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            INTRODUCTION. THE BET YOU CAN'T AVOID

          

        

      

    

    
      You have already placed it. That is the odd thing about this particular bet. You never sat down at a table, counted your chips, and decided. You woke up one morning, already holding cards, already in the middle of a hand you do not remember being dealt.

      Think about how you actually live. You make plans for a future you assume will arrive. You love people as though love is real and not just chemistry keeping you company until the lights go out. You feel the difference between right and wrong, and most of the time you obey it, even when no one is watching and obeying costs you something. You grieve the people you lose as though something precious was taken, something that should not have been taken. None of that is neutral. Every one of those ordinary things leans on a quiet belief about what the world is and whether anyone is holding it together.

      So the question of God is not a question you get to skip. You might think you can set it on a shelf and come back to it later, when you have more time, when life is less busy, when you feel ready. But life does not wait on the shelf. While the question sits there, unanswered, you keep living. And the way you live is already an answer of a kind. If you spend your years as though there is no one behind it all, no maker, no meaning that outlasts you, then you have made your bet, even if you never said the words out loud. Not deciding is its own decision. The chips are already on the table.

      About three and a half centuries ago, a man noticed this. His name was Blaise Pascal, and he was one of the sharpest minds France ever produced. He did serious work in mathematics and physics, and he helped lay the groundwork for the way we think about probability and risk, the very tools we use to weigh a bet. It was this man, of all people, who looked at the question of God and saw that none of us stands outside it. We are all wagering with our lives whether we admit it or not. So he framed it the way a gambler frames a choice. You can bet that God is real, or you can bet that he is not. You cannot hover between them forever. Choose.

      He was also, as we will see, a man who knew fear from the inside. The same mind that could calculate odds lay awake at night unsettled by the size of the universe and the silence of it. That is part of why he makes such good company on a question like this. He was not a calm professor handing down conclusions from a great height. He was a brilliant, restless, frightened man who went looking for God and found him. If you have ever felt both too smart and too scared for easy faith, Pascal is your kind of guide.

      He turned that wager into the most famous argument of its kind, and we will look at it closely, because it is sharp and because it does something useful. It wakes a person up. It takes a sleepy, someday question and sets it down in front of you tonight. For a lot of people, myself included, that jolt is where everything started.

      But I want to be honest with you from the first page, because honesty is the only thing that makes a book like this worth your time. Pascal's bet is a fine place to start, and a poor place to stop. If all you ever do is weigh the odds and conclude that believing is the smart play, you have not arrived anywhere worth living. A clever bet can wake you up to the question. It cannot answer it, and it certainly cannot hand you God. There is far more here than a calculation, and most of this book is about that more. So we will start with the wager, and then we will walk well past it. I am not going to leave you doing math about your own soul. There is something better than a good bet, and it is the actual point.

      I should tell you where I am standing, since you are letting me talk to you for a few hundred pages. I did not always believe any of this. For a long stretch of my life, faith looked to me like something other people had, the way some people have an ear for music or a memory for names. It seemed lovely from a distance and impossible up close. I was not angry about it. I was just on the outside, looking in, fairly sure the door was painted on the wall and did not open onto anything. If you are there now, I am not going to talk down to you. I remember that ground too well. I know it is not stupid to stand there, and I know the people who shout at you from the other side rarely help.

      What moved me was not an argument that backed me into a corner. I have never been argued into anything that mattered, and I doubt you have either. What moved me, slowly, was the growing sense that the door was not painted on after all, and that someone on the other side already knew my name and had known it for a long time. That is the thing I most want to hand to you in these pages. Not a winning case. A Person.

      So let me say plainly who this book is for, because that saves us both some trouble.

      It is for you if you are honestly looking. Not looking for ammunition, not looking to settle an old family fight, but actually wondering whether there is something true here and whether it has anything to do with you. You are allowed to be tired. You are allowed to be skeptical. You can keep every one of your hard questions. Bring them. We will get to a good number of them, and I will not pretend the difficult ones are easy.

      And it is for you if you already believe, and you are quietly worried that your faith has more holes in it than you let on at church. Maybe you said yes to God years ago and the warmth has gone out of it. Maybe you can recite what you are supposed to think and you no longer feel any of it. Maybe you lie awake some nights wondering if you made the whole thing up. If that is you, you are in good company, better company than you know, and I wrote a few of these chapters mostly for you.

      This is not a book for winning fights with people who have already made up their minds to hate the whole subject. There are other books for that, and most of them are exhausting. I am not interested in cornering anyone. I would rather sit across a table from one honest person than win a hall full of arguments.

      There is a line in the book of Acts that has stayed with me for years. Paul is standing in Athens, a city full of gods and altars and clever people, and he tells the crowd that the real God arranged the whole world so that people would search for him and maybe, feeling their way in the dark, actually find him. Then he says something quietly astonishing, that this God is "not far from each one of us" (Acts 17:27). Not far. Even from the ones who are sure he is not there. Even from you, wherever you happen to be standing.

      That is the rumor this whole book is chasing down. Not that you should place a careful bet on a distant deity, cover your losses, and hope it pays out when you die. That is where we begin, because it is where Pascal begins, and because it is honest about the size of what is at stake. It is not where we end. We end somewhere stranger and far kinder, with the discovery that while you were busy deciding whether to go looking for God, he had already crossed the whole distance and come looking for you.

      If any of that lands, then you are exactly the person I had in mind. Pull up a chair. We have time.
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      When they prepared his body for burial, a servant noticed something stitched into the lining of his coat. Working the threads loose, they found a small folded piece of parchment, and a paper copy folded with it. He had carried it on him for years, moving it from one coat to the next as the old ones wore out, sewing it back in each time and telling no one it was there. On it, in his own handwriting, was the record of a night he had never described to a single living person. It had been pressed against his chest, in secret, for the last eight years of his life.

      We will come back to what it said. First I want you to meet the man who wore it, because he is going to keep us company through this whole book, and you should know what kind of person you are walking with.

      Blaise Pascal was, by almost any measure anyone has ever used, one of the most gifted human beings who ever lived. His father had firm opinions about how to raise such a boy. Languages first, he decided, then mathematics much later, once the mind had settled. So he kept the geometry books out of reach and pointed his son toward Latin and Greek. The story his older sister told, years afterward, is that it did not take. Left alone, the boy began drawing shapes on the tiles of the floor with a lump of charcoal, working out for himself how lines and angles behaved when nobody had taught him a thing about them. He did not know the proper words, so he invented his own, calling a circle a round and a straight line a bar. By the time his father walked in and saw what he was doing, the boy had reasoned his own way, with no help, to one of the early proofs in Euclid. His father, the story goes, went into the next room and wept. Then he gave up and brought the books down off the shelf.

      By sixteen the boy had written a short work of geometry so far ahead of its time that the famous philosopher Descartes, shown the pages, could not believe a teenager had produced them and assumed the father must have helped. A few years after that, Pascal watched his father, who worked as a tax official, sit hunched over columns of numbers night after night, adding and re-adding sums by hand until his eyes gave out. So the son built him a machine. It was a box of linked gears and little dials that could carry numbers from one column to the next on their own, one of the first mechanical calculators in the history of the world, and he was not yet twenty when he made it. He built version after version, dozens of them, chasing the design in his head and losing his temper when the metalworkers could not cut the parts as finely as he could imagine them.

      He went on to do serious science. He worked out the way fluids carry pressure through themselves, the principle that every hydraulic lift and car brake still runs on today. He had his brother-in-law climb a mountain in central France carrying a glass tube of mercury, and showed that the level in the tube dropped steadily as the man went higher, which proved two things the learned authorities of the day had flatly denied. It proved that the air itself has weight and presses down on us, and it proved that the empty space at the top of the tube really was empty, a genuine vacuum, in a universe that the textbooks insisted could not contain one. The unit that scientists use to measure pressure carries his name now. So does a law about fluids, a triangle of numbers schoolchildren still learn, a computer language, and a crater on the moon.

      Here is the part to hold onto, because it changes the meaning of everything that comes later. One summer a friend of his who liked to gamble brought him a riddle about a game of chance. Picture two men betting on a game, and the game gets broken off before either of them wins, with the money still sitting on the table. How should they split the pot fairly, given exactly how the game stood when it stopped? Pascal carried the puzzle to another mathematician, a lawyer named Pierre de Fermat, and in a back and forth of letters the two of them solved it. In solving it, they more or less invented the mathematics of chance itself. Every insurance premium, every weather report that gives you a percentage, every careful calculation anyone has ever made about the odds of a bet, owes something to those letters. The man who will later ask you to think about faith as a wager was one of the two people who first taught the human race how to do the math on a wager at all. Remember that. He knew, better than almost anyone who has ever lived, exactly what a bet is and how the numbers on one work.

      Now, you would expect a mind like that to be calm. You would expect a man who could weigh the sky to feel like he owned it. He did not. The same Pascal who could calculate nearly anything sat down at some point and wrote a single sentence that has unsettled readers for more than three hundred and fifty years. He had lived into a strange and frightening moment in human thought. For most of history people had pictured a small, snug universe, the earth sitting at the center with the stars hung close overhead like lamps. In Pascal's century that cozy picture was coming apart. The new astronomy was showing a cosmos vastly larger than anyone had dared to think, the earth a speck circling one ordinary star, the dark going out and out with no edge anyone could find. Most people did not stop to feel the weight of that. Pascal felt it all the way down. Looking out at that newly enormous emptiness, colder and more silent than the old picture had ever been, he wrote that the eternal silence of those infinite spaces frightened him.

      Sit with that for a second. Not puzzled him. Not fascinated him. Frightened him.

      He felt the thing you have felt, if you have ever been somewhere truly dark and looked up. Out in the country, far from any town, on a clear night when the sky stops being a ceiling and turns into a depth, and for a moment you grasp how far it actually goes, and how small you are standing under it, and how little the whole loud drama of your one life would amount to set against all that distance and time. Most of us get that feeling and reach for our phone, or go back inside and put the kettle on, because it is too big a thing to keep holding. Pascal kept holding it. He wrote about being a brief flicker of a life, swallowed up in an eternity that ran on before he was born and would run on after he was gone, filling a tiny scrap of space inside an immensity that has no idea he is there. He looked straight at how little we are. It scared him. And he was honest enough to write it down instead of pretending he was above it.

      He did not stop at the size of the stars, either. He noticed that the smallness runs the other way too. Look down instead of up, he said, into the smallest thing you can find, a mite, a speck, and imagine the tiny world inside it, and the smaller worlds inside that, down and down with no bottom any more than the sky has a top. A human being, he wrote, is hung between two infinities, the unimaginably large and the unimaginably small, at home in neither one, unable to grasp either end. We are a nothing compared to the infinite and an everything compared to the nothing, a middle thing, stranded in between, with the whole staggering range of it stretching away on both sides past where our minds can follow. It is one of the most honest things anyone has ever written about what it feels like to be a person in this universe. He was not comforting himself. He was telling the truth.

      And yet this is where you begin to see the real shape of his mind, because he refused to let the smallness have the last word. Yes, he said, a human being is a fragile thing, the weakest reed in all of nature, and it does not take much to kill one, a stray breath of air, a drop of water in the wrong place. But we are, he said, a thinking reed. The universe can crush a man and
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