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A human being is a part of the whole, called by us “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separate from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. The striving to free oneself from this delusion is the one issue of true religion.


—Albert Einstein, letter to Robert Marcus, February 12, 1950















Introduction



THE SACRED SCIENCE


In this materialistic age of ours the serious scientific workers are the only profoundly religious people.


—Albert Einstein, “Religion and Science” (1930)


Albert Einstein is an enigma.


This is a strange claim to make about the most famous physicist of all time—someone whose name and face are known to all, a man who remains renowned around the world for revolutionizing our understanding of the cosmos. But in essence, Einstein is still an unknown. Although everyone recognizes him as the quintessential quirky genius, very few realize that the celebrated scientist had a deep spiritual side. Even as his phenomenal mind was trying to fathom the farthest reaches of the physical universe, he was also trying to devise a down-to-earth spirituality that saw the divine disseminated everywhere. Einstein felt that one wondrous force was woven through all things everywhere—and this profound sense of the pervasive sacred influenced every aspect of his existence, from his marvelous science to his passionate pacifism. Underlying Einstein’s endless efforts to unify physics and unite humanity was a longing to go beyond all apparent duality and show that every person was a part of Infinity.


Einstein dreamed of discarding the age-old religious dogmas and introducing a dynamic new notion of the divine that would mesh well with a modern mentality. And in some ways, we’ve succeeded. Science and spirituality seem closer than ever. Buddhist monks hop in brain scanners; the Dalai Lama holds regular dialogues with scientific researchers; and mindfulness meditation has become a mainstay of mental health. Everywhere, secular people engage enthusiastically with spiritual practice. But we’re still a long way from feeling Einstein’s reverence for reality. The revolution he hoped for in our religious feelings remains unfinished. Countless books have chronicled his life and work, but the real story of his radical religious views has yet to be told.


I never expected I would try to tell this tale, but in retrospect the trail isn’t hard to trace. All my life I’d been looking for some synthesis of science and spirituality. I started meditating and studying Spinoza when I was in high school, and when I went to college I double-majored in religious studies and neuroscience. For a while I lived in a Buddhist monastery nearby. I would wake before dawn and meditate for hours, then saunter over to school and study the brain during the day. Even then, it seemed like I was studying one and the same thing from two different sides. But neither science nor spirituality seemed to offer any solution to the strange separation of mind and matter.


After college, I went to live with Tibetan monks who trained me in traditional meditation techniques. High up in the Himalayas, I was happier than I’d ever been. Life was simple but splendid. I had experiences so overpowering I still have a hard time understanding them today. And eventually I aspired to ascend even higher into the mountains and maybe become a hermit who’d never be heard from again.


But in all honesty, I’d started to harbor deep doubts about this destination. The path I was following claimed it could answer all questions, explain all things, contain all experience. But too often I was asked to take things on faith. Too often truth had to defer to dogma. And far too often the very real achievements of the rational mind were maligned. I finally realized that following this path would mean forever forsaking both rigorous thought and physical reality. I would have to force myself to forget about ever finding a more holistic vision of existence.


I came down from the mountains determined to find some way to merge science and spirituality, and for years I tried to grasp the marvelous experiences of the human mind with the finest instruments of modern science. While working on my PhD, I used MRI scanners to try to figure out how meditation shapes the structure of the brain. As a neuroscientist at Stanford, I passed electrical currents straight into people’s brains to probe the neural correlates of consciousness. And then I made the mad decision to start medical school in my mid-thirties, hoping that I could someday use spiritual practice to help people suffering from the still-mysterious diseases of the mind. By day, I did scientific research and studied medicine; by night, I meditated and read the world’s spiritual literature. But despite my best efforts to integrate all my interests, these two paths mostly ran in parallel, and I didn’t expect they’d ever converge. A synthesis of science and spirituality seemed like a dream destined to remain unfulfilled.


Until I came upon a little book called Quantum Questions. Alone in a small cabin that sits in an enchanted forest on the slopes of the world’s largest active volcano, I encountered something extraordinary. It was a collection of what can only be called mystical writings—and yet these sagacious musings came not from Buddhist monks or Christian saints, but from the founders of quantum physics. Here were paragons of rationality proclaiming that “the personal self equals the omnipresent, all-comprehending eternal self” and insisting that “it was not by any accident that the greatest thinkers of all ages were also deeply religious souls.”1 Here were hardheaded scientists asserting that “every advance in knowledge brings us face to face with the mystery of our own being” and talking about “the translucence of the eternal splendor of the ‘one’ through the material phenomenon.”2


These words were written by the greatest minds of the twentieth century—maybe some of the best brains in history. They were masters of mathematics who fashioned the most rigorous and far-reaching models of reality ever made. And I realized that every one of them harbored deep religious feelings; all of them were familiar with and fond of Eastern spirituality; and many of them even made the trip by steamship to visit India, China, and Japan in person. By the time I closed the book, I’d come to a startling conclusion: the people who laid the foundation for the entire imposing edifice of modern physics were not just outstanding scientists, but earnest spiritual seekers.


I soon discovered that the same was true of the sages who’d started the Scientific Revolution some five centuries ago. The mythical minds who made the modern age—Copernicus and Kepler, Galileo and Newton—also had a spiritual side that not only informed their science, but was almost inseparable from it. For them, to fully grasp Nature’s laws was to fathom the mind of God. And even five hundred years ago, this feeling was nothing new. The scientists of the sixteenth century realized that they hadn’t really revealed a new path at all. Rather, they’d rediscovered an ancient road to reality that had been forgotten for thousands of years. They walked farther along it than anyone ever had before, but all the while they were well aware of their debt to the ancient wayfinders. They knew they were following in the footsteps of one who’d lived long ago, a legendary mystic who taught that math was a mystical path leading directly to the divine mind.3


These are the truths the textbooks never talk about: the spiritual convictions behind the scientific creativity, the mysterious motivations that drive certain minds to seek a transcendental pattern pervading all the transient appearances. And in realizing that a religious yearning had always permeated the scientific quest, I was reminded of an old parable told by the Persian poet Rumi. In this archetypal tale, a seeker dreams of a great treasure in some faraway land and sets off on a journey to find it. But after countless years of searching, the quest yields nothing except the knowledge that the treasure had been hidden in his own home all along, buried beneath his feet. In the end, only by returning to his roots does he find what he’s been seeking for so long.4 I’d spent years searching the world for a spirituality that didn’t force me to surrender my common sense, that could at least be compatible with science. And yet all the while, at the origin of Western civilization was a system where science and spirituality were the closest of companions—a transformative teaching known as the hieros logos: the sacred science.5


Albert Einstein was an ardent apostle of this sacred science. And not only did he embrace this ancient tradition: he amended it for the modern era, articulating a spiritual system that honored the great minds of antiquity without ignoring the enormous advances in understanding of our own age. Einstein was eager to share his convictions, so he spelled out his spirituality in simple words in some of the world’s most prominent publications.6 But despite his immense fame and his unparalleled intellectual achievements, his spirituality was mocked and misunderstood during his lifetime.7 And since his death, it’s suffered a fate far worse: the spiritual side of history’s greatest physicist has been all but forgotten. Why?


Maybe it’s been ignored because it’s incomprehensible to mere mortals. It’s easy to assume that Einstein’s philosophy, like his physics, is simply beyond the grasp of most people. But the truth is much more terrible. It’s not that Einstein can’t be understood; it’s that he asks too much. Just as his science forced physicists to radically revise their most basic assumptions about the fabric of reality, his spirituality challenges us to reconsider our fundamental assumptions about both the form and function of religion. And although many of us are now comfortable with criticisms of religious creeds, Einstein’s doctrine demands much more: it also compels us to confront the sublime spiritual feelings that animate the scientific enterprise. Einstein insists on an integration of the apparently irreconcilable, a reunion of reason and religiosity he called “cosmic religious feeling.”8 It takes great imagination to appreciate Einstein’s audacious worldview; its luminous unity is a vision most of us are simply not ready to see. But comprehending the cosmic religion doesn’t require any fervent faith or blind belief, and it definitely doesn’t demand an unusual intelligence.


Not that understanding Einstein is easy, exactly. Really grasping his cosmic religion means getting acquainted with the radical geniuses who anticipated and inspired it: Pythagoras, Giordano Bruno, and Baruch Spinoza in the West; Lao Tzu, Buddha, and the authors of the Upanishads in the East. This is not light reading. But the real difficulty isn’t understanding what they wrote; it’s recognizing what they were. Because these people were not just thinkers or philosophers, not just poets or proto-scientists. All of them were seekers after truth, aspiring initiates of the Infinite. They expected more than just answers to questions; they wanted communion with the cosmos, an alteration of their innermost essence.


Anyone who hopes to approach these teachings must open themselves to the same experience. It’s so easy to believe that there’s nothing more to us than our fragile little egos, enduring for only a moment in endless time. Cynicism, skepticism, and simplemindedness all conspire to convince us that this is the case. But the core conviction of the cosmic religion, and all the analogous systems that came before, is that consciousness can become far more comprehensive. The human mind can be molded into a mighty instrument, a mirror of the Infinite. “There comes a point where the mind takes a leap,” Einstein once said, “and comes out upon a higher plane of knowledge.”9 And he knew from his own experience that everything of enduring value had originated in this higher realm and then been brought back by beings he called “the bearers of a higher level of consciousness.” All through history, “the great artists, ethical pioneers, and thinkers” had stormed Heaven and thereby helped “raise human society to a higher level of experience, vision, ethical being, and understanding.”10 So it was obvious to Einstein that we should hold “the highest stage of consciousness as the highest ideal.”11 It was our duty and our destiny to develop the mind so we could keep discovering the endless gifts offered by the inexhaustible origin of all things.


Einstein called the eternal energy underlying all things the “arch-force,” and for him this was not some New Age nonsense or some abstract theoretical entity. The arch-force was always with us, evident everywhere, the foremost fact of physical existence. Einstein himself was the first to provide scientific proof of this spiritual principle. With his immortal equation E = mc2, he’d proven that a mighty power permeated all things. An immense energy was locked up inside every atom, only waiting to be unleashed. And it was in Einstein’s time that humankind finally tapped the tremendous potential of this transcendental force. Our oldest wish was granted: we became masters of what he called the “basic power of the universe” and were given godlike powers.12 And the moment this higher force was harnessed, it was welded into a horrendous weapon and used to annihilate hundreds of thousands of human beings.


Einstein spent the rest of his life repenting for having “participated in opening this Pandora’s box.”13 In our desperate quest to understand reality, we’d never really asked ourselves if its deepest source had a dark side. But now it was obvious that the omnipresent energy of the Infinite was utterly indifferent. Our new power over Nature merely meant a multiplication of our potential for creation and destruction, demonic and divine. Would we ever be worthy of wielding these awesome powers? Was it “possible,” Einstein wondered, “to control man’s mental evolution so as to make him proof against the psychosis of hate and destructiveness?”14


In ancient Greek mythology, after Pandora accidentally allows all the evils to escape into the world, one last power still remains at the bottom of the box: hope.15 And Einstein likewise held that at least one ray of light remained. Just as a “higher level of consciousness” had magnified our potential for both good and evil, the same exalted experience could liberate us “from the bondage of egocentric cravings, desires, and fears” and give us the wisdom to use this wondrous power wisely.16 “As man becomes conscious of stupendous laws that govern the universe in perfect harmony,” Einstein explained, “he begins to realize how small he is. He sees the pettiness of human existence, with its ambitions and intrigues, its ‘I am better than thou’ creed. This is the beginning of cosmic religion within him. Fellowship and human service become his moral code.”17


Make no mistake: Einstein was calling for nothing less than a new kind of consciousness. He was asking us to expand our minds until our ethical enlightenment equaled our intellectual ingenuity, to initiate an inner revolution just as radical as the transformation he’d helped inaugurate in the scientific sphere. “Often in evolutionary processes a species must adapt to new conditions in order to survive,” he noticed. And with our mastery of matter and our new power over Nature, he was convinced that “the human race consequently finds itself in a new habitat to which it must adapt its thinking.”18 The key to continued evolution was what Einstein called “the highest kind of religious feeling.”19 A truly conscious mind could see that we were simply small nodes in an infinite network of being where all bodies and all boundaries were only conventions. And Einstein felt we needed to mirror this underlying metaphysical unity in thought, word, and deed. Every one of us had to embrace an ethics inspired by interconnectedness and aspire to become “whole” human beings, “made in the image and likeness of the arch-force.”20


Yet imitating the Infinite didn’t mean dissolving into the divine and drifting off into a dreamy detachment or indifference. By no means did Einstein believe we should go beyond the body or escape from earthly existence. On the contrary, he contended that “no one has the right to withdraw from the world of action at a time when civilization faces its supreme test.”21 Einstein’s challenge to each and every one of us was to channel the prodigious creative power that permeated all things and put it to use for pure purposes. “We cannot stand aside and let God do it,” he insisted. “Whatever there is of God and goodness in the universe, it must work itself out and express itself through us.”22 This was always Einstein’s ideal: not an otherworldly dreamer lost in “cloud-cuckoo land,” but an active participant in the Infinite, “an idealist” who “lived on earth.”23


So perhaps it’s only fitting that this book was written not in a monastery or on a mountaintop, but while I was in the middle of medical school. My days were spent in the hospital, surrounded by all the gruesome spectacles you’d expect; my nights were spent studying the maddeningly complex molecular biology that forms the basis of modern medicine. Every moment that remained went into making the work you now hold in your hands. Writing this book required an enormous amount of research and reading (I now have an entire bookshelf dedicated to the topic). It was the greatest intellectual effort I’ve ever made. But as I immersed myself in the high philosophy of some of history’s greatest thinkers, I realized that the essence of their teaching could never be understood by the intellect alone. A real understanding of pantheism requires a radical alteration of perception.


It wasn’t easy to see anything divine amidst all the death and disease that defined my daily grind. But whenever I could, I wandered off into nature, and alone in the wilderness I entered Infinity and felt the arch-force filling all things. It was the solid, silent foundation of every stone; the dynamic energy flowing through the rivers and blowing in the breeze; the inexhaustible force finding expression in every blooming flower. At times, these feelings were so strong I couldn’t believe they would ever end. I was actually afraid I could never return to my regular life. I would have to quit doing science, stop studying medicine, and just retire to some secluded spot to revere the reality all around me.


But inevitably, the light of nature would be dimmed by the demands of day-to-day life. Regular reality would reassert itself, and I was able to keep caring for my patients, conducting my research, and completing this book. Once seen, however, that light never fades away entirely. And although its radiant essence can never be captured, in a sense it can be concentrated: its rays can be focused to form an imperfect image of the eternal and unimaginable. Such faint reflections provide the feeble light that illuminates this work. It is the intellectual afterglow of a joyous spiritual experience. It’s no exaggeration at all to say that writing this book changed me; I hope that reading it will change you, too.
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AN UNFINISHED QUEST


I shall conduct the reader over the road that I have myself travelled, rather a rough and winding road, because otherwise I cannot hope that he will take much interest in the result at the end of the journey.


—Albert Einstein, “Cosmological Considerations on the General Theory of Relativity” (1917)


In the early morning hours of April 18, 1955, perhaps the greatest genius who ever lived passed away in Princeton, New Jersey. The day before he died, Albert Einstein made his peace with death. “I have done my share,” he declared. “It is time to go.”1 And although he’d no doubt earned the right to rest, he expected no reward. Einstein never believed in an afterlife, “although feeble souls,” he said, “harbor such thoughts through fear or ridiculous egotism.”2 Another form of immortality awaited instead. Already a legend in his own lifetime, renowned around the world for revolutionizing physics, Einstein was leaving behind a magnificent mental legacy that would live on long after he was gone.


Still, he knew better than anyone that his work was unfinished. Not content with the countless contributions he’d made before forty, he spent his final decades obsessing over a theory that would unite all of physics, from the infinitesimal electron to the immensity of entire galaxies. For Einstein, this search for unity was “the highest and most sacred duty,” and he vowed that he’d “never give up the hope that this greatest of all aims can really be attained.”3


It wasn’t just the unification of physics he hoped to achieve in his lifetime. Just as ambitious—maybe more so—was his wish that humanity would be unified in a peaceful global civilization. Einstein had been an outspoken pacifist all his life, and he didn’t forget his ideals as the end approached. Just four days before he died, he signed a peace manifesto urging people to set aside personal beliefs and political bias. “Remember your humanity,” it read, “and forget the rest.”4 And on the table by his deathbed lay the handwritten draft of a speech in which he called for “universal ideals of peace.”5 The quest to unify physics occupied Einstein’s final decades, but the promotion of peace occupied his final days—even his final hours.


Everyone acknowledges that Einstein was a first-rate physicist and a passionate pacifist. But what almost no one knows is that in his mind, unifying physics and uniting humanity were simply two different aspects of a single spiritual quest. For Einstein, both the fragmented laws of physical nature and our seeming separateness from one another were just an “optical delusion” of our limited human minds. “The striving to free oneself from this delusion,” he said, “is the one issue of true religion.”6 This true religion required not just new beliefs, but “a new type of thinking” to help the human mind “move to higher levels.”7 No longer imprisoned by individuality, the new kind of consciousness Einstein envisioned could confidently pronounce itself “a part of Infinity.”8 And although he knew it was “very difficult to elucidate this feeling to anyone who is entirely without it,” he believed it to be the birthright of every human being on Earth to experience themselves as an element of the eternal.9


Yet today, what Einstein called “cosmic religion” is almost completely unknown. Like his incomplete unified field theory in physics and his still-unfulfilled hopes for world peace, the renaissance he hoped for in the religious realm remains unfinished. Although Einstein believed that human beings were “hungry for spiritual nourishment,” he also accused his age of being “barbarous, materialistic, and superficial.”10 A century later, we’re still in a similar predicament. In our increasingly secular and cynical age, many of us search the far corners of the world for some kind of spirituality without superstition, a sense of the sacred without the supernatural. We yearn to satisfy our intrinsic religious impulses without sacrificing our reason or integrity—or our creature comforts. And all the while, Einstein’s teaching lies buried at our feet, forgotten. But what was this cosmic religion that Einstein hoped to see embraced by the whole world—and what might it offer us today?


The spirituality Einstein envisioned was so radical that he dismissed every one of the world’s existing religions as beyond redemption. But his vision was also so inclusive that Catholic saints like Francis of Assisi, ancient atheists like Democritus of Abdera, modern heretics like Baruch Spinoza, and Eastern sages like Gautama Buddha could all be counted among its enlightened exemplars. Neither a nostalgic revival of Western faith nor a naïve imitation of Eastern philosophy, Einstein’s spirituality was something more: an almost alchemical amalgam of mind and matter, a novel synthesis of noble spirituality and exquisite science. It was not so much a system or a specific set of beliefs as it was a heuristic that could help us see that all things emanated from a single sacred source.


The dream of achieving a nondualistic understanding of existence has always been an uncommon ambition, a path pursued by an exceptional few. In stark contrast, mainstream religions have always been enamored with dualism: all of them seem determined to maintain the division between body and soul, above and below, Heaven and Earth. Science hasn’t done much better. Early scientific thinkers like René Descartes were just as dualistic,11 and today there’s a tendency to deny the existence of consciousness altogether,12 or to dismiss the mystery of the mind as forever beyond science’s proper domain.13


Einstein demanded more. The cosmic religion called for a quantum leap in consciousness, for a full and final recognition that the physical reality studied by science and the fantastic realms explored by the spirit were really one and the same. Until we recognized that “physics and psychology are only different attempts to link our experiences together by way of systematic thought,” we’d be condemned to keep living within the confines of the old dichotomies.14 Lost in dualistic delusions, we’d keep forgetting that matter was only the medium for our minds, that our actions in the outer world were only an expression of our inner essence, that the technologies fashioned by our science only actualized the dreams—and nightmares—born deep in our souls.


Einstein’s insistence on an integration of science and spirituality perplexed his friends and exasperated his enemies, but he himself saw no contradiction. “All religions, arts and sciences are branches of the same tree,” he said. This “essential unity” had been mostly forgotten in recent centuries—so much so that the two sides now regarded each other with “senseless hostility.”15 Yet in spite of this schism, Einstein still saw “strong reciprocal relationships” between “the realms of religion and science.”16 Just as he felt that “scientific theory brings into play the higher spiritual faculties,” he also insisted that “true religion has been ennobled and made more profound by scientific knowledge.”17 For all the apparent incompatibilities, he was convinced that “in truth a legitimate conflict between religion and science cannot exist.”18


Einstein condensed this conviction into one of his most famous turns of phrase: “science without religion is lame; religion without science is blind.”19 It was a radical claim in Einstein’s day. But in hindsight, we can see that he was simply a hundred years ahead of his time, a harbinger of those who now call themselves “spiritual but not religious.”20 These are people who accept the validity of objective scientific knowledge, yet also acknowledge the value of subjective spiritual experience. The goal of these modern seekers is simple: “to be the student and beneficiary of all traditions, and the slave to none.”21 Einstein couldn’t have said it better himself. “To see with one’s own eyes, to feel and judge without succumbing to the suggestive power of the fashion of the day”—this “freedom of the spirit,” this independence of mind, was always his ideal.22


Our spiritual independence had come at a cost, of course: what Einstein called “the religious paradise” had been “lost” forever.23 It’s all too easy to blame science for our expulsion from Eden, to resent the rational mind for depriving us of the delusions that have kept us comfortable for millennia. And it’s not only religious believers who lament our lost innocence. Nowadays, even some scientists mourn for the old myths that once gave our cosmos meaning. “The more the universe seems comprehensible,” says Nobel Prize–winning physicist Steven Weinberg, “the more it also seems pointless.”24


And it’s hard to deny that there’s something almost monstrous in the modern view of the universe. Our cosmos seems extravagant in the extreme, profligate almost to the point of being obscene. Billions of stars are born from the basic material matrix and burn so very bright, only to end in ashes. Countless living beings well up from the fertile womb of the physical world, only to wither away again. All things, even the most intricate expressions of the arch-force, are destined to turn to dust. Nowhere is there any evidence for the comforting Creator of our old religious traditions, the good Lord who kindly arranges all things in accordance with a well-considered plan. Faced with the immensity and incomprehensibility of existence, it’s tempting to believe that maybe ignorance is bliss after all. Science has stripped us of our old superstitions, and for many of us nothing has been able to fill the void in our souls. “Nostra culpa!” Einstein admitted.25 Our fault.


And yet in Einstein’s eyes, science had done much more than just banish the old gods. It also offered us “a new revelation,” an astonishing origin story to replace the “fairytales about creation” clung to by the old religions.26 And as it turns out, the new mythos made by the rational mind meshes surprisingly well with what spiritual seers have been saying for centuries: all things share a single origin. Despite all the apparent diversity of our present existence, cosmologists have been forced to conclude that everything was united at a single center in the distant past, an infinitesimal point of pure physical potential they call the primordial singularity.


Billions of years ago, the primordial singularity exploded in the Big Bang. The sublime little seed sprouted and grew to gigantic proportions, giving rise to trillions of glimmering galaxies, an entire glorious cosmos. And although the One multiplied itself into Many, disintegration didn’t mean destruction. Everything around us and inside us, our entire exuberant existence, is the primordial singularity—no longer simple and singular now, but undergoing an unfolding so marvelous it makes a mockery of all the models of the human mind.


For Einstein, the flowering of our physical world would forever remain mysterious. It was not for us to grasp the reasons, if any, for reality’s metamorphosis from integrated monad into infinite multiplicity.27 But for all its mystery, Einstein believed this to be “the most beautiful and satisfactory explanation of creation.”28 Science showed us that we were not strangers to the cosmos, not prisoners locked in the material realm as punishment, but rather the rightful residents of a remarkable reality worthy of reverence. “The picture of the physical universe presented to us by the theory of modern science,” as Einstein put it, “is like a great painting or a great piece of music that calls forth the contemplative spirit, which is so marked a characteristic of religious and artistic yearning.”29 And it’s no secret that he often experienced ecstasy in contemplating what he called “the order, the harmony, the magnificence of creation!”30


But there was more to Einstein’s spirituality than just a renewed reverence for physical reality. The cosmic religion also required a revolution in our conception of ourselves. “During the youthful period of mankind’s spiritual evolution,” Einstein explained, “human fantasy created gods in man’s own image.”31 But now it was time to forget these old fantasies and reimagine our own essence: no longer to conjure up gods who resembled us, but instead to recognize that we reflected the resplendent energy immanent everywhere in the cosmos. For Einstein, we were not exiles from Eden or fallen angels forever seeking God’s forgiveness. We were emissaries of the Infinite, the progeny of the primordial singularity—newcomers to the cosmos, perhaps, but undoubtedly some of Nature’s most promising offspring. In us, the arch-force had organized itself to such an astonishing extent that it could understand its own order, ponder its own origins, and expend its immense energies in any imaginable direction. The mandate and the meaning of the cosmic religion was to make every person “more aware” of their “dignity as a cosmic being”—to remind us again and again that we embodied Infinity.32


As ethereal as all this might sound, in essence Einstein’s spirituality was straightforward. The cosmic religion required neither a fervent faith nor any abstract intellectual acrobatics. “It isn’t important whether people understand this or that philosophical system,” Einstein said. “What they should understand is that they are endowed with a mind that has the power to unveil the mystery of life.”33 Einstein’s intention was to reveal this inner Infinity to as many people as possible—and he thought he knew how. In a conversation with the poet and pacifist William Hermanns in 1943, he summed up his plan in the simplest possible terms: “We must found a cosmic religion.”34 With the Second World War raging, Einstein was looking for a way to end human conflict forever, and he was able to spell out his endgame in a few simple words. “To me,” he said, “cosmic religion means one humanity, one love, one peace.”35 The man who unified matter and energy, space and time, also wanted to unify all hearts and minds. And his hope was that “a new age of peace will be inaugurated when all people profess a cosmic religion.”36


Einstein was eager to disseminate this new doctrine, but he always despised dogmatism.37 He insisted that he was “against all organized religion,” and the last thing he wanted was to form a cult around himself or his ideas.38 Hence he founded no school and hoped for no followers. Shortly before he died, he even arranged for his body to be cremated so that his house could “never become a place of pilgrimage where the pilgrims come to look at the bones of the saint.”39 He had no interest in either mindless imitation or mere adulation.


Instead, he hoped to inspire others to adopt his ideals by setting an example. He was acutely aware that “we will not change the hearts of other men by mechanisms, but by changing our hearts and speaking bravely.”40 Ultimately, he thought, “the example of great and pure individuals is the only thing that can lead us to noble thoughts and deeds.”41 By embodying his own principles, he hoped he could serve as a kind of catalyst that would accelerate positive change in other people’s consciousness. And since this idea of illustrious examples for others to follow was such an important element of Einstein’s spiritual vision, it’s only fair for us to ask a candid question: Did he live up to his own ideals? Was Einstein an example worth emulating?


From Mother Teresa to Martin Luther King Jr. to Mahatma Gandhi, it’s become fashionable to find fault with even the wisest, most magnanimous mentors of humankind.42 Fair enough. In the name of historical accuracy and intellectual integrity, it’s a legitimate task to humanize our highest idols by highlighting their flaws, large and small. So if it’s starting to sound like I’ll be ignoring Einstein’s many faults and promoting him as a prophet for our times, perish the thought. Einstein was no saint. He was a mediocre husband to two wives and a subpar father to two sons; his private letters reveal many marital infidelities;43 and scholars have recently discovered repugnant comments on race in his early travel diaries.44 All these failings need to be acknowledged, and no doubt Einstein would have approved of a less fawning look at his legacy. If there was anything he despised more than the dogmatism of institutions, it was the deification of individuals.45 “Everyone should be respected,” he once wrote, “but no one idolized.”46 He knew we needed role models, but he also insisted we be wary of worshipping anyone, no matter how worthy.


In a way, though, Einstein’s glaring imperfections add to his importance as an exemplar, rather than detract from it. Religions usually insist on seeing their saints as perfect people—infallible vessels through which divine wisdom is communicated to us mere mortals.47 Einstein shows us that someone all too human can elevate us all the same. In any case, my aim here is neither to raise an altar to Einstein nor to pull him down from his pedestal. My goal—much more humble than either hagiography or humanization—is simply to learn what his spirituality was really all about, and, with a little luck, learn something from it, too. With Einstein, as with every other great figure in human history, admiration doesn’t have to mean idolization. We can honor Einstein’s virtues without ignoring his vices.


Still, it’s not enough to simply acknowledge Einstein’s shadow. We also need to make sure the light is legitimate. If Einstein’s spirituality is to have any enduring value, it needs to do more than transcend the prejudices of yesterday; it should also speak to us today. And ideally, it should still have things to teach us tomorrow, too. His cosmic religion mustn’t reveal itself to be some foolish fantasy in the harsh light of hindsight. Nearly a century after it was first formulated, it must survive the scrutiny of a more cynical age.


Very few thinkers can withstand such a withering gaze. Einstein’s wild ambition to save the world must strike many modern readers as hopelessly naïve, and in fact, a hopeless dreamer is exactly how many of his contemporaries characterized him. Carl Jung accused him of “sentimental idealism with shallow enlightenment.”48 Pacifist Romain Rolland, a Nobel laureate for literature, complained that “his genius is limited to science. In other matters he is a fool.”49 And maybe no one said it better, or with more brevity, than J. Robert Oppenheimer: “Einstein is completely cuckoo.”50 This reputation for romanticism recalls a tale told by Plato about the first philosopher, Thales, who fell into a well while walking along looking up at the stars. A clever handmaid is supposed to have said that “he was so eager to know what was going on in heaven that he could not see what was before his feet.”51 An analogous image of Einstein as brilliant but bumbling seems to have been indelibly imprinted on the popular imagination.


Given all the ornery gossip that’s emanated from so many great minds, we’d be wise to convince ourselves that Einstein wasn’t just a die-hard dreamer out of his depth. And although it really shouldn’t need to be said, it seems that it does: Einstein was no fool. Unlike Thales, even when looking up at the heavens, Einstein always kept an eye on Earth. In a sense, he had no choice. The tragedies of his time (the Great Depression, two world wars, the Holocaust) left no one unscathed—least of all a German Jew.52 Historical calamities aside, his personal life presented its fair share of trials, too. He never even laid eyes on his first child, a daughter who died in infancy.53 His son Eduard was stricken by schizophrenia and spent most of his life in psychiatric institutions.54 Two of his cousins were killed in Nazi concentration camps.55 And Einstein himself was hounded by anti-Semitism, attempted assassinations, and the animosity of his intellectual inferiors all his life.56 Not that suffering necessarily imparts wisdom, but the ordeals Einstein endured—as a refugee, a father, and a Jew—are a helpful reminder that he wasn’t always insulated in Princeton’s ivory tower.


And just as he was no stranger to the harsh realities of earthly existence, Einstein was equally at home in the higher realms of the human spirit. This was not just an accident, or the inevitable outcome of being born a genius. Einstein actually went out of his way to expose himself to a bewildering variety of ideas and ideologies. In an era when world travel was possible only via slow-moving steamships, he visited as many countries, and immersed himself in as many cultures, as he could (ultimately he set foot on every continent except Antarctica).57 His mind also ranged far and wide. Beyond the boundaries of his own field, physics, he cultivated personal relationships with many of the greatest minds of the twentieth century: famous philosophers like Bertrand Russell, explorers of the psyche like Carl Jung and Sigmund Freud, and spiritual sages like Mahatma Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore.58


And then there were the books. Where personal experience was impossible or the opportunities afforded by the present era proved inadequate, Einstein delved into the crystallized wisdom of the past, the insights preserved for posterity by the written word. Even from a young age, he read widely and voraciously. He tackled Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason at the tender age of thirteen, and he never outgrew his love of deep, difficult reading material.59 Helen Dukas, his personal secretary for decades, complained that there were “books everywhere” in his home. “I have often wished that Gutenberg had never lived!” she once lamented in a letter.60 At the time of his death, Einstein’s personal library totaled twenty-four hundred books. Very few focused on physics. Instead, his ample collection was packed with great works of philosophy, literature, and religion.61 Not that book learning guarantees any wisdom when it comes to the ways of the world (any more than suffering does). Still, the most revealing book of all suggests otherwise. Cervantes’s Don Quixote sat on Einstein’s night table, and according to a close friend it was “the book which he enjoys most.”62


Any man who lost a child, escaped the Nazis, and slept with Cervantes on his bedside table can hardly be accused of a genuinely naïve idealism. Einstein knew that an adherence to noble ideals and a passionate pursuit of grand goals would seem silly to more cynical minds. He didn’t care. “Ever since childhood,” he once wrote, “I have scorned the commonplace limits so often set upon human ambition.”63 He even admitted that “I’d also be laughing at the crazy Don Quixote, if he didn’t also happen to be me.”64 Like Don Quixote, Einstein chose to pursue a higher path; unlike Quixote, of course, his eyes were wide open to the many pitfalls such a pursuit entailed.65


Einstein was fifty years old when he first formulated his religious philosophy.66 The cosmic religion is not the idealistic outburst of an innocent youth, but rather the remarkable synopsis of a restless spirit who’d spent decades reading and reflecting, searching and suffering. With an elegant simplicity, Einstein’s spirituality integrates the many interests of a versatile mind and the varied experiences of an extraordinary life. Whether we agree with its message or not, the cosmic religion represents the concentrated wisdom of a well-examined life. And even if it strikes our more cynical minds as wildly optimistic or hopelessly naïve, we need to accept that Einstein embraced these ideals intentionally, with full awareness. In his science, his ethics, and even his spirituality, Einstein was quixotic not by nature or naïveté, but by conscious choice. And when a younger generation sought his advice, he advocated the same idealistic approach. “One should not pursue goals that are easily achieved,” he advised. “One must develop an instinct for what one can just barely achieve through one’s greatest efforts.”67


Since Einstein always aimed high, we shouldn’t really be surprised that he was trying to formulate a religion for the future rather than legitimize the religions of the past. Even at first glance, Einstein gives every indication that we’re dealing with something different, a system that doesn’t dovetail well with the old doctrines and dogmas. A closer look only confirms that the cosmic religion defies any simple definition and doesn’t fit well with any of our familiar traditions.


But this is precisely what most people miss, and so the cosmic religion has been misunderstood from day one. Almost everyone blames Einstein for the confusion. Ever since he dubbed himself “a deeply religious nonbeliever,” he’s been maligned for his “maddening tendency to be purposefully gnomic or oblique.”68 Others have accused him of being “notoriously ambiguous.”69 And the baffled cardinal of Boston, sensing “the ghastly apparition of atheism” concealed under the cloak of the cosmic religion, confessed, “I very seriously doubt that Einstein himself really knows what he is driving at.”70


But Einstein’s alleged ambiguity isn’t the issue. The real problem is that his ideas have always been approached in the wrong way. One of the first things I learned when I started studying psychology in college was the theory that there are two basic ways of learning new knowledge and absorbing new experiences: assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation is the simpler of the two. With assimilation, we’re on familiar ground; new information can be comfortably classified according to old categories, without challenging any of our core concepts. It’s the easiest form of mental expansion, the most painless kind of growth possible. In mathematical terms, assimilation is simple addition: two plus two makes four.


Accommodation, on the other hand, is more like integral calculus. Accommodation is what’s needed when we’re confronted with information or experiences so novel that they require a revision of our old mental schemas. Information isn’t simply added to an existing repository of knowledge; our minds must actually expand in order to understand.71


Everyone who’s ever studied Einstein’s spirituality has aimed at assimilation. For almost a century, scholars have been trying to cram the cosmic religion into existing cognitive constructs. The famous biologist Richard Dawkins thinks that “Einstein was, in every realistic sense of the word, an atheist.”72 Walter Isaacson, the bestselling biographer, is instead convinced that Einstein was a Deist: someone who believes in a Creator God, but doesn’t believe He’s in the miracle business.73 For Harvard professor Louis Menand, Einstein was simply a realist: his cosmic religion “has nothing to do with morality or free will or sin or redemption. It’s just a recognition of the way things ultimately are, which is what Einstein meant by ‘God.’”74 And historian of science Alberto Martínez disagrees with them all, instead concluding that “good old Einstein was agnostic.”75


But like trying to force the proverbial square peg into a round hole, or capture the Infinite in the minuscule container we call the human mind, the cosmic religion just won’t fit into these familiar categories. Understanding Einstein’s spirituality requires something more: an expansion of our emotional range, an openness to unexpected inner experiences, a blurring of the boundaries of the self. And if we really wish to grasp Einstein’s unfamiliar gospel, the growth must go on until we know in our innermost depths what Einstein knew in his.


Naturally, this is not a process that everyone is willing, or able, to undergo—and we can decide, if we like, to remain in the dark. But we can’t claim a lack of light any longer. In the decades since Einstein’s death, the full force of academic scholarship has been brought to bear on the greatest scientist of the twentieth century. Close friends have recalled his thoughts on countless subjects. We have hundreds of his letters and many of his diaries. We know who his favorite philosophers were, and we know the spiritual teachers, living and dead, he most admired. We even know what books he read. Perhaps never in history has so much material been so readily available for us to fathom the mind of a genius. And whatever the result of our research, we’d be wise to remember Einstein’s conviction that “the search for truth is more precious than its possession.”76 Even if we discover only a few tiny diamonds amidst all the dirt, every iota of accurate information is important when it comes to a genius of Einstein’s caliber. We need to know what he really thought about the religions most of us still follow today—and what he thought ought to replace them.


Finding answers, though, means sailing out into what will feel, for many, like unfamiliar seas. The far islands of the mind inhabited by the pacifists, pantheists, and Pythagoreans who inspired Einstein’s spirituality are seldom visited today. But scattered throughout Einstein’s many musings on mind and spirit are all the clues we need. For those with the verve for the voyage, we now know the way. Whether we want to go there—and whether we’ll like what we find when we arrive—is up to us.


Such a voyage into the intellectual unknown can seem overwhelming. But ultimately every worldview, no matter how quirky or complex, is formed from a few simple elements, and Einstein’s spiritual landscape is no exception. By looking at what he wrote, what he said, and even what he read, we can explore his outlook on the five questions fundamental to any philosophy: what he valued as beautiful in the world (aesthetics), how he thought we could know the world (epistemology), what he thought the world was (ontology), how we ought to act within it (ethics), and how we might transcend our worldly limitations (soteriology).77


Seven decades after Einstein’s death, not a single one of these questions has been adequately answered. While many books have done an admirable job of untangling Einstein’s personal life and explaining his scientific work, studies of his spiritual side remain shallow, sycophantic, and sometimes simply ludicrous. Bewildered biographers tend to bypass Einstein’s mystifying religious musings, keeping things short, sweet, and superficial.78 Meanwhile, theologians who understand the impious implications all too well deliberately distort his views, resulting in ridiculous attempts to equate Einstein with Jesus or to reach a “rapprochement” between Einstein and Thomas Aquinas.79 More astute apologists for Christianity, like Oxford theologian Alister McGrath, acknowledge that “Einstein clearly wasn’t a Christian” but reassure us that his “reading of the natural world” still “resonates or chimes in with the Christian faith.”80


The only work that can claim to be a serious study of Einstein’s spirituality is Einstein and Religion, by the physicist Max Jammer.81 And while Jammer deserves credit for cobbling together many scattered sources that speak to Einstein’s spiritual side, he distorts or downplays every important influence and dwells on much that’s irrelevant.82 In the first few pages, he suggests that “Einstein revealed only a small part of what God has revealed in the Koran,” and that Einstein “shared the thesis” that “Christian theology is a positive science.”83 Later, we’re told quaint tales about Einstein keeping kosher and learning the Catholic catechism as a young boy—even though these have no bearing whatsoever on his later beliefs.84 And a futile attempt to reconcile relativity with Christian theology fills the final hundred pages, even though Einstein always insisted that “my theory of relativity has nothing to do with theology.”85 Meanwhile, pantheism, pacifism, and Pythagoreanism—the triple keys, as we’ll see, to Einstein’s spirituality—don’t even make it into the index. Maybe most egregious of all is Jammer’s blatantly bogus claim that “Einstein never showed any interest in Far Eastern philosophy and never expressed any sympathy with Oriental religious thought or mysticism.”86 For all intents and purposes, then, there has yet to be any serious exploration of Einstein’s spiritual side.


One of Einstein’s favorite thinkers once said that “philosophy is a high mountain road,” and we can thank Max Jammer for pointing the path out to us.87 But like so many scholars before and since, he never really followed where it led. After ambling into the foothills of Einstein’s philosophy, the dark clouds of an alien worldview began to descend on him, and he beat a hasty retreat back down to the lowlands of traditional theology.88 He never so much as caught a glimpse of the mountain peaks of the mind where Einstein made his home.


If we wish to see the same vistas Einstein saw, we must climb higher. Einstein ascended often into what he called “the silence of high mountains, where the eye ranges freely through the still, pure air and fondly traces out the restful contours apparently built for eternity.”89 From these high places he plucked the finest wildflowers of world philosophy, assembling them into an artful arrangement all his own. A sensitive assessment of his spirituality must acknowledge all these manifold influences—ancient and modern, direct and indirect, East and West.


The way is long; we’d better get walking.
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THE THIRD PHASE


There is a third phase of religious experience. I shall call it cosmic religious feeling.


—Albert Einstein, “Religion and Science” (1930)


Einstein longed to see the human mind scaling the highest mountains, reaching undreamt-of heights in science, ethics, and spirituality. And he was well aware that we’d already ascended quite a ways: there was much to admire in the arts and sciences, much to celebrate in our spiritual systems. But in surveying our situation, past and present, Einstein also saw that we tended to shirk the hard work. For thousands of years, we’d tried to fly on borrowed wings. Whether through miracles or revelations, prayer or the grace of God, humans had always secretly hoped to be carried up to Heaven. We’d sought out every imaginable shortcut to the sky, and the outcome was as obvious as it was odious: our minds were still stuck in the stubborn mud of superstition.


Einstein realized that there was only one way upward: the path from mud to mountaintop had to be walked, one small step at a time. Real wisdom would never be given; it had to be won. And we couldn’t count on our received religions for much encouragement. Almost without exception, they agreed that the summit had been reached long ago by our spiritual superiors, who’d told us the ultimate Truth and given us God’s final commandments. Making the ascent ourselves was not only unnecessary, but impossible: the path to the peak was too perilous for mere mortals.


But over the millennia, there’d always been an eccentric minority who were heralds of a more hopeful message. A select few, scattered across the centuries, had made the ascent and then come back down insisting that it wasn’t enough to just marvel at the tales they told. If we wanted to see what they had seen, then we too must make the climb. Tradition tends to regard these teachers as heretics, but Einstein revered them as heroes. He knew that the genuine spirituality taught by “the true religious genius” was a joyous doctrine that “needed no dogma, no priestly caste, no humanized God.”1 There was nothing sinful in wanting to see with our own eyes, nothing sacrilegious in making the ascent ourselves.


The core of the cosmic religion was a commitment to keep climbing—not so we could look down on the religions of the past, but in order to gaze farther and maybe get a glimpse of the religion of the future. For most people, even the idea of spiritual progress is blasphemous. But Einstein was certain that the same inner strength that had inspired our ancestors was still alive in us. We had both the right and the responsibility to continue the ancient quest. There was no promise we’d reach the peak, but the destination was without doubt a worthy one. And the journey had only just begun.


Spirituality was not something static in Einstein’s eyes. Religion was constantly evolving, always adapting to the new knowledge and novel needs of humanity. And in order to envision where spirituality might be going, Einstein thought it was essential to understand where it had come from in the first place. We had to appreciate the many metamorphoses the religious mindset had undergone over the millennia.


For the sake of simplicity, Einstein separated the human spiritual journey into three phases. The first phase was founded on fear. For our early ancestors, Einstein thought that it was “above all fear that evokes religious notions—fear of hunger, wild beasts, sickness, death.”2 Early humans had no knowledge of the laws of nature, so it was easy for them to assume that when bad things happened, bad intentions had to be behind them. “Since at this stage of existence understanding of causal connections is usually poorly developed,” Einstein explained, “the human mind creates illusory beings more or less analogous to itself on whose wills and actions these fearful happenings depend.”3
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Einstein’s handwritten manuscript of his 1930 article “Religion and Science,” written expressly for the New York Times Magazine. In this essay, he laid out his three-phase model of humanity’s spiritual evolution and introduced the world to his third phase, the cosmic religion. The phrase “There is a third phase of religious experience; I shall call it cosmic religion” can be seen (in German, of course) in the second paragraph. The public reaction to Einstein’s spirituality was largely hostile (see Chapter 5). Photo © the author (2023), used with permission of the Albert Einstein Archives.








And if malevolent forces were actively trying to undermine us at every turn, then the obvious way to prevent bad outcomes was by pleasing the gods. “Thus,” Einstein continued, “one tries to secure the favor of these beings by carrying out actions and offering sacrifices which, according to the tradition handed down from generation to generation, propitiate them or make them well disposed toward a mortal.”4 Given the limited knowledge of the times, Einstein felt this was fair enough. After all, something had to be the cause of events, and so “the positing of causal animistic connections” was “not unreasonable in itself.”5 But even in ancient times, Einstein believed, there had occasionally been “minds who tried to interpret nature’s law of cause and effect” without assuming the intervention of supernatural forces, proto-scientists who “gradually undermined the concept of the gods as angry and capricious beings.”6


And so the human spirit came to a second phase, characterized by what Einstein called social or moral religions. “From the understanding of causal relations in creation evolved the concept of a God of justice,” Einstein hypothesized. “He became humanized and comprehensible; man could look to Him for guidance and consolation.”7 This was “the God of Providence, who protects, disposes, rewards, and punishes,” Einstein explained, “the comforter in sorrow and unsatisfied longing; he who preserves the souls of the dead.”8 For Einstein, all our familiar world religions fell into this second phase, and he admitted that it was undeniably an improvement.9 “The development from a religion of fear to moral religion is a great step in peoples’ lives,” he thought.10 “Nobody, certainly, will deny that the idea of the existence of an omnipotent, just, and omnibeneficent personal God is able to accord man solace, help, and guidance.”11


Among many theologians and philosophers in Einstein’s time, there was a complacent confidence that this was the climax of our religious evolution. Einstein disagreed. “For me,” he wrote, “the Jewish religion, like all others, is the embodiment of the most childish superstition.”12 But besides being childish fantasies, second-phase religions had several other fatal shortcomings. For one thing, worldviews founded on what Einstein called “fairytales about creation” had a vested interest in fomenting blind faith and condemning open inquiry.13 They couldn’t be expected to honor the intellectual integrity so necessary to both the scientist and the true spiritual seeker. “Many concepts which generation after generation have considered absolutely true have limited or no validity,” Einstein once mused. “That goes for the Church, too.”14 The man who single-handedly revolutionized physics knew the necessity of radical thinking, and knew firsthand that the faithful would always fight it.15 “Look through the ages,” he suggested, “at the array of scientists and philosophers who have been persecuted for their convictions.”16


Just as bad as a narrow mind was a hypocritical heart. While Einstein credited second-phase religions for encouraging an elevated morality, he criticized them for failing to live up to their own lofty ideals. “Unselfishness, humaneness, service to your brother—these are the values which the Church should practice for once,” Einstein complained, “instead of constantly trying to gather in more souls.”17 Worst of all was the wanton disregard for life itself. Einstein felt this was a failing among almost all the major faiths, but he himself was most familiar with Christianity’s abysmal track record. “Consider the hate the Church manifested against the Jews and then against the Muslims,” he once said, “the Crusades with their crimes, the burning stakes of the Inquisition, the tacit consent of Hitler’s actions while the Jews… dug their own graves and were slaughtered.”18 For all their talk of love, when push came to shove religions looked out for their own interests, “supporting the mighty at the cost of the human rights of the poor.”19


Einstein’s overall assessment of our existing religions was dismal. Despite their redeeming qualities, they were hostile to science, unfriendly to free thought, and subservient to entrenched interests. So it’s unsurprising that he saw transcending the second phase as not only desirable but necessary. What he envisioned in its place was a spirituality that went well beyond a paralyzing fear of capricious gods or a blind obedience to moral laws. And yet he had to admit that deeper spiritual development demanded a discipline that few people, and even fewer societies, could contend with. “Only individuals of exceptional endowments,” he thought, “and exceptionally high-minded communities rise to any considerable extent above [the second] level.”20 And yet, rare though it might be, there was a third phase of religious experience to which we could and should aspire.


Einstein called it cosmic religion.21 This third phase would transcend all the old artificial divisions: it would be a system that all people, in principle, could practice. And Einstein’s most eloquent expression of its ideal was his aphoristic assertion, “I am a part of infinity.”22 This enigmatic feeling that every individual was an aspect of the Infinite was the essence of Einstein’s religion of the future. And although it remains an audacious aspiration, it was just as much a revival of an age-old awareness. The phrase “third phase” might suggest a steady spiritual ascent since ancient times, but Einstein never argued for a stepwise progression from “primitive” to “higher” religion. On the contrary, the cosmic religious feeling was accessible at all times and in all places to receptive individuals.


How could an ancient feeling familiar to our ancestors also anticipate the philosophy of the future? An analogy with the scientific quest can help clarify this apparent conundrum. Einstein saw his science as revealing a small part—but a part nonetheless—of a great and eternal Truth, which knew no boundaries of language, culture, or custom. Obviously, his own scientific work would have been impossible without many recent innovations in physics and mathematics. But to Einstein, his real intellectual ancestry included all the great minds of the past who had struggled to understand our universe, those who had “shown the way to kindred spirits scattered wide through the world and the centuries.”23 He once confessed that “of all the communities available to us, there is not one I would want to devote myself to except for the society of the true searchers, which has very few living members at any one time.”24 For Einstein, all sincere seekers after scientific truth, few and far between though they might be, formed a fellowship that transcended time and space.


He saw genuine spirituality in exactly the same way. Far from being the exclusive property of any particular religion that had gotten it right and now had a monopoly on truth, Einstein believed that higher religious experiences could appear in any culture at any time—just like scientific truths. The cosmic religious feeling could flower even in the most unpromising soil. “The religious geniuses of all ages have been distinguished by this kind of religious feeling,” Einstein wrote, “which knows no dogma and no God conceived in man’s image; so that there can be no church whose central teachings are based on it.”25 Organized religions could rarely take credit for fostering such feelings. If anything, they tended to persecute the great spirits that arose in their midst. “Hence it is precisely among the heretics of every age,” Einstein wrote, “that we find men who were filled with this highest kind of religious feeling and were in many cases regarded by their contemporaries as atheists.”26 And he once mused, with a twinkle in his eye: “I would have been in good company with those witches and heretics.”27


Yet for all its historical precedents, the third phase wasn’t simply a revival of religious sentiments promoted by the spiritual paragons of the past. A renaissance alone wasn’t enough for Einstein. If religion was going to remain relevant into the future, it had to not only stir our most ancient spiritual impulses, but also integrate the new knowledge revealed by the sciences. Einstein was appalled at how second-phase religions tended to suppress science and persecute scientists in favor of their own fairy tales. “With his growing knowledge of the vastness of the universe and its trillions of stars,” he thought, “man must consider it an insult when he is told that his conduct should be motivated by fear of punishment or hope of reward.”28 The cosmic religion, in contrast, would not only tolerate new knowledge, but actually encourage scientific inquiry. Einstein famously maintained that “the cosmic religious feeling is the strongest and noblest motive for scientific research.”29 What he meant was that the search for deep scientific truth was so demanding—and could cause so much friction with society (think of Galileo)—that only a kind of religious zeal could keep the quest in motion. And he offered his own little ode to the efforts made, and the ordeals suffered, by the pioneers of old:


What a deep conviction of the rationality of the universe and what a yearning to understand… Kepler and Newton must have had to enable them to spend years of solitary labor in disentangling the principles of celestial mechanics!… Only one who has devoted his life to similar ends can have a vivid realization of what has inspired these men and given them the strength to remain true to their purpose in spite of countless failures. It is cosmic religious feeling that gives a man such strength.… in this materialistic age of ours the serious scientific workers are the only profoundly religious people.30


That final thought is a bold claim, but elsewhere Einstein made an even more brazen assertion: “True religion has been ennobled and made more profound by scientific knowledge.”31 Not only did he see a rarefied religious impulse as the main motivator of major scientific breakthroughs; he also suggested that science itself would, and should, come to serve as a source of religious wonder. “It seems to me,” Einstein mused, “that science not only purifies the religious impulse of the dross of its anthropomorphism but also contributes to a religious spiritualization of our understanding of life.”32


So discarding old dogmas didn’t mean renouncing all religious sentiment. Au contraire: as we learned more and more about how marvelous reality really was, Einstein thought that a religious feeling was in fact the only reasonable response. “The further the spiritual evolution of mankind advances,” he said, “the more certain it seems to me that the path to genuine religiosity does not lie through the fear of life, and the fear of death, and blind faith, but through striving after rational knowledge.”33 Filled with a deep reverence for the natural world and a hallowed respect for the human mind, the cosmic religion could be an encouraging companion on the scientific quest. And in turn, the ceaseless discoveries of science, witnessed with the right eyes, would provide a never-ending font of cosmic religious feelings.


Einstein’s audacious notion of religion and science as reciprocal supports for a single spiritual quest is practically unprecedented.34 But even if cosmic religion and scientific inquiry were destined to dovetail nicely in the near future, a Western scientific mindset was by no means a necessary precursor to the third phase. If anything, Einstein saw some of its first and finest examples in the Far East and the distant past. “The beginnings of cosmic religious feeling already appear at an early stage of development,” he thought.35 “Some of the Psalms and some Buddhist literature breathe this cosmic religion; so does the heathen Democritus, the Catholic St. Francis of Assisi, the Jew Spinoza.”36 It’s a curious collection of names, among which Einstein also included Giordano Bruno and Mahatma Gandhi.37


These people could hardly have belonged to more divergent traditions; their countries and their cultures were separated by thousands of miles and sometimes thousands of years. It almost seems like Einstein simply picked some great names at random from the pages of religious history. But there’s nothing arbitrary or accidental about his roster of religious geniuses. As Einstein saw it, the secret springs that fed the cosmic religious feeling were ancient and everywhere, and all these minds, despite the superficial differences, drank from the same sacred waters. All of them had transcended their times and their traditions and tapped into something more primordial.


With his third phase, Einstein wanted to return to the source of the supreme religious impulses that had sprung up spontaneously, far and wide, for thousands of years, and finally merge these many separate streams with the growing sea of scientific discovery. Yet compatibility with science was only one advantage of many. The most attractive aspect of the cosmic religious feeling was that it was accessible to anyone. First- and second-phase religions tended to devolve into desiccated institutions that inevitably created intermediaries between the individual and the divine. The old religions were “stabilized by the formation of a special priestly caste which sets itself up as a mediator between the people and the beings they fear,” Einstein explained. “In many cases a leader or ruler or privileged class… combines priestly function with its secular authority in order to make the latter more secure; or the political rulers and the priestly caste make common cause in their own interests.”38 Einstein didn’t mince words when it came to what should be done about this deplorable situation. “Superstition and priest rule are grave evils,” he explained, that “must and should be fought.”39


This battle had been ongoing for centuries, and by Einstein’s time monotheism’s monopoly on the European mind had started to crumble. Nietzsche’s declaration that God is dead and Darwin’s notion of natural selection were rapidly eroding the once-firm foundations of Western faith. “The influence of these mythic, authoritatively anchored forces,” as Einstein put it, “had been reduced to a tolerable level in spite of all the persisting inertia and hypocrisy.”40 For perhaps the first time in history, atheism was becoming acceptable, or at least tolerable (no longer a reason to be burned alive, even if it was often still enough to be ostracized).


At the same time, exposure to foreign forms of spirituality was becoming more and more common. It was inevitable that Einstein would encounter traditions in which every individual had both the power and the prerogative to pursue their own enlightenment, more or less free from the meddling of pesky priests. And to the man who was always such a staunch advocate of individual liberty, especially freedom from religious and political propaganda, these traditions would prove irresistible.41


Einstein existed at a unique moment in European history. For the first time, Eastern spiritual texts, and even the spiritual teachers themselves, were now widely available in the Western world. Up until the 1600s, Europe and Asia had long been separated by both linguistic and geographical barriers. Cultural exchange was mediated mostly through the slow-motion, low-fidelity conduit that was the Silk Road.42 But beginning in the seventeenth century, long-distance seafaring brought the two continents into continuous contact. Christian missionaries went east en masse to “convert the heathens,” but thoughtful theologians and sensitive scholars soon realized that they were confronting a surprisingly sophisticated (maybe even superior) spirituality.43 The first trickles of ancient Eastern wisdom began flowing westward, and then the trickle turned into a torrent. It wasn’t long before many major works were available in translation. The Upanishads and the Tao Te Ching, Buddhist sutras and the Bhagavad Gita began to bring about a slow but steady metamorphosis in the Western mind.44


One of the first to become thoroughly acquainted with these new forms of thought was Einstein’s second-favorite philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer.45 From the very first page of his 1818 magnum opus, The World as Will and Representation, he was already praising ancient Indian thinkers for foreshadowing his own philosophy.46 Actually, even prior to the first page, in his preface, he went as far as arguing that access to the Upanishads and the Vedas was “the greatest advantage which this still young century has to show over previous centuries.”47 In other words, Schopenhauer was so awed by ancient Indian thought that he saw its entry into Europe as quite literally the event of the century.


Schopenhauer lived what he loved. He slept with Hindu scriptures by his bedside, owned an ancient statue of the Buddha, and even named his dog Atman (a Sanskrit word for the inner aspect of every individual that is identical to the divine).48 His masterwork, The World as Will and Representation, made hundreds of references to Oriental scriptures. The direct quotations are so copious and his commentary so astute that his book actually doubles as a decent introduction to Eastern philosophy as a whole.


Einstein called Schopenhauer’s writings “wonderful,” and he so admired the man that he had a portrait of him hung in his Berlin study.49 He owned a twelve-volume set of the philosopher’s complete works, which he read over and over again—and by all accounts with great pleasure.50 So when Einstein spoke of Buddhism as a prototype for the spirituality of the future, he was only echoing Schopenhauer, who thought that Eastern wisdom would revolutionize European thinking in the same way that the rediscovery of classical culture had during the Renaissance.51 “I surmise,” he wrote in 1818, “that the influence of Sanskrit literature will penetrate no less deeply than did the revival of Greek literature in the fifteenth century.”52
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Einstein’s edition of the complete works of the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, at the Albert Einstein Archives in Jerusalem. Schopenhauer was one of the first Western philosophers to thoroughly acquaint himself with the newly translated texts of Eastern spirituality. He venerated the Vedas as “the fruit of the highest human knowledge and wisdom,” and in 1818 he argued that access to the Upanishads and the Vedas was “the greatest advantage which this still young century has to show over previous centuries.” He filled his books with hundreds of direct quotations from Eastern scriptures, focusing especially on the nondualistic thinking of the Upanishads. For Schopenhauer, the ultimate aim of philosophy was neither rational understanding nor logical consistency, but the attainment of “that peace that is higher than all reason, that ocean-like calmness of spirit, that deep tranquility, that unshakable confidence and serenity.” And he made it clear that he considered this kind of enlightenment as analogous to “reabsorption in Brahman, or the Nirvana of the Buddhists.” Like many other scientists of his generation, Einstein’s first exposure to Eastern spirituality was through Schopenhauer. Einstein called Schopenhauer’s writings “wonderful” and read his collected works over and over again. He so admired the man that he had a portrait of him hung in his Berlin study. Photo © the author (2023), used with permission of the Albert Einstein Archives.








Schopenhauer’s prediction seems awfully prescient when we consider the enormous effect Eastern thought and spiritual practice are now having on almost every aspect of the modern Western world.53 And yet this contemporary influence is only the latest incarnation of an accelerating but by no means novel trend. When the quantum physics revolution came along at the turn of the twentieth century, the influx from the East had been well under way for some time. So it’s no mystery how Eastern philosophy ended up exerting a profound influence not just on Einstein, but also on the other founders of the new physics.


Almost all the architects of quantum mechanics yearned for some new synthesis of science and spirituality; many felt something resembling Einstein’s cosmic religious feeling; and most became intrigued by the traditions of the East, which seemed to anticipate their own scientific insights and spiritual intuitions. Werner Heisenberg once told an astonished interviewer that “his own scientific work had been influenced, at least at the subconscious level, by Indian philosophy.”54 Wolfgang Pauli knew that “Western thought as a whole has always been influenced by the near and far Asiatic East,” and summed up his spiritual pedigree in simple terms: “When it comes to religion and philosophy, my background is Lao-tse and Schopenhauer.”55 Niels Bohr thought that physicists were now facing “those kinds of epistemological problems with which already thinkers like the Buddha and Lao Tzu have been confronted,” and the family coat of arms he designed bore the Taoist yin-yang symbol.56 Robert Oppenheimer had a lifelong interest in Eastern thought and learned Sanskrit in his spare time; he was adept enough to read the Bhagavad Gita in the original and to try his hand at translating it himself.57 And Erwin Schrödinger read countless tomes on Eastern religion and savored every word Schopenhauer wrote.58 He even seems to have experienced a kind of spiritual awakening showing him that he was a part of Infinity. “[You] suddenly come to see, in a flash, the profound rightness of the basic conviction in Vedanta,” he wrote. “That you are a part, a piece, of an eternal, infinite being, an aspect or modification of it… Hence this life of yours which you are living is not merely a piece of the entire existence, but is in a certain sense the whole.”59


Obviously, Einstein’s admiration for the East was anything but extraordinary for a physicist of the times. Be it Hinduism or Taoism, Buddhism or the Bhagavad Gita, the founders of quantum theory were unanimous in their esteem for Eastern wisdom. And these men were not merely Einstein’s fellow physicists. They were friends and (intellectual) foes, lifelong colleagues and sometimes direct collaborators.60 If Einstein had actually had no interest in Eastern spirituality, as one scholar insisted, he would have been the inexplicable exception to a proclivity that was pervasive among his peers.61


Many of the founders of the new physics even embarked on lengthy voyages to the Orient at a time when intercontinental travel was hardly for the faint of heart.62 Einstein’s own journey to the East is little known today but well documented in his travel diaries. When he heard he’d won the Nobel Prize in 1922, he didn’t bother to accept the award in person. He’d already been invited to visit Japan and had “immediately resolved to embark on such a great voyage that must demand months.”63 It was an easy decision. “I would never have been able to forgive myself,” he felt, “for letting a chance to see Japan with my own eyes pass unheeded.”64 So he skipped the Nobel ceremony in Sweden and instead embarked on a six-month trip to Asia to satisfy his “yearning for the Far East.”65


His unfiltered travel diaries reveal that the dinners with dignitaries and seminars with scientists left him drained and desperate to escape to his hotel room. He had no patience for the “endless handshaking” and “schmaltzy speeches,” the “daft questions” and “interminable” banquets.66 But everywhere he went, he displayed a deep interest in Eastern religion. He took the time to visit Buddhist temples in Sri Lanka, China, and Malaysia, as well as dozens of “splendid” and “magnificent” sites in Japan—including even some Shinto shrines.67 The trip must have made an impression, because Einstein would later pack his personal library with books on Eastern spirituality.


While most of the Western world remained scornful of Eastern religion or ignorant of it altogether, Einstein was traveling all over Asia, hanging around Buddhist monasteries, chatting with monks about meditation, and reading Taoist and Buddhist scriptures in his spare time. And yet for decades the ample evidence that Einstein was inspired by Eastern spirituality has been downplayed, denied, and sometimes simply deleted.68 When Einstein tells us that he “agree[s] with the aims of vegetarianism for aesthetic and moral reasons” and has “long been an adherent to the cause in principle,” experts insist that “Einstein was probably not a vegetarian by choice, for he left behind no remarks that it was a moral issue for him.”69 When Einstein urges us to “free ourselves from this prison [the ego] by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures,” we’re told that he’s speaking “not [of] the passive compassion found in Eastern religion… but the active compassion of the Biblical prophet.”70 And when Einstein says point-blank that “Buddhism contains… a much stronger element” of the cosmic religious feeling than Judaism, and points to the Buddha as “a person who is religiously enlightened,” the foremost scholar of Einstein’s spirituality can still somehow claim that “Einstein never showed any interest in Far Eastern philosophy and never expressed any sympathy with Oriental religious thought or mysticism.”71


To borrow a quip from Einstein’s friend and fellow physicist Wolfgang Pauli: these flagrant falsehoods are “not even wrong.” Einstein was always open about his admiration for Eastern spirituality. There was no person he admired more ardently than Mahatma Gandhi;72 no virtue he valued above the Indian ideal of nonviolence, ahimsa;73 and no enlightenment he held in higher esteem than experiencing firsthand the ancient axiom of the Upanishads, Tat tvam asi: consciousness and cosmos are one.74 But even though Einstein’s esteem for Eastern spirituality was obviously genuine, that doesn’t mean he was an expert. He didn’t learn any Asian languages, he didn’t study Oriental scriptures in any detail, and he didn’t engage in any of the meditation practices so central to most Eastern spiritual paths.


Nor was he in any sense a convert. Rather, his cosmic religion shared a sort of family resemblance with Eastern spiritual systems, which provided profound inspiration, but by no means a perfect model, for his third phase. Generally speaking, Eastern traditions agreed with Einstein’s emphasis on the nonduality of Nature, on the need for an all-inclusive ethics embracing every living thing, and on the importance of an expansion of consciousness in the individual’s quest for some kind of enlightenment. And unlike Western religions, with their blind faith, their anthropomorphic God, and their historical hatred of science, Einstein found far less in Eastern religions to offend his independent mind.


But even the Eastern religions Einstein most admired came with considerable cultural and metaphysical baggage, and these were not burdens Einstein intended to keep carrying. The third phase was a summit we still hadn’t scaled, a destination that could be reached only through an austere discipline of the spirit. To reach this peak, we had to travel light. And so Einstein insisted on keeping his spirituality simple. When a Christian minister once asked him bluntly what he meant by cosmic religion, he offered a concise synopsis of the new creed. “It is not a religion that teaches that man is made in the image of God—that is anthropomorphism,” Einstein replied. “This religion has no dogma other than teaching man that the universe is rational and that his highest destiny is to ponder it and co-create with its laws.”75


Was this really even religion? Most people in Einstein’s era didn’t think so, and many people still don’t today. In Einstein’s time, there were widespread accusations that the cosmic religion was no different from atheism—a misconception that extended from the average American believer all the way up to the highest echelons of religious orthodoxy.76 And even now, prominent unbelievers like Richard Dawkins argue that Einstein’s pantheism is nothing more than “sexed-up atheism.”77


It’s easy to understand these sentiments. With its disdain for traditional dogma, its denial of a personal God, and its insistence on using reason rather than revelation to understand reality, Einstein’s third phase looks an awful lot like atheism at first glance. And actually, at second glance it kind of does, too. A close reading of Einstein’s scattered writings on spirituality can convince us that, for him, not only was there no personal God—there was also no prayer,78 no sin,79 and no Savior;80 no Heaven or Hell;81 no divine rewards or punishments;82 and no higher sanction at all for human morality.83 It’s hard to disagree with Richard Dawkins that “Einstein was, in every realistic sense of the word, an atheist.”84


But if Einstein was an atheist in letter, he certainly wasn’t in spirit. Atheism might be an adequate summary of many people’s worldview—many scientists, in particular—but it’s a purely negative position. It tells us only what someone doesn’t believe. And as Einstein himself asserted, “Mere unbelief in a personal God is no philosophy at all.”85 What Einstein did believe still remains to be discovered, but whatever it was, he didn’t think the atheist label did it justice (“I am not an atheist” is about as clear a statement on the matter as one could hope for).86 Einstein also took pains to distance himself from atheism in other public pronouncements. “In view of such harmony in the cosmos which I, with my limited human mind, am able to recognize, there are yet people who say there is no God,” he once said. “But what makes me really angry is that they quote me for support of such views.”87 It might seem like that settles the matter.


Alas, it’s not so simple. For one thing, Einstein did call himself an atheist at times, or at least recognized that others might reasonably do so. In 1945, a young US Navy ensign wrote to Einstein asking if it was true that the great physicist had met a Jesuit priest and been converted to Catholicism. “I have never talked to a Jesuit priest in my life,” an incredulous Einstein replied, “and I am astonished by the audacity to tell such lies about me. From the viewpoint of a Jesuit priest I am, of course, and have always been an atheist.”88 Although he didn’t really like the label himself, Einstein readily acknowledged that, from the standpoint of a standard believer, an atheist is exactly what he was.


We also know that Einstein deliberately went against the tradition of the times—which expected everyone to identify with some religious denomination—even when the stakes were high. When he applied for his first real professorship in 1910, he refused to identify as Jewish; he boldly listed his religious affiliation as “None.”89 When he was granted a divorce from his first wife, in 1918, he entered his religion as “dissenter” in his deposition to the court.90 And when he moved to Berlin in 1920 to take up a prestigious post as the world’s most famous physicist, he declined to join the city’s official Jewish community. “Nobody can be compelled to join a religious community,” he reminded them. “Those times, thank God, are gone forever.… [I] shall remain unassociated with any official religious group.”91 Given the gravity of all three situations, it’s impossible to imagine he was just playing the joker. He must have felt he was making a meaningful statement.
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