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There is something about a starlit sky, something about a beautiful sunset, something about the miracle of life itself that has the power to take our breath away. I experienced that power on a beautiful summer evening about five years ago. Carol and I were at the beach with friends, enjoying good food and good conversation. As we talked, a single shooting star streaked across the sky. Then another and another and another until we found ourselves in the midst of an incredible display of cosmic fireworks.

As those tiny points of light darted across the sky, we began to use the language of science to describe what we were seeing. We talked about how those so called shooting stars were really bits of rock and metal that had journeyed for countless miles before burning up in the earth's atmosphere. We also marveled at what seemed to be the infinite number of stars in the night sky, reminding ourselves that the starlight we were seeing had journeyed for many decades, if not centuries, to reach our eyes.

As we spoke about meteors, gravitational fields, and light years, our conversation began to move in an interesting and unexpected direction. You see, the longer we talked about the science of what we were seeing, the more poetic and spiritual our words became. Some felt awe and wonder about the laws and regularities that govern the cosmos. Others speculated that there might be a spirit or intelligence behind those laws, orchestrating the harmony and beauty we were seeing that night. But everyone, everyone expressed profound gratitude and even joy for a universe that works, for a universe that sustains our planet and our existence. A conversation that began with the language of science and reason had ended up in a very religious place- a place where we were filled with wonder and gratitude for the beauty and the mystery of the universe. 

Now, when you think about it, our journey that night on the beach - a journey from reason to awe, a journey from science to religion – seems rather unusual. After all, science and religion are so often seen as bitter and uncompromising enemies, rather than as different paths to truth and meaning.

The adversarial relationship between science and religion is deeply rooted in fundamentalism - fundamentalism within religion and fundamentalism within science. By fundamentalism, I mean an approach which sees the assumptions or beliefs of one way of viewing reality as fundamental or determinative of everything else. So a religious fundamentalist views all of reality through the lens of one theology, one doctrine, or one sacred text, closing off the possibility that truth can found in everyone and in everything, including in the harmony and beauty of nature and the universe. 

In similar fashion, a scientific fundamentalist takes an equally extreme approach, dismissing religion as mere superstition, and holding up the findings of science as definitive proof that religious belief is a delusion. To the fundamentalists on both sides, science and religion have absolutely nothing in common. 
Although fundamentalists in both science and religion receive the most attention and sell the most books, their views on the relationship between science and religion are not the only ones
we can look to for guidance. There have been and remain powerful voices in both the scientific and religious communities who see their respective approaches not as rivals or enemies, but as equally legitimate and even cooperative paths leading to truth, meaning, and spiritual depth. 

Albert Einstein was one of those voices. Raised by secular parents disinterested in their Jewish roots, Einstein grew up with little or no experience of organized religion. He did go through a period of religious zeal and observance in which he strictly followed Jewish law and ritual.  But his zeal eventually waned as his interest in science grew stronger. 
But rather than sliding into scientific fundamentalism, Einstein's passion for science eventually led him back to religion. Not the religion of the synagogue or the church, but to a religion of mystery and reverence for the harmony of the cosmos. He found in the laws of physics and in the beauty of nature a "spirit that is manifest in the universe" and a "God who reveals himself in the harmony of all that exists." For Einstein, it was the spirit, the harmony, and the mystery revealed by science which pointed to the existence of God.

Einstein's belief in the existence of a manifest spirit led him to the conclusion that science and religion were inextricably linked. Science discovered the laws of the universe while religion revealed their deeper meaning. Neither science nor religion could exist without the insight and spark provided by the other. As Einstein himself once famously put it, "science without religion is lame and religion without science is blind."
Science without religion is lame. What an extraordinary statement for a scientist to make, especially one of the greatest scientific minds of all time. Yet Einstein was adamant that a religious sensibility and yearning, a kind of spiritual hunger and thirst, was at the heart of the scientific quest for knowledge of how the universe works. He called that sensibility a "cosmic religious feeling," and claimed that the more scientists learned, the deeper the feeling became.  That is why Einstein would undoubtedly agree with Richard Feynman's assertion in our reading that the scientific quest is a profoundly religious experience. 
Let's now turn to the second part of Einstein's bold statement, that religion without science is blind. During his period of youthful religious devotion, Einstein looked to sacred texts like the Torah and the Talmud for guidance. But he found those texts to be confining and incomplete. So he turned to science and the universe, finding and discovering laws that were grander and more meaningful than those he found in the Bible.  That's why Einstein believed that confining the religious quest to one source, in this case a single sacred text like the Bible, was to close oneself off from other, even more magnificent sources, like the beauty and majesty of life and of the cosmos. 
Einstein's argument against such a narrow religious focus strikes me as very Unitarian Universalist. Our own principles and purposes point to the importance of multiple sources of truth, including "the guidance of reason and the results of science." It is in that same spirit of pluralism and curiosity that my esteemed colleague, the Rev. Dick Gilbert calls science a "profound source of spiritual truth." 

Along with providing us a source of truth other than church doctrines and sacred texts, modern science has transformed the way we understand those texts. You see, for centuries, the Bible has been (and is still read by many) as a book of science. It is deemed to be a true and literal account of the origins of life and the universe. But thanks to the findings of modern science, we can now read the Bible as it ought to be read - not as a book of science but as a deeply spiritual text. No longer saddled with having to answer scientific questions that are clearly beyond its scope, the Bible is now free to be what I believe its authors meant for it to be - an incredibly rich combination of myth and history filled with powerful and transforming spiritual truths. When read in this light, the creation story in Genesis, for example, becomes a beautiful meditation on the meaning of creation rather than a factual or scientific account of how it actually happened. In one of the great paradoxes in the conflict between science and religion, modern science has opened our eyes to the wonder of the cosmos while at the same time opening up new meaning and new ways of understanding traditional religious sources like the Hebrew and Christian Bibles.

Before leaving you this morning, I want to return to the night sky, to those beautiful stars shining so brightly above. Just imagine them up there, burning with mystery and beauty. One evening while walking near his summer home in Ireland, one of my favorite science writers, Chet Raymo, spotted the star Vega shining brightly overhead. 
On this night as he stared up at that bright star, Raymo began to recall the scientific explanations he knew by heart. He remembered that the light from Vega is dispersed toward the earth over an unimaginably large area – 320 septillion square miles - which is 320 followed by 28 zeroes!!!! As he contemplated the vastness of the light from Vega, Raymo writes that his “soul was opened to a universe whose length and breadth exceed my wildest imagining.”

With his soul opened and his mind stirred, Raymo tried to understand what it all meant. He hungered to understand himself and his place in this vast ocean of space and starlight. He hungered to experience God, to see and feel and taste the mystery behind existence. More than anything else, Raymo yearned to pray, to thank God or whatever the mystery was for the beauty of the universe. 
But as hard as he tried, Raymo could not bring himself to pray. Listening for an answer, he only heard more questions. But as he continued to look up at the beauty of the night sky, something else began to stir inside him. It was a feeling of deep connection, of being part of something greater than himself. Instead of an Ultimate Answer or a Supreme Being, he found blessing, beauty, and gratitude. So rather than prayer, Raymo offered praise, praise for his life and for this universe of beauty and wonder - a universe that he can call home.

And that's the feeling I had that night on the beach with my friends and all those shooting stars. Having shared an experience of awe and wonder - an experience made more powerful and transformative by our understanding of science, I felt so deeply connected to the universe and to my friends that I just knew that I was home. That night on the beach, science helped me find my way home and I can think of no more religious or spiritual experience than that.

My friends, science and religion may not provide you with the answers you seek. In fact, they may even raise more questions – questions about God, about existence, and about ourselves. But if we see both science and religion as powerful sources of truth, as spiritual co-creators on our shared journeys to meaning and purpose, if we see science and religion in this way, our lives will be filled with awe and reverence for the beauty, the wonder, and the blessing of living in this wondrous and amazing universe.

Amen and Blessed Be
(Special thanks to Susan Davis for assisting with document formatting!)
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