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During my former career as a full-time researcher at the Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifi que (CNRS, France), I was very much interested in the work and life of Blaise 
Pascal in addition to my own fi eld of research. Two aspects of his life especially attracted 
my attention: Pascal was both a magnifi cent scientist and a Christian thinker with 
a personal faith. In this communication, I would like to develop two aims. The fi rst 
aim is to recount a short biography describing Pascal as a foremost mathematician and 
physicist as well as a Christ-centered dedicated believer. The second one is to explain 
the infl uence that Pascal still has in France today.

Short Account of 
Pascal’s Life
Born in Clermont-Ferrand, France, 
on June 19, 1623, Blaise Pascal lost 
his mother at the age of three. His 
grandfather, Martin Pascal, like many 
other French-educated people of the 
Renaissance time—he was a tax supervi-
sor—had been attracted by Reformation 
ideas and faith.1 That attraction lasted 
until St. Barthelmew’s Day massacre of 
August 24, 1572, the beginning of a wave 
of violence. Then Martin became fright-
ened and returned to the Roman Catholic 
religion. 

Martin’s son, Etienne, was Blaise Pascal’s 
father. Very much interested in math-
ematics and sciences, Etienne served as 
a king’s civil counselor. Blaise’s father 
did not like the way school was taught at 
that time. Thus, he taught Blaise and his 
two sisters at home by himself. He placed 
special emphasis on studying Latin and 
Greek. Moreover, he had some pioneer 
educational ideas, such as privileging 
observation over scholastic learning. 

In 1631, the family moved from Clermont 
to Paris. Etienne was even more deter-
mined to educate his son on his own, 

since Blaise showed extraordinary intel-
lectual abilities. Blaise Pascal’s early 
aptitudes were probably challenged by 
his father’s frequent conversations with 
leading scientists of the time. 

Pascal’s scientifi c work began when he 
was no more than eleven years old. By 
then he had already composed a short 
treatise on the sounds of vibrating bodies. 
Moreover, he managed to demonstrate 
one of Euclid’s propositions, on the sum 
of the angles of a triangle. However, 
Etienne responded to those early abilities 
by forbidding his son to study mathemat-
ics during the next three years, and by 
expecting him to focus on the study of 
Latin and Greek. This ban on mathemat-
ics merely served to make Blaise even 
more interested in that forbidden subject. 
At twelve years old, he began to work on 
geometry. At the age of sixteen, Pascal 
wrote a book, Essay on Conics. In addition, 
he is among the fi rst to develop what is 
now called “projective geometry.” 



224 Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith

Communication
Science and Christian Faith in the France of Pascal and Today

In 1638, it happened that Etienne was opposed to 
the tax laws promulgated by the French prime min-
ister. Thus he left Paris with his family to escape 
prison. Fortunately, two years later, this confl ict was 
resolved. The family moved to Rouen, where Etienne 
became responsible for raising taxes. Blaise worked 
very hard to help his father. Meanwhile, he also man-
aged to progress with his own scientifi c research. He 
developed a new theorem at the edge of his favorite 
fi eld of geometry. This theorem was the foundation 
for an important and almost entirely undeveloped 
branch of mathematics, that of probabilities. 

At the age of nineteen, Pascal created the concept 
and development of the Pascaline. It was a machine 
capable of performing addition and subtraction, 
especially designed to assist his father. Although the 
Pascaline was a commercial failure due to its high 
cost, it was, however, a starting point for further 
research on mechanical calculating machines. Pascal 
himself improved the design of his machine for 
another ten years and built about twenty Pascaline 
copies. This shows that Pascal was both an excellent 
theoretical thinker and a smart experimental engi-
neer, building both theoretically and experimentally. 
Actually, his Pascaline concept remained up-to-date, 
in its fi eld, until about the year 1920! 

From 1650 on, Pascal became interested in vari-
ous forms of infi nitesimal calculations. Indeed, at 
that time and in the upper-class society, gambling 
games were very popular, sometimes associated 
with bets. Also, people involved in hazardous com-
mercial transactions wished to know more about 
the risks they were about to take. All these situa-
tions prompted Pascal to use mathematics in a new 
way. Basically, he understood that among a large 
number of dis ordered and chaotic situations, it is 
possible to discover laws of statistical and repeti-
tive order. His Treatise of Arithmetic Triangle was 
an important preparation to Gottfried Leibniz’s 
own work. Furthermore, using Pascal’s results, 
Christiaan Huygens was able to publish a Handbook 
of Probabilities as early as 1657. Pascal’s method was 
a radically new one and led him to expand the differ-
ential and integral calculus a few years later. Finally, 
let me just mention that what would be called the 
“Gaussian curve” was actually another way of apply-
ing the famous Pascal triangle. Indeed, Pascal can be 
considered the father of the mathematical theory of 
probability and combinatorial analysis. 

Around Pascal’s time, much of the intellectual 
knowledge of Western Europe was not original but 
was derived from classical antiquity. In that context, 
Pascal’s contribution to modern science was to adopt 
a new scientifi c method as compared to using a past 
scholastic point of view. 

From Aristotle to Descartes, the fi eld was held by 
an abstract, deductive approach. Instead, Pascal 
concentrated exclusively on fact, experimental 
observation and then rigorous analysis as the sole 
tests of truth. His new approach to science was then 
dominated by the idea of objective, as opposed to 
philosophical interpretations of nature.2 

One example of Pascal’s new approach to science 
is given by his experiments to study the phenome-
non of a vacuum. Furthermore, Pascal provided the 
essential link between the mechanics of fl uids and 
rigid bodies. With his knowledge of  hydrostatics, 
he successfully participated in draining marshes 
in the French Poitiers area at the request of his 
friend, the Duke of Roannez. Pascal also invented 
the syringe and the hydraulic press, both based on 
“Pascal’s principle.” These are all examples of theo-
ries resulting in applied and concrete actions. Pascal 
was defi nitively a pioneer of rigorous modern scien-
tifi c research when he claimed the following basic 
principle: 

In order to show that a given hypothesis is evident, 
it is not suffi cient that a lot of phenomena are in 
accord with the considered hypothesis. Instead, if 
only one phenomenon disagrees with it, it must be 
regarded as wrong.3

With Pascal, a new science was confi rmed, namely 
experimental physics, in agreement with only a very 
small number of scientists of that time.

In 1646, Pascal’s father had an accident and was 
confi ned to his house. Some neighbors who were 
Jansenists came to visit and help him. The Jansenists 
were a spiritual Catholic group, following Cornelius 
Jansen. In some aspects, they were moved by a kind 
of “evangelical way of thinking,” especially point-
ing out Augustine’s doctrine of grace and stressing 
“inner life” within the Roman Catholic religion. 
Their beliefs were very different from the teachings 
of the Jesuits, who were the most infl uential group 
at that time and had a relativist point of view as far 
as faith and life were concerned. The whole Pascal 
family began adopting a Jansenist-inspired faith. 
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Even though Pascal kept going throughout what he 
called a “worldly period” for a few more years, the 
above-mentioned experience had been crucial for 
him as a spiritual fi rst step. Furthermore, due to his 
family inheritance, he could enjoy a relatively high 
standard of living. However, since his father’s death, 
Pascal faced a kind of inner and spiritual vacuum 
which he was unable to fi ll. Within that dramatic 
personal situation with feelings of emptiness, neither 
his scientifi c works nor any kind of entertainment 
could help him. Pascal sought further spiritual guid-
ance to try to fi nd truth and peace. Finally he cried 
out to God: 

My God, I turn to you to ask you a special gift that 
all creatures, altogether, fail to provide to me ... 
Since the conversion of my own heart, which 
I expect from you, is a too diffi cult task for natural 
efforts, I can only turn to the Author and almighty 
Master of my natural heart. To whom shall I cry, 
to whom shall I have recourse, except to you? 
Anything which is not God is unable to bring me 
fulfi lment. God himself, I ask and look for. To you 
only, my God, I address myself in order to win you 
to my case. Open my heart, Lord.4 

God responded to the above prayer on November 23, 
1654, after Pascal had experienced a serious coach 
accident. Pascal managed to escape, but he remained 
terrifi ed of having been so close to death. Several 
days later, after recovering, Pascal had an intense 
spiritual vision around midnight. He immediately 
wrote his vision on a small piece of paper. This 
paper, called “The Memorial,” was discovered a few 
days after his death sewn within his own coat. In 
summary, it contains the following words: 

1654, Monday November 23, Fire, God of 
Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob. Not the 
God of philosophers or scholars. Certainty. 
Certainty. Feeling. Joy. Peace. God of Jesus Christ. 
My God and your God. Your God shall be mine. 
Forgetfulness of this world and of everything, 
except of God. He can only be found through the 
ways taught in the Gospel … Highness of a human 
being. Righteous Father, the world did not discover 
you, but I did. Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy … My God, 
shall you go away from me? May I not be eternally 
separated from you! Eternal life is to know you 
as the only true God and the One you sent, Jesus 
Christ. Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ. I turned away 
from him. I ran away from him. I renounced him. 
I crucifi ed him. May I never be separated from him! 

He can only be kept through the ways taught in the 
Gospel. Total and kind renunciation. Submission 
to Jesus Christ and to my supervisor. Eternally in 
joy after a crucial day on earth. Amen.5

From that moment on, Pascal held without any 
reserve to the truth of the Gospel, both intellectually 
and in experience. Pascal’s theology was centered on 
the person of Jesus Christ as Savior and based on a 
personal meeting with a living Christ. It is within this 
framework that his Pensées, a defense of Christianity, 
must be understood. 

The penetrating intelligence Pascal applied 
to spiritual thoughts was tied to his personal 
discovery of God, the God of the Bible, incarnate 
in Jesus Christ. Faith, which expresses a personal 
decision to say yes to God through Jesus Christ, 
leads to reconciliation and peace. But of faith are 
also born a transformed life and a total consecration 
to God. This is why Pascal was so opposed to the 
relativism of the Jesuits. His beliefs were rigorous 
and his morality uncompromising.6

The writer Antoine Arnauld had been condemned 
for heretical teaching inspired by Jansen and 
Augustine, and for opposing the standard beliefs 
of the Roman Catholic Church. Using a pseudo-
nym for security reasons, Pascal wrote a series of 
 pamphlets that were published underground. At 
that point, Pascal also became a pioneer of mod-
ern times since his pamphlets were a kind of early 
newspaper. These pamphlets were supposed to look 
like letters between two friends, one in the city and 
one in the countryside. They came to be known as 
“The Provincial Letters.” They were very popular 
and afforded Pascal a good opportunity to criticize 
Jesuit dialectics. Let us recall that King Louis XIV 
himself had banned the Port Royal Jansenist move-
ment as early as 1661. In a similar way, he banned 
the Reformed faith from France several years later in 
1685. Furthermore, in 1712, this same king expelled 
all the Anabaptists belonging either to Mennonite or 
Amish movements. 

After his Christian conversion at the age of thirty-
one, Pascal did not stop working scientifi cally until 
the time when serious illness prevented any kind of 
intellectual work. Also, his scientifi c research did not 
hinder him from loving and serving his God. With 
Roannez, Pascal imagined and developed the last of 
his achievements that perfectly refl ected his desire 
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for concrete social actions. He set up and promoted 
the fi rst “buslines” of shuttle coaches, ferrying pas-
sengers within Paris on a fi xed schedule and given 
routes. The coaches were equipped with several 
seats, and fi ve sols (compa rable to fi ve dollars) were 
asked for one carriage. This last example illustrates 
the signifi cant contribution that Pascal made to the 
emergence of a modern spirit of applied science 
and engineering with important social implications. 
However, more should be said about that fi rst pio-
neer coach company: the profi ts of the company were 
intended to help poor people living in the French city 
of Blois. This last detail envisaged by Pascal was, of 
course, a way of applying his Christian faith to con-
crete charity actions. 

Unfortunately, Pascal suffered increasingly from 
headaches that began when he was a young man. 
Especially after 1658, he fell seriously ill. In 1662, 
Pascal’s illness became more virulent. Aware that he 
was unlikely to survive, he sought to fi nd a hospital 
for incurable diseases, but his doctors declared him 
not transportable. On August 3, Pascal communi-
cated his last will and testament to a solicitor. In this 
testament, Blaise is expecting and praying that “God 
will forgive his sins through the merit of the precious 
blood of our Savior and Redeemer.” On August 17, 
Pascal experienced serious convulsions that warned 
him that death was near. Pascal died on the morn-
ing of August 19, 1662, at the age of only thirty-nine. 
His last words were, “May God never surrender 
me!”7 In spite of his defi cient health, Pascal left an 
example of a magnifi cent persevering Christian and 
scientist.

Infl uence of Pascal in 
France Today
As a former full-time CNRS researcher in theoretical 
material physics, I can give the following testimony. 
What was expected from our quantum mechani-
cal model and related computing calculations was 
either to explain already-existing experimental data 
concerning a given material property, or, alterna-
tively, to predict systematic results which would 
require experimental verifi cation in the future. This 
way of practicing research was directly inspired by 
Pascal’s pioneering concept of modern science. In the 
foreword of my doctoral thesis (in the fi eld of solid 
state physics), I wrote the following: “As a tribute of 

respect to the great example of Blaise Pascal, a man 
of faith and genius.”8 Several decades later, I briefl y 
recall here why Pascal was both a scientifi c genius 
who signifi cantly contributed to modern science, and 
a dedicated Christian thinker who still urges every 
seeker of God, especially in France but also around 
the world, to experience a personal faith in the Lord 
Jesus. I accepted the biblical Gospel through the 
testimony of an InterVarsity group in Strasbourg. 
However, the example of Pascal, whom I knew as 
early as high-school level, prepared me to do so. 

Let me briefl y explain references to Pascal still found 
in France today. First, before France adopted euro 
currency, one of the highest bank notes (around one 
hundred dollars) exhibited Pascal’s picture. Jacques 
Attali, representative of the present French intelligen-
tsia, is fascinated by the great fi gure of Pascal.9 Jean 
Brun, a foremost evangelical Christian thinker, wrote 
a small but pertinent book on Pascal’s philosophy.10 
Moreover, as far as a link can be analyzed between 
Pascal’s science and Christian faith, Dutch professor 
Reijer Hooykaas (history of sciences) offered a view 
still recognized in France today.11 Several years ago, 
the theologian Henri Blocher taught a training course 
about how to introduce the Gospel, particularly in 
the French cultural context. Blocher concluded his 
course as follows: 

Blaise Pascal is a topmost scientist and believer, 
as well as a highly elegant writer, centered 
upon his relation to Jesus Christ. If Descartes is 
representative of France in general, Pascal is the 
very evangelist within the French context.12 

More recently and before an audience of engineering 
students, Frédéric Baudin treated the important ques-
tion of philosophy and truth according to Pascal.13 
For a critical and very interesting commentary of 
each word in “The Memorial,” we refer to a recent 
book that is also representative of Pascal’s attrac-
tion for a certain French intelligentsia with a Roman 
Catholic background.14 We should also mention the 
Blaise Pascal Association, a Roman Catholic associa-
tion concerned with science versus belief questions.

Quite recently, David Brown, who was a long-
time general secretary and is now chairman of the 
French InterVarsity groups, imagined a dialogue 
with Pascal in order to ask him how he sees life and 
faith.15 Brown’s book is aimed at helping French 
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students discover basic questions and try to fi nd 
solutions following the great example of Pascal. 
Furthermore, after having recalled the strong infl u-
ence of both Catholicism and philosophy in today’s 
specifi c French cultural background, Brown, in a 
recent paper about French culture, concludes by ask-
ing: “When shall we ever see an ‘evangelical Voltaire’ 
in France?”16 The question is still valid for today, 
but we must also remember that about one century 
before the famous French eighteenth-century philos-
opher, there had already been a kind of “evangelical 
Voltaire” named Pascal. Within the framework of 
French InterVarsity groups and with the help of a US 
foundation, Brown brought Veritas Forum meetings 
to the French universities. 

A few years ago, I was asked to speak at such a 
Forum at the University of Strasbourg on the follow-
ing subject: “What is a successful professional life?“ 
In my conclusion, I was led to call attention to the 
example of Pascal who had been both a successful 
scientist and a leading Christian. Also, Brown in con-
junction with Lydia Jaeger, director of the Nogent 
Bible Institute, France, started a yearly meeting of 
French-speaking evangelical scientists. I had the 
privilege of addressing the fi rst of those meetings, 
with a talk entitled “Can science be neutral?” In my 
talk, I could not prevent myself from citing Pascal’s 
famous words: 

The last step of our own reason process is to admit 
that there are a lot of things still above our present 
understanding.17 

Pascal has defi nitively been, for me, a great source 
of inspiration! In January 2013, the title of the above-
mentioned annual meeting was “Christian Scientists 
from Yesterday to Nowadays.” Of course, Pascal was 
among the past scientists whose work, life, and faith 
were recalled during the conference.18

Conclusion
In this communication, I have tried to explain how 
Pascal has made and can make a difference. Pascal 
was the father of many new and basic develop-
ments in both physics and mathematics. Pascal’s 
novel approach to science was dominated by the 
idea of careful observation of the studied object or 
phenomenon as opposed to a philosophical interpre-
tation of the considered study in a subjective way. 

Furthermore, Pascal’s spirit of innovation and risk 
was also an important contribution to the emergence 
of modern applied science and engineering. 

When it came to Christian thinking, Pascal applied 
the same principle. The concrete (experiment) must 
complete the abstract (theory). In the question of 
knowing God, experience is a determining contribu-
tion, as Pascal experienced for himself after having 
been confronted by the written word of God, that is, 
the Gospel of the Bible. Pascal’s Christ-centered faith 
is summarized in his following statement: “Jesus is 
a God whom we can approach without pride and 
before whom we can humble ourselves without 
despair.”19 Faith fl ows from the heart, which, for 
Pascal, stands as a necessary complement to human 
reason. God is not to be proved; he is to be experi-
enced.20 Up to now, the Pensées has been a powerful 
defense for Christ-centered faith and apologetics, 
especially among scientifi c and educated people. 

Concerning a Christian testimony, Pascal’s con-
tribution is undeniable in the following sense. 
Christian faith is known (for example, among French 
InterVarsity groups) to be based on (1) a historical 
and objective event, namely the life, death, and res-
urrection of Jesus Christ, accomplished once for all 
time, and (2) a subjective personal experience which 
can still be reproduced, once in a life, namely a per-
sonal meeting with God through Jesus Christ. I am 
sure that Pascal would agree with that statement. His 
infl uence among general readers, either those scien-
tifi cally oriented or those searching for the truth, is 
still going on today in France and around the world, 
and is of signifi cant importance. 

I specifi cally mentioned a few recent challenges and 
opportunities among French graduate students and 
colleagues. Everyone is challenged to experiment 
with Pascal’s wager, which is to personally meet 
God through the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The gist of 
the wager is that one cannot come to the knowledge 
of God’s existence through reason alone, so the wise 
thing to do is to live as if God does exist because 
such a life has everything to gain and nothing to lose. 
If we live as though God exists, and he does indeed 
exist, we have gained heaven. If he does not exist, 
we have lost nothing. If, on the other hand, we live as 
though God does not exist and he really does exist, 
we have gained hell and have lost heaven and bliss. 

Jean Claude Parlebas
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If one weighs the options, clearly the rational choice 
is to live as if God exists, the better of the possible 
choices.21 
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