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Abstract

Is it rational to engage in petitionary prayer when there is uncertainty regarding the fulfillment
of such prayers? This article, drawing inspiration from Pascal’s Wager, explores two
variations of a wager-based justification for petitionary prayer. The first variation posits that
even if the likelihood of a petitionary prayer being answered is minimal, the potential for
immense reward in the event of fulfillment renders petitionary prayer the most rational option
amidst uncertainty. The second variation presents a more robust defense by broadening the
concept of fulfillment: petitionary prayer is invariably answered, even if the response does not
correspond to the petitioner’s precise request. This viewpoint is rooted in the conviction that
God, in His infinite wisdom, always delivers the most suitable response.

The article further emphasizes that both wager-based arguments not only validate petitionary
prayer as a rational and advantageous practice but also position it as a means to enhance one’s
relationship with God. In the concluding section, the issue of faith in petitionary prayer is
examined: when petitionary prayers are not fulfilled as hoped, there exists a risk of
diminished faith, which could challenge the rationality of the wager defense. Nevertheless, the
article illustrates that certain considerations ultimately favor petitionary prayer, rendering it
reasonable and meaningful even in the absence of fulfillment. Consequently, petitionary
prayer persists as a rational act amidst uncertainty.
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A Wager-Based Defense of Petitionary Prayer:
Is Petitionary Prayer a Rational Wger?

Extended abstract

This article endeavors to provide a rational explanation for petitionary prayer within
the context of religious life. It is constructed upon a model inspired by Pascal’s
Wager. By utilizing the structural logic of Pascal’s Wager, the paper introduces a
parallel model for petitionary prayer. Just as reason compels individuals to wager on
belief in God due to the potential for eternal rewards, it similarly suggests that one
should wager on petitionary prayer. The cost of praying is minimal, while the
potential benefit—should the prayer be answered—is immensely significant. By
adopting the framework of Pascal’s Wager, the mere possibility of the efficacy of
petitionary prayer—regardless of conclusive empirical evidence—renders it a
justified and advantageous wager. Therefore, even in the absence of metaphysical
arguments or empirical data concerning the effectiveness of petitionary prayer, the
act of engaging in it, as a worthy bet, may be rational, justified, and even essential.
The objective of this paper, thus, is not to defend the efficacy of petitionary prayer
itself, but rather to uphold the rationality of participating in it—particularly in
situations of uncertainty regarding its effectiveness.

The first section of the paper provides a concise explanation of Pascal’s Wager. It
illustrates how this reasoning can be applied to the uncertainty surrounding the
fulfillment of petitionary prayers. Following this, two variations of a wager-based
defense of petitionary prayer are presented.

The first version centers on a cost-benefit analysis of petitionary prayer. It contends
that even if the likelihood of an answered request is low, the potential and certain
benefits of praying render it a rational choice. Specifically, when the probability of
success is minimal, the possible reward of petitionary prayer significantly outweighs
any potential loss. Furthermore, the worst-case scenario of engaging in prayer
remains preferable to the best-case outcome of abstaining from prayer.

The second version presents a more robust defense by expanding the concept of
answered petitionary prayer. According to this perspective, every petitionary prayer
is answered because God always provides the best possible response—even if that
response does not precisely align with the petitioner’s request. Within this
framework, the petitioner can be assured that their petitionary prayer will certainly
be answered, albeit not necessarily in the anticipated form. Consequently, every
outcome becomes beneficial. This second wager secures the utility of petitionary
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prayer independently of any specific result and more strongly supports the
rationality of engaging in prayer.
The paper then addresses challenges to faith that arise in the context of unanswered
petitionary prayers. These challenges emerge when unanswered requests lead to
crises of faith. For instance, if someone enters into the wager of petitionary prayer
but receives a negative response, they may experience weakened or lost faith. This
raises the question: would petitioning God still be a justified and low-cost action?
Such concerns could potentially undermine the rationality of the wager, as the loss
of faith may appear to be an excessive cost. The response provided is that petitionary
prayer offers both the potential benefit of being answered and the certain benefit of
the various goods associated with the act of praying. While petitionary prayer may
carry the risk of diminishing faith in the absence of a favorable answer, refraining
from it—though it may preserve weak faith—entails forfeiting the possibility of
answered petitions and the broader spiritual benefits that prayer can provide.
Is the potential weakening of faith due to unanswered petitionary prayer significant
enough to undermine the rationality of the wager? Arguably not. If one’s faith
collapses solely because of an unanswered petition, such a collapse indicates a lack
of depth in the faith itself. Therefore, while the risk of weakened faith is real, it does
not constitute a decisive harm when weighed against the substantial and probable
benefits of petitionary prayer. Rather than detracting from the wager, it highlights
the superficiality of the underlying faith. Ultimately, wagering on petitionary prayer
remains a rational and justified choice.
In situations of unanswered petitionary prayer, two possibilities emerge:

1. Unanswered petitionary prayer may lead to the collapse of faith and

undermine belief in God.

2. Unanswered petitionary prayer may function as a means of deepening and

testing one’s faith—provided that it is practiced not merely to achieve a specific

outcome, but as an act of complete trust in divine wisdom.
Consequently, from a broader perspective of potential gains and losses—and within
the conditional reasoning of the wager—opetitionary prayer ultimately serves the best
interests of the petitioner. On one hand, it offers the promise of great reward if
answered. On the other hand, even the denial of such prayers may act as a pathway
for refining and strengthening one’s relationship with God. Thus, in the face of
uncertainty, maintaining faith in God emerges as a rational and commendable
choice.
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