
Between Infinity and Nothingness

A Novel of the Life of Blaise Pascal

GOSPEL ROAD

Between Infinity and Nothingness

Copyright © GOSPEL ROAD

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of historical fiction. While based on the life of Blaise Pascal, certain scenes, dialogues, and interior moments are the product of the author's imagination.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue: The Night the Flame Burned

Part One: The Birth of a Prodigy (1623–1635)

Part Two: Paris, the Season of a Genius (1635–1645)

Part Three: The Light of Jansenius (1645–1651)

Part Four: Days in the World (1651–1654)

Part Five: The Night of Fire (1654)

Part Six: Soldier of Port-Royal (1655–1657)

Part Seven: The Pensées, Broken Words (1657–1662)

Part Eight: A Flame Dying Out (1659–1662)

Epilogue: The Paper Inside the Coat

Author's Note: On the Completeness of Broken Things

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue: The Night the Flame Burned
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November 23, 1654. Half past ten at night.

November in Paris is cruel. Fog rising off the Seine fills the narrow streets. Carriage wheels clatter now and then along roads where lampposts are few. On the second floor of a building on Rue Saint-Jacques, Blaise Pascal sat alone. Thirty-one years old. He was already old. For a decade, headaches had been gnawing at the inside of his temples, and his stomach was increasingly refusing the work of accepting food. His finger joints were cold. The candle flickered.

On the desk lay an open Bible. The Gospel of John.

He was not reading. He could not read. His eyes rested on the words, but his consciousness was elsewhere. Somewhere he could not name. A place without mathematical formulas, without arguments, without language. Simply the feeling of standing at the edge of something overwhelming. Not a precipice. Rather the opposite. The feeling of stepping back from a precipice. The feeling of someone quietly taking hold of his shoulders and drawing him back—from a precipice where he had stood for a very long time, a very long time indeed.

From half past ten until past midnight, past one in the morning.

What happened during those two hours, he could not explain afterward. He did not try to explain it. Only when that night was over did he take a trembling hand and bring out a scrap of parchment and write something down. Hurriedly, nearly weeping, forgetting to break the lines between one sentence and the next. Afterward he made a clean copy on a second sheet of paper. And he sewed both sheets into the lining of his coat.

Until the day he died.

And so for fourteen years it stayed close to his chest. No one knew. After he died, a servant sorting through his clothes discovered it. The paper had yellowed with age, but the ink was clear.

At the very top, this was written:

Fire. Fire. Fire.

And a little below:

God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob—not of the philosophers and scholars.

Certainty. Certainty. Feeling. Joy. Peace.

This is that man's story. The story before the night the flame burned, and the story after. Thirty-nine years made of mathematics and faith, of illness and argument, of love and solitude. A life full of unfinished things—yet fuller than any finished life could ever be.
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Part One: The Birth of a Prodigy (1623–1635)
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Chapter 1: The Child of Clermont

I do not remember my mother's face.

This is the first fact of my life. Blaise Pascal was born on June 19, 1623, in Clermont, in the province of Auvergne. His mother, Antoinette Bégon, died when he was three years old. What took her away, his father never said. Perhaps he could not say. I do not know what kind of voice she had, what she smelled like, whether she was the kind of person whose eyes smiled first or whose mouth smiled first.

His older sister Gilberte would sometimes say:

"Mother loved you very much. She used to say you had an unusual cry. That you were different from other babies."

Whenever he heard this, he felt something strange. It should have been a comforting thing to say, yet it hurt more. Is it possible to lose something one cannot remember? It was possible. He had lived his whole life having lost something he could not remember.

Clermont is a city built on volcanic rock. Buildings of black basalt line its streets; in the distance, Puy de Dôme rises into view. To the young Blaise, that mountain was strange. Too perfectly conical. He wondered why nature had formed such a shape, what rule governed its interior. He was a child who stared at mountains and thought for a long time. Gilberte later wrote that this younger brother frightened her sometimes.

"When Blaise fixed his attention on something, the world around him ceased to exist. You could call him for dinner and he wouldn't answer. Father had to shake him by the shoulder, and then he would blink and look up—with the eyes of someone returning from a great distance."

His father, Étienne Pascal, was a magistrate. Second President of the Tax Court of Clermont. He held no noble title, but he had property, and more important than property, a passion for knowledge. Étienne loved mathematics. He did not make it his profession, but he was too deeply immersed in it to call it a mere hobby. He frequented mathematics gatherings in Paris, exchanged letters with Father Mersenne, and whenever he heard news of a new discovery, he spent the night verifying it for himself.

He meant to pass that passion on to his son.

But Étienne was also a cautious man. He believed that teaching his son mathematics too early might actually cause harm—that genius concentrated in one direction might forfeit all the rest. And so he resolved: he would not teach Blaise mathematics before the age of twelve. Latin first, Greek first, the humanities first.

And he locked away the mathematics books. Literally. He locked one shelf of the study and carried the key on his person.

Blaise discovered that locked shelf when he was six years old.

"Father, what is in that shelf?"

"Books."

"What kind of books?"

Étienne hesitated briefly. To lie was not educational. But to speak the truth was dangerous.

"Mathematics books."

"What is mathematics?"

"A study of numbers and shapes. It is not yet time for you to learn it."

Blaise nodded. But his expression made Étienne uneasy. A child who assents too quietly is usually planning something on the inside.


Chapter 2: The Years When Father Was the Universe

In 1631, Étienne Pascal sold his position in Clermont.

It was a momentous decision. In France at that time, public offices were bought and sold. Étienne sold his court position at a fair price, invested the proceeds in government bonds, and secured a steady income from the interest. Then he led his family to Paris.

His reason was singular: the education of his children.

Paris was different. Where Clermont had the modest intellectual atmosphere of a provincial town, Paris was the center of European learning. Mersenne's salon, the shadow of René Descartes, letters exchanged with Pierre de Fermat, news of Galileo crossing the Alps into the city. Étienne wanted to place his children in the very midst of it.

He taught the children himself in Paris. He did not send them to school. He found the school education of his day unsatisfying—the stale framework of scholastic philosophy, the emphasis on memorization, the blind deference to authority. He wanted his children to learn to think for themselves.

And so he made a rule. Just one rule, but it changed everything:

Nothing is to be accepted unless one can prove why it is so.

Blaise took in this rule like breath. It became for him a way of seeing the world. He revered his father's words but did not follow them blindly. If something was not explained to his satisfaction, he questioned it. If his father's answer was evasive, he pressed further. Étienne found his son tiring sometimes, but more often proud.

They walked together. Along the streets of Paris, along the banks of the Seine, through the narrow alleys of the Marais. As they walked, Étienne taught. Latin grammar, Greek history, the workings of nature. Blaise walked and questioned. Why does water flow downhill? Why do stones fall? Why are rainbows seen only after rain?

Étienne answered every question. When he could not answer, he said so honestly.

"I don't know."

"Then how can we find out?"

"There is no way but to observe, measure, and think."

"Can we find it out ourselves?"

Étienne always paused at that question. Then he answered:

"You probably won't find it all out in your lifetime. But if you discover a little, the next person discovers a little more. That is how knowledge grows."

Blaise understood this. And it made him sad—though he could not explain why. Something felt too slow. The pace at which human beings were able to know things felt too slow. He was eight years old.


Chapter 3: Geometry at Twelve

One day Blaise was alone in his father's study.

Gilberte could not remember exactly when. Some accounts say he was eleven; others say twelve. What matters is that he was alone, and that no book held his attention except the locked shelf.

He sat on the floor. And he looked at the tiles.

Square tiles laid in regular rows. He traced the boundary of one tile with his finger. Straight lines. Right angles. And the corners where tile met tile. Something was there. Something he did not yet have a name for.

He fetched a piece of charcoal. And he drew on the floor. First one straight line. Then a point on it. Then another straight line from that point. The angle made by two lines.

He thought for a long time. The relation between this angle and that angle. He drew a triangle. Then he tried to add the three angles of the triangle. How? What does it mean to add angles?

He imagined cutting off the three corners of the triangle. In his mind, since there was no paper. If he brought those three angles together at a single point, what would happen? It seemed they would form exactly a straight line. Why?

He drew several different triangles. Flat ones, sharp ones, isosceles ones. They looked different, yet the sum of their three angles always appeared the same.

Is this a rule?

When Étienne came into the study, Blaise had filled the floor with charcoal figures.

Étienne stopped where he stood.

He looked at what his son had drawn. Triangles, lines, symbols. They were precise. They were advancing, on their own, toward Euclid's thirty-second proposition—that the interior angles of a triangle sum to one hundred eighty degrees, the very thing the ancient Greeks had proven.

Tears gathered in Étienne's eyes.

Blaise
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