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Religion and Science in Conflict

By OLIVER L. REISER and BLODWEN DAVIES

An important advance in the life of the
people is the transformation of the religion
of fear into the moral religion. But one
must avoid the prejudice that regards the
religions of primitive peoples as pure fear
religions and those of the civilized races as
pure moral religions. All are mixed forms.
... Only exceptionally gifted individuals
or especially noble communities rise essen-
tially above this level of religious experi-
ence.... The religious geniuses of all
times have been distinguished by this
cosmic religious sense, which recognizes
neither dogmas nor God made in man’s

image. Consequently there cannot be a

church whose chief doctrines are based on
the cosmic religious experience.... It is,
therefore, quite natural that the churches
have always fought against science and
have persecuted its supporters. But, on the
other hand, I assert that the cosmic re-

ligious experience is the strongest and
noblest driving force behind scientific re-

search.&dquo;

THE MEANING OF RELIGION

THE problem of the nature of re-

ligion and its relations to philoso-
phy and science can profitably be dis-
cussed only in the light of one’s defini-
tion of &dquo;religion.&dquo; If one employs a
narrow definition, then religion, espe-
cially in its organized or institutional-
ized forms, may have little future; but
by a broader definition, religion may
have a future as bright as that of the
human race.
As an example of the use of the

broader definition, we think of the ef-
fort of Professor H. R. Mussey to show
that Russian Communism, especially in
its first decade, fulfilled the require-

ments of a religion. Similarly, Harry
Emerson Fosdick once declared that
Nazism is (was) a religion, though a
bad one. Using a broad definition, it is
possible to show that as long as men
earnestly believe anything, religion will
remain a fact of society. By carrying
this procedure further, one can also

prove-as indeed Albert Einstein has

proposed above-that science itself can
be the religion of the devoted scientist.
If this is admitted, even atheism can be-
come a religion-the religion of those
who passionately deny the existence of
the accepted gods of others. The his-
torical fact that the term &dquo;atheist&dquo; was
first applied by the Romans to the
Christians (Lucian slurringly puts Epi-
cureans, atheists, and Christians into
one class), only in turn to be applied
later on by the Christians to the athe-
istic unbelievers in the God of Christi-

anity, confirms this broad use of the

term, i.e., its possible dissociation from
theism.

It is true that this inclusive meaning
of the term violates those popular defini-
tions of religion which associate it with
a necessary belief in a god (monothe-
ism) or in many gods (polytheism).
However, the New Century Dictionary
defines religion as the &dquo;recognition on
the part of man of a controlling, super-
human power entitled to reverence and

worship.&dquo; If this &dquo;superhuman power&dquo;
is not limited to a personalized (an-
thropomorphic) entity, but is broad

enough to include the more abstractly
conceived realities such as the universal
lawfulness of nature of the pantheists
and the &dquo;infinite eternal energy&dquo; of
Herbert Spencer, then there is no diffi-

culty in accepting the New Century
Dictionary definition. This dictionary

1 Albert Einstein, "Cosmic Religion," first
published in the New York Times. It was re-
printed in the book, Planetary Democracy, co-
authored by the present writers.
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meaning fits in with the broad inter-

pretation and does no violence to se-

mantic principles.
The importance of the problem of

definition in determining the character
of one’s conclusions was brought out in
an interesting manner recently when
Life magazine (March 24, 1947), in an
article on &dquo;The Huxley Brothers,&dquo; de-
scribed Julian Huxley as &dquo;an atheist&dquo;
and a &dquo;materialist, denying the need for
religion or God.&dquo; Commenting on the
article in a letter published in the April
14 issue of Life, Dr. Charles Francis

Potter, founder of the First Humanist
Society of New York, accuses the writer
of a non sequitur. Dr. Potter agrees
that Julian Huxley does deny the need
for God, but states that the assertion
that Dr. Huxley therefore denies the
need for religion is evidently based on
the false assumption that one must be-
lieve in God to have a religion. This,
Dr. Potter points out, is false, for any
student of comparative religion knows
that there have been and are many
nontheistic religions.
To prove that Julian Huxley is not

opposed to religion, Dr. Potter quotes
from Huxley’s Man Stands Alone,
wherein Dr. Huxley affirms that &dquo;re-

ligion, to continue as an element of first-
rate importance in the life of the com-
munity, must drop the idea of God.
...&dquo; This is a most significant state-
ment from a scientist who is currently
Director General of United Nations

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization (UNESCO).

It is interesting to note that in his out-
line of UNESCO, Its Purpose and Phi-
losophy, Dr. Huxley sketches the vari-
ous projects which he thinks UNESCO
should undertake; but in no instance is
there any specific project which would
foster the interests of any organized re-
ligion. And yet we think it could be
said that many of the undertakings Dr.
Huxley recommends for UNESCO are

in line with what John Dewey in his
little book on The Common Faith calls
the &dquo;religious spirit.&dquo; Doubtless it is
for this reason that Dr. Potter describes
Dr. Huxley as a &dquo;religious humanist&dquo;;
however, it must not be overlooked that
Dr. Huxley prefers to call himself a

&dquo;scientific humanist.&dquo;

FREEDOM FROM DOGMA

If religion is conceived in this broad
manner as passionate devotion to some-
thing in the universe which arouses in
man the sense of awe and reverence, but
at the same time is freed from the creeds
and dogmas of the churches, then the
so-called conflicts between science and

religion are in reality only conflicts be-
tween narrow church doctrines (the-
ologies) and the accepted truths of sci-
ence in any given period.
That such a conception of religion is

a legitimate one, we have already sought
to establish. That it is the only concep-
tion of religion which is tolerable, is
what we propose next to demonstrate.

Only by returning religion-even or-

ganized religion-to this broad, pliable,
and viable form is it possible to fore-
see in an increasingly scientific world

any hope or future for religion.
If religion cannot free itself from

these man-made and historically dated
theological conceptions (creeds), then

religion deserves to disappear. If re-

ligion finds itself unable to approach
the pantheism of the Stoics, Spinoza,
and Emerson, then the last chapter of
the history of the warfare between the
orthodoxy of organized religion and
the teachings of science has not been

written, and to such books as J. W.
Draper’s History of the Conflict Be-
tween Religion and Science and A. D.
White’s History of the Warfare of Sci-
ence With Theology in Christendom
other volumes will have to be added to
complete the unfinished story.
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To show that these reflections on in-
stitutionalized religion are not inappro-
priate, consider the dangers inherent in
organized religion.

TENDENCIES OF ORGANIZED RELIGION

An objective study of the problem of
religion in our world may properly
begin with the observation of a curious
fact: all the great monotheistic religions
of the world predicate the existence of
one supreme, all-inclusive, omnipotent
god which is called by many names,
Brahma, Allah, Jehovah, First Cause,
Prime Mover, and many more. Even

the primitive mind seems at times to

have grasped the hypothesis that an

integrated universe must be the work of
one cosmic being.
Yet never in the history of any of

these faiths have the official priesthoods
been able to find any common grounds
for worship or to agree upon a statement
focused on the one God. The one,

cosmic, omnipotent God apparently has
never been able to impress the collective
human mind with the same conception
of his nature. It is the record of his-

tory that the imprint of the Creator of
the cosmos has varied widely from age
to age, from race to race, from religion
to religion, and that climate, economic
conditions, and geography have con-

tributed to the concept of God devel-
oped by even the most earnest and pious
of men. The scientific investigator, ob-
serving this piece of evidence, asks why,
if God as a personality deals directly
with men, revealing himself to and

speaking the language of man, he has
not been able to reveal a more uniform
and integrated history of himself to his
&dquo;images.&dquo;

God as the image of man

To the objective investigator it be-
comes evident that, rather than proving

that man is made in the image of God,
the history of religion proves that God
is made in the image of man. The

study of the evolution of the idea of
God is a legitimate and reverent task to
be laid upon the honest investigator, for
the evolution of God in human con-

sciousness parallels step by step, line

upon line, precept upon precept, the
evolution of man. For God, as con-

ceived by man, can never be more than
the essence of the highest concepts
achieved by man, the idealized image
of his own hopes and aspirations. Yet

none of the religions has yet recognized
that the well-informed, sensitive, search-
ing mind of man is the best indication
of man’s spirituality. Man’s conception
of the Ultimate Reality is a symbol of
the point in evolution achieved by man,
a token of his vision and expanding con-
sciousness.
The most important thing, perhaps,

to the scientific investigator about this
Ultimate Reality, this uncreated Cause
which man is so constantly trying to

visualize and symbolize, is its cosmic

magnetism in drawing and holding to it
the finest and the highest faculty that
men possess throughout the ages and

among all races of men. The incalcul-
able significance of &dquo;God&dquo; is not to be
found in the forms created to communi-
cate the idea of God, but in the infer-
ence that there exists a power so uni-

versal, so potent, so all-absorbing that
the pursuit of disciplines leading to an
experience of that power has developed
an element in human life which has be-
come one of the dominating principles
of all societies. We may say that our
forms of government, our forms of edu-
cation, and our forms of religion consti-
tute the great triumvirate of contempo-
rary society. Some of the most power-
ful institutions on the face of the earth
are religious institutions. Even the

great Russian experiment, which at-

tempted to suppress religion as a social
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institution, has now given way before
customs and impulses which cannot be
uprooted from a humanity in whom the
instinct to survive, the instinct to re-

produce, and the instinct to worship the
unknown source of all life are of equal
strength and validity.
The instinct to survive and the in-

stinct to reproduce we share with the

world of animate nature. The instinct
to worship the supposed source of all

life has given rise to much that has

made us human. Worship and curiosity,
faith and adventure, belief and experi-
ment-these have given us everything
we have of the arts, sciences, religions,
philosophies, and governments. Even

the agnostic must recognize that every
piece of creative work begins as an act
of faith. Deeply embedded in man is
the conviction that his most tenuous in-

sights can somehow, in some way, be

given forms by which they can be com-
municated, even though the communi-
cation be inadequate, incomplete, and
unsatisfying. The evolutionary urge in
man convinces him that his role is for-
ever that of trying to manifest the un-
manifest, to make known the unknown,
to create the uncreated.

The symbol confined
Man, the creator of the symbols of

God, should know beyond all doubt
that the image he creates, the idea he
embodies, is partial, temporary, tran-

sitional. It is those persons who substi-
tute the symbol for reality-who do not
possess the disciplined powers of in-

sight-who are content to spend their
instinct for worship in the passive ac-

ceptance of the reports of others, who
evade the responsibility for direct ex-

perience. They deify the symbol,
fence it in with separative ritual and

legend, and are incapable of recogniz-
ing the parallel symbols produced by
others, in other lands or in other ages.
It is the uncreative who deny the ex-

istence of a state of being still to be re-
vealed, of cosmic levels still to be at-
tained by unremitting evolutionary ad-
vance. It is the uncreative, the passive,
who in their littleness attempt to de-
limit their God, to confine the images
of ultimate reality within the grasp of
their own weakness.

It is the uncreative who insist upon
rigid theologies and lifeless orthodoxies;
it is they who believe that the fountain
of inspiration has dried up, and who

cling fanatically to the relics of past
spiritual vitality because of their own

impotence to continue the creative pur-
suit of understanding. Religion, if it is
to be faithful to its own best possibili-
ties, must be an eternal search for truth,
as selfless, as devoted, as disciplined as
the research of the physicist, the mathe-
matician, the biologist, or any other
worker in the creative fields.

A static theology

A static theology in a dynamic world
is a booby trap for the helpless. For
when theology becomes a fossil of what
once embodied the life of a spiritual
movement, it seeks to impede those
whose creative insights might challenge
the authority of the theology. The in-
terest of the orthodox religious institu-
tion is in a fixed and unalterable way of

procedure. To admit a theology to be a
moving, growing, organic body of knowl-
edge would be to unsettle the institu-
tion that has grown up around the the-

ology. A creative evolutionary develop-
ment would be a disruptive influence in
the history of a static religious organi-
zation. So theology resists change, re-
sists the activities of the creative mind,
in a word, denies the existence of a

dynamic God working in nature-and

preaches the existence of an &dquo;absentee
landlord&dquo; of the universe who long ago
ceased to reveal himself in the processes
of evolution.
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This is the concept of God nourished
by many of the theologians in the great
organized religions of the world. It has

always been the story of religion. It is
for this reason that the coming of a new
Teacher, the incarnation of a new Word
in human history, has always had to

face the persecution of the community
out of which the Teacher and the Word

emerge. Where is the history of a re-
ligion that has welcomed the revolu-

tionary insights of one of its followers?
Where is the religious institution that
will willingly recondition itself in the

light of the teachings of the illuminati?
The only dynamic mysticism that can

be found today is a scientific mysticism,
the insight and enlightenment of men
and women working not in temples but
in research laboratories and in studios
and libraries. The development of those
arts, sciences, and letters which are

pouring out enlightened concepts upon
the world of men is due to the plasticity
of the disciplines in which the research
is done. If physics had a dogmatic
creed, Einstein would have been driven
underground by the dogmatists, and the
men and women who created the back-

ground for the formulas of atomic en-
ergy would have been persecuted and
discredited.
To relieve this discussion of its ab-

stractness, we shall refer to several in-
stances of the tendency of organized re-
ligion to encase itself in an armor im-

pervious to change.

EXAMPLES OF THE CONFLICT

The case of Galileo is a notable ex-
ample of the so-called conflict of science
and religion. In vain did Galileo try to
show that the old Ptolemaic, earth-cen-
tered system of astronomy was inade-
quate and should be replaced by the
Copernican, heliocentric cosmology, for
in solemn congregation assembled the

theologians declared:

The doctrine that the earth is neither the
center of the universe nor immovable, but
moves evenly with daily rotation, is absurd,
and both philosophically and theologically
false, and at least an error of faith.

As is well known, Galileo recanted
and renounced his heresy; but Giordano
Bruno, who refused to renounce the

Copernican cosmology, was burned at

the stake in Rome in 1600 for his heresy.
As late as 1819 the books of Galileo,
Copernicus, and Kepler were still on
the index of forbidden books; and it
was not until 1822 that a decree was
issued permitting the teaching of the
motion of the earth about the sun.

This example is from the annals of
the Roman Catholic Church. But the
views of Martin Luther, and of the Prot-
estant Reformation in so far as Luther

guided it, did not differ from those of
Catholicism on this point. Luther was
no more sympathetic to the newly de-
veloping sciences than the medieval
Aristotelianism of the Scholastic the-

ologians.
And in the orthodox Jewish tradition

there was no greater freedom for criti-
cism or reform. The case of Spinoza
may be cited here. The formula used

by the heads of the Ecclesiastical Coun-
cil for the excommunication of Spinoza
contains the following lines: .

With the judgment of the angels and the
sentence of the saints, we anathematize,
execrate, curse and cast out Baruch de

Espinoza, the whole of the sacred com-

munity assenting, in presence of the sacred
books with the 613 precepts written thereip,
pronouncing against him the malediction
wherewith Elisha cursed the children, and
all the maledictions written in the Book of
the Law. Let him be accursed by day, and
accursed by night; let him be accursed in
his rising up; accursed in going out and
accursed in coming in. May the Lord
never more pardon or acknowledge him;
may the wrath and displeasure of the Lord
burn henceforth against this man, and blot
out his name from under the sky....
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This anathema (quoted only in part)
might be excused on the ground that
the leaders of the synagogue felt they
owed a debt of gratitude to their hosts
in Holland for the welcome extended the

Jews, so recently exiled from Spain, and
accordingly they were forced to con-

demn a man whose views struck at the
Christian doctrine as forcefully as they
struck at Judaism.

ORGANIZED RELIGION AND EVOLUTION

The next great example of the con-
flict between science and religion was
provided by the reaction of the churches
to Darwin’s theory of evolution. The
reverberations of this conflict have not

completely died down; indeed, the prob-
lem of the implications of evolution for
science, religion, and philosophy has
not yet been solved. And when this
idea of evolution is carried into the
field of religion itself, the battle that
subsided after the Tennessee trial flares

up again in even more violent form.
The idea of a continuously evolving

body of religious insight shocks the
orthodox mind. Organized religion has
never seriously attempted to integrate
the idea of evolution-biological evolu-
tion, mental evolution, and social evolu-
tion-into the core of its thinking. It
has pinned the theory of evolution in-

securely onto its garment of theology;
but it has seldom examined what might
be inferred from the evolution of re-

ligion.
This well-established idea that re-

ligion should be static-in a dynamic
universe-explains why we have so

much churchianity and so little Christi-
anity, so much administration and so

little inspiration. The great church

campaigns today are campaigns to raise
money-to bring people &dquo;back to the
church.&dquo; If the churches had vision,
in either a mystical or a scientific sense,
the people would go &dquo;forward&dquo; to the

churches, not back to them. But the

churches today are as lacking in mysti-
cal experience as they are in scientific
knowledge.
What is the solution to the problems

of institutionalized religion? What can
be done to reform the churches from
within? How can organized religions
be made to realize that the nature of a

dynamic and evolutionary universe can-
not be taught in the symbols of a pre-
evolutionary mode of thinking?
Anyone attempting to indicate to the

churches what organized religion can do
to revitalize itself is undertaking a

rather thankless task. And yet one

must speak the truth as one sees it.

Moreover, there is always the hope of
encouraging those religious organizations
which have enough plasticity to adjust
themselves to new ideas. It may even
be possible to create new religious insti-
tutions (for example, humanist churches
and ethical culture societies) which will
take their nourishment directly from
the progressing scientific revelations that
pour out in an endless stream.

Let us develop this thought.

RELIGIOUS HUMANISM

The scientist who regards these prob-
lems as unimportant, or who in an age
of science refers the problems of religion
to the churches, is shirking his full duty.
The whole difficulty of our society boils
down to the lack of certain moral quali-
ties in modern man that renders him in-

capable of , closing the gap between his
knowledge and ideals and his existing
institutions and organizations. We dem-
onstrate infidelity to truth and lack of
courage, stemming from the failure of
our education and our religion and our
arts to create values which are worth

sacrificing to attain.
A futile religion contributes to the

frustration of society, for it stifles moral
creativity. We are teetering at the edge
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of an abyss, and we realize hazily that
the status quo cannot long be main-
tained. Unless we align our ideals and
our social institutions, Tagore’s vision

in Manassi will move on to its dismal
climax. The one great hope for avoid-
ing catastrophe is to proliferate a dy-
namic, creative democracy. This im-

plies the development of a nonsuper-
naturalistic religion, which may well be
called the &dquo;Religion of the Scientist in
the Atomic Age.&dquo; The postulates of this
new approach may be stated as follows.

POSTULATES OF A SCIENTIFIC-
RELIGIOUS HUMANISM

1. There is a universal guiding field
of influence, closer in nature to the
cosmic fire (intelligent energy) of the
Stoics than to the Creator in the ortho-
dox interpretation of Genesis, which

gives coherent form to the evolving re-
alities in space and time.

2. Human consciousness, in its aware-
ness, its time-spanning properties, and
its purposiveness, is an expression or

epitome of this cosmic energy (or form-
producing field).

3. The only knowledge man has is hu-
man knowledge, and no ultimate truth
can come into his range of understand-

ing greater than the capacity of the hu-
man mind to recognize and utilize in a
given age. There are no revealed re-

ligions containing final and absolute
truth.

4. The evolution of science, religion,
and philosophy is the expression of
man’s efforts to apprehend this larger
cosmic field of influence. Therefore the
only &dquo;true&dquo; religion is the one that en-

courages this continual creativity of man
in his search through science, the arts,
philosophy, and religion for means of

expressing his highest insights into the
meaning of the evolution of life on

earth and the development of mind in
society.

Such a religion would be free from
the most important single criticism we
have aimed at the institutionalized re-

ligions of the world, Occidental and
Oriental-that they no longer have any
place within their scheme of things for
the mystic and his faculties of direct

experience. Paradoxically, every re-

ligion claims to have been founded upon
mystical insights; yet today each re-

ligion denies the validity of such in-

sights in modern man. The precarious-
ness of the churches in the United States
comes from this now irreconcilable du-

ality of attitudes: the effort of the or-

ganized religions to maintain their au-

thority, which arose primarily because
*of the direct cognition of some Teacher,
while at the same time encasing them-
selves in an armored mechanism bor-
rowed from earlier scientific attitudes
which denied the spiritual nature of man
and the possibility of any insights into
a subjective world of authentic values.

Theologians therefore are hopelessly
trying to maintain an outer appearance
of competence while struggling to bal-
ance the influences of an antique mysti-
cism and an outmoded mechanism. The
fabulous mysticism which is legendary
within a religion must give way to the
concept of a trained and scientific mys-
ticism which has created our contempo-
rary scientific world picture, a picture
which has brought physics and meta-
physics to a more than nodding ac-

quaintance. Creative thinkers must no

longer be crippled by the very institu-
tions to which they have given their
loyalty.
The religious spirit in man must be

rescued from the vast cathedral tombs
in which it is interred. Someone has
said that Christ is entombed in the
churches and must &dquo;rise&dquo; from them
and seek recognition elsewhere. Cer-
tainly the Buddha has been entombed
in modern Buddhism, Confucius in Con-
fucianism, and Lao-tzu in Taoism. One
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cannot easily imagine Christ entering
into the life of the many institutions
which exist in his name, without shat-

tering their forms and convulsing their
priesthoods with fear and angry resent-
ment. The farther theology moves from
the simplicity and insight of the crea-
tive mystic, the more rigid and mate-
rialistic the church becomes. If there is

any one element which should distin-

guish a religious body, it is the element
of creativity. Yet creativity today is
nourished and cultivated not within re-

ligions as they now exist, but in the arts
and the sciences.

THE DIVINITY IN MAN

In the long course of social evolution
man has sanctified many things as the
source of ultimate power, the object of
veneration and worship; but he has not
touched upon man’s essential divinity.
Never have we identified the creative

force, the divinity in man. Yet if there
is one thing the Christian mystery
sought to teach, it was the divinity
within man, unrecognized, undeveloped, ’,
unheeded. By this creative quality of
his mental life man can transcend his

biological nature and then-consciously,
voluntarily, morally-he can redirect
the course of nature in conformity with
selected ends of his own choosing.

In the past man has created many
gods, all of them regional, racial, or class
conceived. So we have had black gods
and white gods, brown gods and yellow
gods, because human imagination was
incapable of overleaping its traditions
and its ethnocentric limitations. Yet
back of his groping intellect was some-
times an urge toward the idea of an as

yet unknown god, and ultimately men
have come to conceive of a god great
enough to cover all mankind. The
trouble has been that men have pro-
jected this universal god into the ex-

ternal world and have failed to see that

it is the godlike in man which leads him
to externalize and objectify his own

inner aspirations and conceptions. For

the god idealized by man is the object
of his own creation. And this man-con-
ceived being can never be greater than
the creative power of man to imagine.

Historical religions have deified the

symbols of the gods they have imagined.
Idolatry is the worship of these socially
stabilized symbols. We here propose to
deify the creative process in man which
enables him to give form to these images
which he projects into the outer world.
There is (we postulate) an objective
form-producing field of influence which
corresponds to man’s conception of an
extrahuman god-but, until this cosmic
guiding field reaches up into human con-
sciousness to appear as an integrated
human personality, this is a nonmoral

force. Humanism, religious and scien-
tific, is iconoclastic in breaking the

images (social symbols) of the tradi-
tional gods and setting up processes in
their places. Such a humanism would
abolish the distinction between the
sacred and the secular, not by killing
the sense of reverence, but by taking
the sacred out of the hands of authori-
tarian religions.

. For scientific humanism, &dquo;divinity&dquo; is
not a &dquo;thing&dquo;-it is an aspiration toward
wholeness. The &dquo;god&dquo; in humanity is

simply this upward striving effort of
man to become something more than
what man now is. Man’s endless ca-

pacity for self-evolution is not only the
most interesting characteristic of the
human being, but it is the most arrest-
ing fact in the universe. A world or-
ganized around the concept of man-at-
his-best as the being of supreme value
in the universe and man-at-his-worst as
the most ignoble thing in nature would
be a significant social experiment.
Today man’s conception of man is

undergoing a major change. Out of the
flux of ideas, the new and archetypal
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concept of man will emerge to shape the
coming culture, which must continue to
provide for man’s self-evolutionary de-
velopment toward new freedoms. If the

organized religions are able to forget

their old theologies and adjust them-
selves to this new trend in human evolu-

tion, they may yet make a contribution
to the forward movement toward a

world civilization.
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