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It all began with a young boy, lying in bed, recovering from a bad cold. 
The boy’s father gives him a small gift, in this case, a magnetic compass. The boy marvels at the compass and its needle, which seems to magically move as if influenced by some hidden force or unseen reality. The boy is so amazed and astonished by the compass and by that mysterious force that he begins to tremble with excitement.   


That young boy, of course, was Albert Einstein, and his encounter with that compass when he was 5 years old marked the beginning of an incredible lifelong journey to understand those hidden forces and unseen realities. I can almost see the young Einstein holding that compass in his hand, perhaps walking back and forth and watching the needle magically move in one direction and then another. “How is that possible,” he wonders. What is causing the needle to point in different directions as I carry the compass in different directions? Reflecting back on this moment many years later, Einstein himself recalled that watching that compass needle move led him to conclude that some force or some reality - had to be behind all things. And the search for that mysterious force, that unseen reality, which Einstein would come to call God and which filled him with awe and wonder – that search became the defining quest of not only his scientific career but also of his spiritual life and journey.


Before I share some of the story of Einstein’s spiritual journey, I want to make one confession and caveat. As those of you who have heard me preach about science know, I’m not a scientist or a physicist, nor do I play one on TV. I couldn’t explain special or general relativity if my life depended on it. But what I can do is explore the relationship between science and religion – a relationship which is so often viewed as being antagonistic. And by looking at that relationship through the life and thought of Albert Einstein, I believe we can build a bridge across the divide between science and religion – a bridge that celebrates and affirms those things religion and science have in common - curiosity and imagination, mystery and wonder – and an experience of the beauty and harmony of creation that Einstein so beautifully described as “cosmic religious feeling.”


Albert Einstein’s spiritual story begins, as most spiritual stories do, during his childhood – a childhood that sparked, as we said earlier, both his scientific and religious journeys. He was born and raised in Munich, Germany during in the last quarter of the 19th century. Einstein, of course, was Jewish, but his parents had a very distant relationship with their faith. They rarely if ever attended religious services and did not observe Jewish law or ritual in their home.


But his parents’ disdain for organized religion did not deter the young Einstein from striving to understand that unseen and mysterious force behind all things. For a time, he searched for understanding in Judaism. When Einstein was around 10 or 11, he went through a period of what one might call intense religious fervor in which he followed Jewish law, read scripture daily, and even composed hymns. But as his encounters with modern science increased, Einstein’s passion for religious ritual and observance waned. But his hunger to understand – to understand the unseen, the mysterious, and what he liked to call the mind of God – that spiritual hunger did not diminish but was instead merged with his scientific quest – a quest that eventually led Einstein to redefine our understanding of the physical world and to help us get a glimpse, albeit small, into the mind of God.


Now I think it’s important at this point to say a word about Einstein’s use of the word “God,” which remains a point of great controversy and conversation to this day. You see, from that early period of religious fervor right up to the end of his life, Einstein flatly rejected the understanding of God found in most religions, which he characterized as a personal God who concerns himself with the details of our daily lives. For Einstein, God was not some being possessing human emotions and who intervenes in the lives of human beings. After receiving a letter from a child who asked him the wonderful question “Do scientists pray?” Einstein responded that a scientific outlook is based on the idea that everything that takes place is determined by laws of nature. So a scientist would not be inclined to believe that events in our world could be influenced by a prayer or a wish addressed to a supernatural being.


But if Einstein rejected the notion of a personal God, he did embrace an understanding of the divine. Later in that same letter to the young girl, Einstein wrote, “Everyone who is seriously involved in the pursuit of science becomes convinced that a spirit is manifest in the laws of the Universe – a spirit vastly superior to that of humankind – and one in the face of which we must feel very, very humble.” “In this way,” Einstein concluded, “the pursuit of science leads to a religious feeling of a special sort – a feeling which is quite different from the religiosity of most people.”


Now, as I said before, passages such as these from Einstein’s writings have led to a great deal of debate about his beliefs. Was Albert Einstein an atheist or a theist, a believer or a non-believer? I must say that debates such as these don’t excite me very much because they usually tell us far more about those trying to claim Einstein for their side of the debate than they do about Einstein himself. But let me say this. It seems clear that throughout his life, Albert Einstein embraced an idea of religion and divinity that was very different from the arguments of either side of the theist-atheist debate. Einstein could never embrace the personal God of many faith traditions. At the same time, Einstein criticized atheists who often tried to claim him as a follower. And I think what led Einstein to reject the arguments of both sides of this debate was their lack of humility. Listen how Einstein distinguished his views from atheism. “What separates me from the so called atheists is a feeling of utter humility toward the unattainable secrets of the harmony of the cosmos.” Let me say that again. What characterized Einstein’s religious outlook, an outlook that distinguished him from both believers and non-believers – was humility towards the unattainable secrets of the harmony of the cosmos.


Now of course, not all of the secrets of the cosmos were unattainable, and Einstein himself helped unravel some of those secrets. And it was in the unraveling of those mysteries that Einstein’s spiritual journey found it’s greatest depth and meaning. You see, the more Einstein explored, discovered, and learned about the universe, the more he felt connected to and at home in it. Science became for Einstein a path to religious and I would even say mystical experience – a path to awe at the reality of a universe of harmony and regularity, and wonder and amazement at a universe that will always remain, at some level, a mystery.


And there was something else extraordinary about Einstein’s spiritual journey. The more connected he felt to the harmony and the mystery of the cosmos, the more connection and compassion he felt for his fellow human beings. For much of his adult life, Albert Einstein was a passionate advocate for human rights, for freedom of conscience and thought, and for world peace. And Einstein’s commitment to these values was part and parcel of his scientific and religious outlook. He believed that a set of physical laws and principles had produced the harmony and the beauty of the cosmos and he felt that a set of common ethical values and principles - values like freedom, peace, and justice, could create harmony and beauty within the human family.


Of course, Einstein recognized that the results of science and technology were not always in harmony with the ethical principles he held dear and in no other area of his life was this more true than in his connection to the making of the atomic bomb. Einstein’s theoretical breakthroughs had contributed to the development of the bomb and Einstein himself wrote a famous letter to President Franklin Roosevelt warning of Nazi Germany’s atomic program and urging the United States to pursue a research program of its own. That letter helped inspire the creation of the Manhattan Project and paved the way for the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.


I think it’s safe to say that Einstein felt deeply ambivalent about his role in helping to usher in the atomic age. He did not work on the Manhattan Project directly but always felt a certain responsibility for its creation. But rather than sitting back and feeling guilty or rationalizing his role in the making of the bomb, Einstein lived his values of peace and harmony by advocating for the creation of a set of principles and controls that would ensure that atomic weaponry would never again be an instrument of war. Of course, Einstein’s efforts did not succeed in creating a world government as he had hoped and they did not prevent the cold war or the nuclear arms race. But his deep-seated and outspoken humanitarianism provided a voice of reason and principle during a time of great fear and intolerance, and for that the world owes Albert Einstein an enormous debt of gratitude.


I want to leave you this morning with a story from my own spiritual journey that has helped me understand Einstein’s religious outlook. One evening, a few years ago, while the Temerson family was still living in New England, Carol and I were at the beach with a group of church friends. It was a beautiful summer night and the sky was clear. There were so many stars in the sky that I felt as if I could almost reach out and touch them.

As we sat around a bonfire sharing food, stories, and a whole lot of laughter, a shooting star raced across the night sky. Then we saw another, and then another until we found ourselves in the midst of a vast cosmic fireworks display.


As we watched this amazing sight together, our conversation turned to the science behind what we were seeing. We talked about the fact that we were actually witnessing a meteor shower rather than actual stars racing across the sky. We also talked about all the stars we could see that night - their incredible size and distance from the earth, and how some of the starlight we were seeing had been emitted long before any of us had even been born.   


And the longer we talked about the science of what we were seeing, the more I came to experience that sense of awe and deep connection Einstein talked so much about, which he called “cosmic religious feeling.” In that moment I felt so very privileged to be alive, to have love and friendship in my life, and to live in a universe of extraordinary beauty and harmony, a universe I will never fully understand or comprehend - a universe that I can always, always call home.


And I think it’s that feeling, that sense of being at home in the midst of beauty and mystery of existence – it is that feeling which is at the heart of Albert Einstein’s spiritual life and ideas. Those experiences and ideas will probably never be translated into a single religion or theology. And they probably shouldn’t be because what Einstein points us towards is a way of living our spiritual journeys that is beyond all divisions and distinctions – a way of living and being that is filled with imagination, humility, understanding, and deep, deep appreciation for the mystery, the harmony, and the majesty of this marvelous creation that we can always call home.
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