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Einstein’s Religion 


Throughout history there has been conflict between science and religion. In 1633, Galileo was persecuted by the church for proposing a model of the universe in which the sun was at its center, rather than the earth. Centuries later, in 1925, John Scopes was taken to trial for teaching Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution in a Tennessee public school, because it challenged the Christian belief in creationism. Even today, there is still a tug-of-war between scientific discoveries and traditional religious beliefs, as seen in matters such as the legality of abortion and stem cell research. 


How then could it be that Albert Einstein, a man recognized for such great scientific and mathematical genius that he has become a household name even now, 54 years after his death, could also have such profound and personal views on religion? Albert Einstein once said: 


A knowledge of the existence of something we cannot penetrate, of the manifestations of the profoundest reason and the most radiant beauty - it is this knowledge and this emotion that constitute the truly religious attitude; in this sense, and in this alone, I am a deeply religious man.

Einstein, Albert. “The World As I See It.”


 In fact, Einstein wrote several articles on religion and theology. Dan Brown makes references to this in The Lost Symbol by describing Einstein’s “respect for the mystical,” and mentioning his “religion of the future (308).” But what is this modern religion? Could a man so fully invested in the study of science also be a spiritual leader? Will science and religion ever coalesce, or will they forever be two conflicting views of the world? Perhaps the answers lie within the mind of one man considered to be a genius.  


Albert Einstein was born in Ulm, Germany on March 14, 1879. He was born into the Jewish religion, though his family was not very religious and never attended temple services. His family moved to Munich six weeks after his birth, where he began primary school at Peterschule, a Catholic school he attended until 1888 (Jammer). He was the only Jewish student there, and first experienced anti-Semitism from his peers. Three hours a week, he was taught biblical tales from the New Testament, sections of the Small Catechism, and various beliefs of the Catholic religion. While there, he respected the Catholic belief system, and seemed to experience no real contradiction between what he was taught at school, and the Jewish traditions he was taught at home. At age 9, Einstein went on to secondary school at the Luitpold Gymnasium. There, Einstein was placed into separate courses on Judaism with other Jewish students, and was taught two hours a week on Jewish traditions and beliefs (Jammer).

At the age of 12, however, Einstein lost all connection with this religion. He befriended a Jewish medical student, Max Talmud, who came to dinner with Einstein’s family one evening. Talmud, or Talmey as he was later called, was 10 years older than Einstein, and introduced him to texts on sciences and math. Einstein read Aaron Bernstein’s Popular Books on Physical Science, Ludwig Buchner’s Force and Matter and Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (Jammer). Talmey also provided Einstein with a geometry textbook, from which Einstein studied two years before he was due to learn the subject in school. Talmey would arrive at Einstein’s house every Thursday to teach him math and science, and Einstein devoured the information until he surpassed the knowledge of his mentor (TIME). Einstein later wrote that after reading these texts, he realized the stories of the Bible could not be true. Albert was now steering away from the faith of his ancestors, and decided not to have a bar mitzvah ceremony (Jammer). In the Jewish religion, at the age of 13 a boy becomes a bar mitzvah, and is then obligated to follow God’s commandments and the practices of Judaism. Though it is not necessary to have a bar mitzvah ceremony to become a bar mitzvah, Einstein’s decision not to go through this popular ritual reflected his loss of faith in Jewish beliefs (www.jewfaq.org). 

Although Einstein lost his faith in Judaism, he still had respect for his Jewish heritage. In an interview with Peter A. Bucky, Einstein described his faith as analogous to the shell on a snail. He stated that even if a snail loses his shell, he would still be considered a snail. Similarly, at times those of the Jewish religion lose their faith along the way, losing their trust in the beliefs outlined in the Torah, but due to their heritage, these people can still consider themselves Jews (Bucky 87). Einstein did lose absolute faith in Jewish beliefs in his quest for truth, but he still maintained a deep connection with the religion. 

Though Einstein lost his faith in Judaism, he did strongly believe in Zionism. According to The Oxford English Dictionary, Zionism is the belief in the establishment of a Jewish homeland in the area of Palestine. Einstein worked with Dr. Chaim Weizmann, a scientist and a leader of the World Zionist Organization, to establish the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. He was even offered the Presidency of the State of Israel (www.nobelprize.org). In 1948, Abba Eban, the Israeli ambassador to the United States called Einstein asking him to take on the role as President of Israel. Einstein respectfully declined. Later, in 1952, Einstein was again asked to accept the title, this time by Chaim Weizmann, now the first President of Israel since 1949. But Einstein declined yet again. Einstein’s reasoning for declining the position was that he knew a bit about nature, but nothing about people (Bucky). In 1930, Einstein published a text on Zionism, entitled, “About Zionism.”

Einstein’s main involvement with Zionism was to establish a Hebrew University. His hope was to create a place where Jews could teach other Jews, in order to gain knowledge (Rowe). According to Einstein’s “About Zionism,” knowledge was the key to combating anti-Semitism. To Einstein, an education was what Jews needed to gain international respect, and he believed the Jews needed the confidence to establish themselves as a nation. According to Einstein’s sister, Einstein’s belief in Zionism came from a sense of obligation to help his fellow members of the Jewish community to gain a higher education, which Einstein was blessed enough to achieve (Rowe). 


Albert Einstein is considered a “genius” today due to his many accomplishments in physics. According to many (www.allaboutscience.org), Einstein’s genius was first discovered when he was five years old, looking at a compass given to him by his father. Einstein was fascinated with how the compass needle always pointed north. As the story goes, this sparked curiosity in him as to how this object worked that may have triggered important discoveries later in his academic life. In fact, Einstein’s accomplishments did begin at a young age. In 1905, at only the age of 26, Einstein published his “Special Theory of Relativity (Bucky).” Einstein’s Theory came from finding holes in Newtonian Mechanics (www.nobelprize.org), and analyzing the movement of particles in different inertial reference frames traveling at speeds up to the speed of light. By incorporating mass and energy into this theory, Einstein developed the equation E=mc^2 revealing that there are actually extremely large amounts of latent energy contained in massive objects at rest. In 1916, Einstein expanded his “Special Theory of Relativity” to involve gravity, and published his “General Theory of Relativity (www.nobelprize.org).” In 1921, Einstein won the Nobel Prize in Physics. Interestingly, the award was not presented to Einstein for his great Theories of Relativity. Instead, according to www.NobelPrize.org, the award was presented to him for "for his services to Theoretical Physics, and especially for his discovery of the law of the photoelectric effect." The photoelectric effect refers to Einstein’s discovery that electrons are released from metals when reacting with light. This discovery later led to the invention of radio and television. His advances in physical theory even led to the creation of the atomic bomb, which brought an end to World War II in August 1945 (www.allaboutscience.org).  
Although Einstein made great strides in physics, he denied having any sort of mind more brilliant than that of anyone else. In his opinion, it was his curiosity and tenacity while problem solving that allowed him to achieve such great things (Bucky). Einstein’s work came from a great desire to understand nature and how the world works. When asked in an interview what was his great goal in life, he responded, “…the quest for truth.” (31) In many ways, this life goal was Einstein’s religion. Einstein believed that religion was what created the drive needed to advance in the arts and sciences (Bucky). For him, his faith in a deep, complex universe that could only just begin to be fathomed by man was what gave him the tenacity to persist as he discovered theories that revolutionized science. 

In The Lost Symbol, Brown writes of Einstein’s prediction of a cosmic religion of the future that would “transcend personal God and avoid dogma and theology (308).” In this way Einstein’s religion would differ drastically from the conventional religions of today. Brown alludes not only to Einstein’s religious beliefs, but also that a movement away from traditional religion would occur in the future. Brown writes that “the masses would one day feel the same (308).” But is this possible? Could Einstein’s beliefs really spark an unconventional religion of the future?

Einstein never liked to use the word “theology” when discussing his religion. To him, “theology” referred to the study of truths that had already been discovered. Instead, religion was all about the “quest for truth (Bucky).” Einstein found religion on his perpetual search for new discoveries to shed light on the mysteries of the universe (Bucky).  To him, mystery was a fundamental element in the creation of true art and science (The World As I See It). As a scientist, Einstein was faced with a world of mystery. In physics, we use formulas and equations, theories and laws, to attempt to shed light on the mysteries of our universe. To Einstein, the universe is vastly complex and it is daunting for the very primitive human mind to try to understand it. In the diary of Count Kessler, Kessler writes of a dinner that took place in his home on Valentines Day, 1927 in Berlin. When Kessler probed Einstein about being “deeply religious,” Einstein replied, “Yes, you can call it that. Try and penetrate within our limited means the secrets of the nature and you will find that, behind all the discernible concatenations, there remains something subtle, intangible and inexplicable. Veneration for this force beyond anything that we can comprehend is my religion. To that extent I am, in point of fact, religious.” Yes, according to Einstein himself he was very religious. Einstein continues to describe his faith and awe in the mysteries of the world. To Einstein, life without amazement was worth nothing. That is where Einstein found his faith (The World As I See It).  Faith, according to Einstein, is critical to the advancement of science, because that is where scientists find their unwillingness to quit. It is so simple to look at something as vast as the universe and not bother trying to discover its mysteries. For Einstein, his faith in his ability to reveal truths about the world around us allowed him to persist in his research. 

This “Religion of Einstein” differs from conventional religions, because Einstein did not believe in a personal God. A personal God is one imagined by many who think of God today; an old man living in the clouds watching over us. Even those who don’t believe in this stereotypical higher being, picture a personal God more generally with humanlike characteristics. This personal God watches over the Earth he created and takes note of peoples’ lives. This God answers prayers, determines right and wrong, teaches lessons, and lives in the heavens. When it came to a personal God, Einstein remained very scientific. Einstein’s faith in science told him no higher being of that sort could exist. For him, the laws of physics did not allow any room for a God living in the sky (Numbers). Einstein did state he could not prove that there was no personal God, similar to how religious people cannot prove that a God does exist. To Einstein, it would require the knowledge of all of the complexities of the universe to disprove the presence of a personal God. Einstein was nonetheless firm in his belief that a personal God did not exist. 

Einstein did, however, believe in another sort of God. This God was inspired by the work of Baruch Spinoza, a 17th Century philosopher. Spinoza believed in a deeply scientific world. He believed that all occurrences in the universe could be described with mathematics and mechanical actions (Jammer). Spinoza, like Einstein, rejected a personal God. Spinoza’s God, from Spinoza’s philosophy called Spinozism, was a God of nature. In Spinozism, God was a product of matter and thought, and had more to do with the harmony of the universe rather than controlling the fate of man (The World As I See It). One’s relationship with Spinoza’s God came from being a part in a whole; one being in an entire universe, in which everyone affects each other.  Spinoza’s beliefs were published in his work entitled, Ethics, which Einstein studied. Einstein had a deep respect for Spinoza’s work and stated that he believed in Spinoza’s God (The World As I See It). 

To Einstein, science and religion were not two opposing forces. He believed a person could not have one without the other. A famous quote by Einstein states, “science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.” Einstein implied that science without faith in the mysteries of the world around us, was no longer interesting. Einstein did believe that scientific findings were completely separate from religion (10). For example, he repeatedly claimed his theories of relativity had no link to religious beliefs (Jammer). Yet, he also felt that scientists making discoveries in his time could not have made their achievements without a religious belief in a complex universe that could somehow be delineated by the research of man (10). As for religion, Einstein felt that conventional religion, ignoring the existence of science, ignored major truths about the world. For example, Einstein could not believe in a personal God because it would defy the scientific laws of the universe. For him, the religion found within scientific investigations and advancements was the “only creative religious activity of our time (Jammer).”  

Einstein agreed with the common definition of science. However he felt that what most people consider the definition of  “religion” is false. Religion, defined by Einstein, “is concerned with man's attitude toward nature at large, with the establishing of ideals for the individual and communal life, and with mutual human relationship (10).” He believed that part of the definition of religion involves a traditional aspect of myths and stories taught to followers to influence them to follow the ideals and beliefs of the religion. Einstein writes that the conflict between science and religion arises when people try to compare these myths and stories to scientific findings. He believed that this conflict should be avoided. Einstein believed that when you strip these traditional stories and myths from religions, all religions seem not to differ from each other very much. What is left is a list of morals by which to live.  
Referring back to The Lost Symbol, Dan Brown wrote about Einstein predicting a religious movement of the masses to his cosmic religion. In my research, I have not found any work by Einstein alluding to this, yet at the same time, Brown’s assertion was not so far-fetched. Today we live in a society that is constantly developing and changing technologically. We have made great scientific advancements to arrive at this point today and humans are gaining knowledge from generation to generation. So then perhaps a change in religion is yet to come. Perhaps science and religion will no longer be enemies but will be necessary in order to understand each other, as Einstein wanted. Einstein found community, heritage, and tradition in Judaism, though still he did not adopt the religious beliefs of the Jews as his own. For Einstein, he found his religion through science. From one of the greatest scientists of all time, one must assume he had passion for his work. But Einstein also had a real spirituality to him. He believed the world was a complex and mysterious place, and he found religion in this unknown. 

Einstein’s religion has a God, faith and morals like traditional religions, yet it also strayed from convention. So maybe it’s not necessary to attend services at the “Cosmic Church of Einstein.” Maybe we can just allow religion to be feelings inside of us, expressing our own personal beliefs rather than the beliefs of another. The conflict between science and religion still rages today, and maybe the world is not yet ready to stray from its traditional beliefs, but I do believe it is possible to consider this religion of the future: a religion based on personal spirituality, rather than a prescribed set of beliefs. Maybe in the future Einstein will become a religious leader, but for now, his religious doctrine lies dormant in the papers of the greatest scientist to have ever lived. 
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