am

biguous and not applicable beyond the physical universe to G
od. H

ow
 

dare w
e use the sam

e term
 for w

hat clouds do to rain, w
hat parents do to 

children, w
hat authors do to books, and w

hat G
od does to the universe? The 

answ
er is that the concept of cause is analogical—

that is, it differs som
ew

hat 
but not com

pletely from
 one exam

ple to another. H
um

an fatherhood is like 
divine fatherhood, and physical causality is like divine causality. The w

ay an 
author conceives a book in his m

ind is not exactly the sam
e as the w

ay a 
w

om
an conceives a baby in her body either, but w

e call both causes. (In fact, 
w

e also call both conceptions.) The objection is right to point out that w
e do 

not fully understand how
 G

od causes the universe, as w
e understand how

 
parents 

cause 
children 

or 
clouds 

cause 
rain. 

But 
the 

term
 

rem
ains 

m
eaningful. A

 cause is the sine qua non for an effect: if no cause, no effect. If 
no creator, no creation; if no G

od, no universe. 
• 

Third, it is som
etim

es argued (e.g., by Bertrand R
ussell) that there is a self-

contradiction in the argum
ent, for one of the prem

ises is that everything 
needs a cause, but the conclusion is that there is som

ething (G
od) w

hich 
does not need a cause. The child w

ho asks "W
ho m

ade G
od?" is really 

thinking of this objection. The answ
er is very sim

ple: the argum
ent does not 

use the prem
ise that everything needs a cause. Everything in m

otion needs a 
cause, everything dependent needs a cause, everything im

perfect needs a 
cause. 

• 
Fourth, it is often asked w

hy there can't be infinite regress, w
ith no first 

being. 
Infinite 

regress 
is 

perfectly 
acceptable 

in 
m

athem
atics: 

negative 
num

bers go on to infinity just as positive num
bers do. So w

hy can't tim
e be 

like the num
ber series, w

ith no highest num
ber either negatively (no first in 

the past) or positively (no last in the future)? The answ
er is that real beings 

are not like num
bers: they need causes, for the chain of real beings m

oves in 
one direction only, from

 past to future, and the future is caused by the past. 
Positive num

bers are not caused by negative num
bers. There is, in fact, a 

parallel in the num
ber series for a first cause: the num

ber one. If there w
ere 

no first positive integer, no unit one, there could be no subsequent addition 
of units. Tw

o is tw
o ones, three is three ones, and so on. If there w

ere no 
first, there could be no second or third. 

 If this argum
ent is getting too tricky, the thing to do is to return to w

hat is sure 
and clear: the intuitive point w

e began w
ith. N

ot everyone can understand all the 
abstract details of the first-cause argum

ent, but anyone can understand its basic 
point: as C

. S. Lew
is put it, "I felt in m

y bones that this universe does not explain 
itself." 



 

 

The A
rgum

ent from
 C

onscience 

The argum
ent from

 conscience is one of the only tw
o argum

ents for the existence 
of G

od alluded to in Scripture, the other being the argum
ent from

 design (both in 
R

om
ans). Both argum

ents are essentially sim
ple natural intuitions. O

nly w
hen 

com
plex, artificial objections are m

ade do these argum
ents begin to take on a 

com
plex appearance. 

 The sim
ple, intuitive point of the argum

ent from
 conscience is that everyone in 

the w
orld know

s, deep dow
n, that he is absolutely obligated to be and do good, 

and this absolute obligation could com
e only from

 G
od. Thus everyone know

s 
G

od, 
how

ever 
obscurely, 

by 
this 

m
oral 

intuition, 
w

hich 
w

e 
usually 

call 
conscience. C

onscience is the voice of G
od in the soul. 

 Like all argum
ents for the existence of G

od, this one proves only a sm
all part of 

w
hat w

e know
 G

od to be by divine revelation. But this part is significantly m
ore 

than the argum
ents from

 nature reveal about G
od because this argum

ent has 
richer data, a richer starting point. H

ere w
e have inside inform

ation, so to speak: 
the very w

ill of G
od speaking, how

ever obscurely and w
hisperingly, how

ever 
poorly heard, adm

itted, and heeded, in the depths of our souls. The argum
ents 

from
 nature begin w

ith data that are like an author's books; the argum
ent from

 
conscience begins w

ith data that are m
ore like talking w

ith the author directly, 
live. 
 Before beginning, w

e should define and clarify the key term
 conscience. The 

m
odern m

eaning tends to indicate a m
ere feeling that I did som

ething w
rong or 

am
 about to do som

ething w
rong. The traditional m

eaning in C
atholic theology is 

the know
ledge of w

hat is right and w
rong: intellect applied to m

orality. The 
m

eaning of conscience in the argum
ent is know

ledge and not just a feeling; but it 
is intuitive know

ledge rather than rational or analytical know
ledge, and it is first 

of all the know
ledge that I m

ust alw
ays do right and never w

rong, the know
ledge 

of m
y absolute obligation to goodness, all goodness: justice and charity and virtue 

and holiness; only in the second place is it the know
ledge of w

hich things are 
right and w

hich things are w
rong. This second-place know

ledge is a know
ledge 

of m
oral facts, w

hile the first-place know
ledge is a know

ledge of m
y personal 

m
oral obligation, a know

ledge of the m
oral law

 itself and its binding authority 
over m

y life. That know
ledge form

s the basis for the argum
ent from

 conscience. 
 If anyone claim

s he sim
ply does not have that know

ledge, if anyone says he 
sim

ply doesn't see it, then the argum
ent w

ill not w
ork for him

. The question 
rem

ains, how
ever, w

hether he honestly doesn't see it and really has no conscience 
(or a radically defective conscience) or w

hether he is repressing the know
ledge he 

 

ask, "I w
onder w

hat kind of story w
e're in, M

r. Frodo?" It is a great question, a 
concrete w

ay of asking the abstract question, "W
hat is the m

eaning of life?" That 
the question is asked at all show

s that w
e are in a story, not a jum

ble, and a story 
points to a storyteller. Thus the general argum

ent from
 history is a version of the 

argum
ent from

 design. 
 A

 secon
d argum

ent concentrates m
ore specifically on the m

oral design in history. 
Thus it can be seen as sim

ilar to the argum
ent from

 conscience in that it uses the 
sam

e evidence, m
orality. But in this case the prem

ise is the justice revealed in 
history 

rather 
than 

the 
obligation 

im
posed 

by 
individual 

conscience. 
The 

historical books of the O
ld Testam

ent constitute an extended argum
ent for the 

existence of G
od based on the history of the Jew

ish people. The argum
ent is 

im
plicit, not explicit, of course; the Bible is not a book of philosophical argum

ents. 
It is not so m

uch an argum
ent as an invitation to look and see the hand of G

od in 
history. W

henever G
od's law

s are follow
ed, the people prosper. W

hen they are 
violated, the people perish. H

istory show
s that m

oral law
s are as inescapable as 

physical law
s. Just as you can flout gravity only tem

porarily before you fall, so 
you can flout the m

oral law
s of G

od only tem
porarily before you fall. G

reat 
tyrants like A

dolf H
itler flourish for a day, like the m

ayfly, and perish. G
reat 

saints experience apparent failure, and em
erge into trium

ph and joy. The sam
e is 

true of nations as w
ell as individuals. The lesson is scorned not because it is 

unknow
n or obscure but because it is so w

ell know
n; it is w

hat our m
others and 

nurses told us as children. A
nd how

ever "square" it m
ay be, it is true. H

istory 
proves you can't cut the corners of the m

oral square. In geom
etry, you can't 

square the circle, and in history you can't circle the square. N
ow

 is this m
oral 

design (w
hich the East calls karm

a) m
ere chance or the product of a w

ise m
oral 

w
ill, 

a 
law

giver? 
But 

no 
hum

an 
law

giver 
invented 

history 
itself. 

The 
only 

adequate cause for such an effect is G
od. 

 A
 th

ird argum
ent from

 history looks at providential "coincidences", like the R
ed 

Sea's parting (m
oved by an east w

ind, according to Exodus) at just the right tim
e 

for the Jew
s to escape Pharaoh. O

ur ow
n individual histories usually have som

e 
sim

ilar bits of incredible tim
ing. Insightful and unprejudiced exam

ination of these 
"coincidences" w

ill bring us at least to the suspicion, if not to the conviction, that 
an unseen divine hand is at w

ork here. The w
riters of the Bible often shortcut the 

argum
ent and sim

ply ascribe such natural events to G
od. Indeed, another passage 

in Exodus says sim
ply that G

od parted the sea. This m
ay not be m

iracle; G
od m

ay 
have w

orked here, as he continues to w
ork, through the second causes of natural 

agents. But it is G
od w

ho w
orks, and the hand of the W

orker is visible through 
the w

ork, if w
e only look. The argum

ent is not a logical com
pulsion but an 

invitation to look, like C
hrist's "com

e and see." 
 A

 fou
rth argum

ent from
 history, the strongest one of all, is the argum

ent from
 



 

saw
 the origin of nature and the origin of conscience as one, and C

hristians (and 
M

uslim
s) have inherited this insight. The Jew

s' claim
 to be G

od's chosen people 
interprets the insight in the hum

blest possible w
ay: as divine revelation, not 

hum
an cleverness. But once revealed, the claim

 can be seen to be utterly logical. 
 To sum

 up the argum
ent m

ost sim
ply and essentially, conscience has absolute, 

exceptionless, 
binding 

m
oral 

authority 
over 

us, 
dem

anding 
unqualified 

obedience. But only a perfectly good, righteous divine w
ill has this authority and 

a right to absolute, exceptionless obedience. Therefore conscience is the voice of 
the w

ill of G
od. 

 O
f course, w

e do not alw
ays hear that voice aright. O

ur consciences can err. That 
is w

hy the first obligation w
e have, in conscience, is to form

 our conscience by 
seeking the truth, especially the truth about w

hether this G
od has revealed to us 

clear m
oral m

aps (Scripture and C
hurch). If so, w

henever our conscience seem
s to 

tell us to disobey those m
aps, it is not w

orking properly, and w
e can know

 that by 
conscience itself if only w

e rem
em

ber that conscience is m
ore than just im

m
ediate 

feeling. If our im
m

ediate feelings w
ere the voice of G

od, w
e w

ould have to be 
polytheists or else G

od w
ould have to be schizophrenic. 

 

The A
rgum

ent from
 H

istory 

This argum
ent is both stronger and w

eaker than the other argum
ents for the 

existence of G
od. It is stronger because its data (its evidence) are som

e facts of 
history, things that have happened on this planet, rather than principles or ideas. 
People are m

ore convinced by facts than by principles. But it is w
eaker because 

the historical data am
ount only to strong clues, not to deductive proofs. 

 The argum
ent from

 history is the strongest psychologically w
ith m

ost people, but 
it is not the logically strongest argum

ent. It is like footprints in the sands of tim
e, 

footprints m
ade by som

eone great enough to be G
od. 

 There are at least eight different argum
ents from

 history, not just one. 
 First, w

e could argue from
 the m

eaningfulness of history itself. H
istory, both 

hum
an and prehum

an, has a storyline. It is not just random
. The atheist Jean-Paul 

Sartre has his alter ego R
oquentin say som

ething like this about history in the 
novel N

ausea: "I have never had adventures. Things have happened to m
e, that's 

all." If atheism
 is true, there are no adventures, nothing has intrinsic significance, 

life is "a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing". But life is 
not that. Life is a story. Stories are not told by idiots. In J. R

. R
. Tolkien's great epic 

The Lord of the R
ings, Frodo and Sam

 are craw
ling through the slag heaps of 

M
ordor desperately attem

pting to fulfill their perilous quest w
hen Sam

 stops to 
 

really has. D
ivine revelation tells us that he is repressing the know

ledge (R
om

 
1:18b; 2:15). In that case, w

hat is needed before the rational, philosophical 
argum

ent is som
e honest introspection to see the data. The data, conscience, is like 

a bag of gold buried in m
y backyard. If som

eone tells m
e it is there and that this 

proves som
e rich m

an buried it, I m
ust first dig and find the treasure before I can 

infer anything m
ore about the cause of the treasure's existence. Before conscience 

can prove G
od to anyone, that person m

ust adm
it the presence of the treasure of 

conscience in the backyard of his soul. 
 N

early everyone w
ill adm

it the prem
ise, though. They w

ill often explain it 
differently, interpret it differently, insist it has nothing to do w

ith G
od. But that is 

exactly w
hat the argum

ent tries to show
: that once you adm

it the prem
ise of the 

authority of conscience, you m
ust adm

it the conclusion of G
od. H

ow
 does that 

w
ork? 

 N
early everyone w

ill adm
it not only the existence of conscience but also its 

authority. In this age of rebellion against and doubt about nearly every authority, 
in this age in w

hich the very w
ord authority has changed from

 a w
ord of respect to 

a w
ord of scorn, one authority rem

ains: an individual's conscience. A
lm

ost no one 
w

ill say that one ought to sin against one's conscience, disobey one's conscience. 
D

isobey the church, the state, parents, authority figures, but do not disobey your 
conscience. Thus people usually adm

it, though not usually in these w
ords, the 

absolute m
oral authority and binding obligation of conscience. 

 Such people are usually surprised and pleased to find out that Saint Thom
as 

A
quinas, of all people, agrees w

ith them
 to such an extent that he says if a 

C
atholic com

es to believe the C
hurch is in error in som

e essential, officially 
defined doctrine, it is a m

ortal sin against conscience, a sin of hypocrisy, for him
 

to rem
ain in the C

hurch and call him
self a C

atholic, but only a venial sin against 
know

ledge for him
 to leave the C

hurch in honest but partly culpable error. 
 So one of the tw

o prem
ises of the argum

ent is established: conscience has an 
absolute authority over m

e. The second prem
ise is that the only possible source of 

absolute authority is an absolutely perfect w
ill, a divine being. The conclusion 

follow
s that such a being exists. 

 H
ow

 
w

ould 
som

eone 
disagree 

w
ith 

the 
second 

prem
ise? 

By 
finding 

an 
alternative 

basis for conscience besides G
od. There are 

four such possibilities: 
 
• 

som
ething abstract and im

personal, like an idea; 
• 

som
ething concrete but less than hum

an, som
ething on the level of anim

al 

T
he only possible source of 
absolute authority is an 
absolutely perfect w

ill. 



 

instinct; 
• 

som
ething on the hum

an level but not divine; and 
• 

som
ething higher than the hum

an level but not yet divine. In other w
ords, 

w
e cover all the possibilities by looking at the abstract, the concrete-less-

than-hum
an, the concrete-hum

an, and the concrete-m
ore-than-hum

an. 
 The first possibility m

eans that the basis of conscience is a law
 w

ithout a law
giver. 

W
e are obligated absolutely to an abstract ideal, a pattern of behavior. The 

question then com
es up, w

here does this pattern exist? If it does not exist 
anyw

here, how
 can a real person be under the authority of som

ething unreal? 
H

ow
 can m

ore be subject to "less"? If, how
ever, this pattern or idea exists in the 

m
inds of people, then w

hat authority do they have to im
pose this idea of theirs on 

m
e? If the idea is only an idea, it has no personal w

ill behind it; if it is only 
som

eone's idea, it has only that som
eone behind it. In neither case do w

e have a 
sufficient basis for absolute, infallible, no-exceptions authority. But w

e already 
adm

itted that conscience has that authority, that no one should ever disobey his 
conscience. 
 The second possibility m

eans that w
e trace conscience to a biological instinct. "W

e 
m

ust love one another or die", w
rites the poet W

. H
. A

uden. W
e unconsciously 

know
 

this, 
says 

the 
believer 

in 
this 

second 
possibility, 

just 
as 

anim
als 

unconsciously know
 that unless they behave in certain w

ays the species w
ill not 

survive. That's w
hy anim

al m
others sacrifice for their children, and that's a 

sufficient explanation for hum
an altruism

 too. It's the herd instinct. 
 The problem

 w
ith that explanation is that it, like the first, does not account for the 

absoluteness 
of 

conscience's 
authority. 

W
e 

believe 
w

e 
ought 

to 
disobey 

an 
instinct—

any instinct—
on som

e occasions. But w
e do not believe w

e ought ever to 
disobey our conscience. Y

ou should usually obey instincts like m
other love, but 

not if it m
eans keeping your son back from

 risking his life to save his country in a 
just and necessary defensive w

ar, or if it m
eans injustice and lack of charity to 

other m
others' sons. There is no instinct that should alw

ays be obeyed. The 
instincts are like the keys on a piano (the illustration com

es from
 C

. S. Lew
is); the 

m
oral law

 is like sheet m
usic. D

ifferent notes are right at different tim
es. 

 Furtherm
ore, instinct fails to account not only for w

hat w
e ought to do but also 

for w
hat w

e do do. W
e don't alw

ays follow
 instinct. Som

etim
es w

e follow
 the 

w
eaker instinct, as w

hen w
e go to the aid of a victim

 even though w
e fear for our 

ow
n safety. The herd instinct here is w

eaker than the instinct for self-preservation, 
but our conscience, like sheet m

usic, tells us to play the w
eak note here rather 

than the strong one. 
 H

onest introspection w
ill reveal to anyone that conscience is not an instinct. W

hen 

 

the alarm
 w

akes you up early and you realize that you prom
ised to help your 

friend this m
orning, your instincts pull you back to bed, but som

ething quite 
different from

 your instincts tells you you should get out. Even if you feel tw
o 

instincts pulling you (e.g., you are both hungry and tired), the conflict betw
een 

those tw
o instincts is quite different, and can be felt and know

n to be quite 
different, from

 the conflict betw
een conscience and either or both of the instincts. 

Q
uite sim

ply, conscience tells you that you ought to do or not do som
ething, 

w
hile instincts sim

ply drive you to do or not do som
ething. Instincts m

ake 
som

ething 
attractive 

or 
repulsive 

to 
your 

appetites, 
but 

conscience 
m

akes 
som

ething obligatory to your choice, no m
atter how

 your appetites feel about it. 
M

ost people w
ill adm

it this piece of obvious introspective data if they are honest. 
If they try to w

riggle out of the argum
ent at this point, leave them

 alone w
ith the 

question, and if they are honest, they w
ill confront the data w

hen they are alone. 
 A

 third possibility is that other hum
an beings (or society) are the source of the 

authority of conscience. That is the m
ost popular belief, but it is also the w

eakest 
of all the four possibilities. For society does not m

ean som
ething over and above 

other hum
an beings, som

ething like G
od, although m

any people treat society 
exactly like G

od, even in speech, alm
ost low

ering the voice to a w
hisper w

hen the 
sacred nam

e is m
entioned. Society is sim

ply other people like m
yself. W

hat 
authority do they have over m

e? A
re they alw

ays right? M
ust I never disobey 

them
? W

hat kind of blind status quo conservatism
 is this? Should a G

erm
an have 

obeyed society in the N
azi era? To say society is the source of conscience is to say 

that w
hen one prisoner becom

es a thousand prisoners, they becom
e the judge. It 

is to say that m
ere quantity gives absolute authority; that w

hat the individual has 
in his soul is nothing, no authoritative conscience, but that w

hat society (i.e., 
m

any individuals) has is. That is sim
ply a logical im

possibility, like thinking 
stones can think if only you have enough of them

. (Som
e proponents of artificial 

intelligence believe exactly that kind of logical fallacy, by the w
ay: that electrons 

and chips and chunks of m
etal can think if only you have enough of them

 in the 
right geom

etrical arrangem
ents.) 

 The 
fourth 

possibility 
rem

ains, 
that 

the 
source 

of 
conscience's 

authority 
is 

som
ething above m

e but not G
od. W

hat could this be? Society is not above m
e, 

nor is instinct. A
n ideal? That is the first possibility w

e discussed. It looks as 
though there are sim

ply no candidates in this area. 
 A

nd that leaves us w
ith G

od. N
ot just som

e sort of G
od, but the m

oral G
od of the 

Bible, the G
od at least of Judaism

. A
m

ong all the ancient peoples, the Jew
s w

ere 
the only ones w

ho identified their G
od w

ith the source of m
oral obligation. The 

gods 
of 

the 
pagans 

dem
anded 

ritual 
w

orship, 
inspired 

fear, 
designed 

the 
universe, or ruled over the events in hum

an life, but none of them
 ever gave a Ten 

C
om

m
andm

ents or said, "Be ye holy for I the Lord your G
od am

 holy." The Jew
s 


