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From  Science, Philosophy and Religion, A Symposium, published by the Conference on 
Science, Philosophy and Religion in Their Relation to the Democratic Way of Life, Inc., New 
York, 1941.  

It would not be difficult to come to an agreement as to what we understand by science. Science is 
the century-old endeavor to bring together by means of systematic thought the perceptible 
phenomena of this world into as thoroughgoing an association as possible. To put it boldly, it is 
the attempt at the posterior reconstruction of existence by the process of conceptualization. But 
when asking myself what religion is I cannot think of the answer so easily. And even after 
finding an answer which may satisfy me at this particular moment, I still remain convinced that I 
can never under any circumstances bring together, even to a slight extent, the thoughts of all 
those who have given this question serious consideration.  

At first, then, instead of asking what religion is I should prefer to ask what characterizes the 
aspirations of a person who gives me the impression of being religious: a person who is 
religiously enlightened appears to me to be one who has, to the best of his ability, liberated 
himself from the fetters of his selfish desires and is preoccupied with thoughts, feelings, and 
aspirations to which he clings because of their superpersonalvalue. It seems to me that what is 
important is the force of this superpersonal content and the depth of the conviction concerning its 
overpowering meaningfulness, regardless of whether any attempt is made to unite this content 
with a divine Being, for otherwise it would not be possible to count Buddha and Spinoza as 
religious personalities. Accordingly, a religious person is devout in the sense that he has no 
doubt of the significance and loftiness of those superpersonal objects and goals which neither 
require nor are capable of rational foundation. They exist with the same necessity and matter-of-
factness as he himself. In this sense religion is the age-old endeavor of mankind to become 
clearly and completely conscious of these values and goals and constantly to strengthen and 
extend their effect. If one conceives of religion and science according to these definitions then a 
conflict between them appears impossible. For science can only ascertain what is, but not what 
should be, and outside of its domain value judgments of all kinds remain necessary. Religion, on 
the other hand, deals only with evaluations of human thought and action: it cannot justifiably 
speak of facts and relationships between facts. According to this interpretation the well-known 
conflicts between religion and science in the past must all be ascribed to a misapprehension of 
the situation which has been described.  

For example, a conflict arises when a religious community insists on the absolute truthfulness of 
all statements recorded in the Bible. This means an intervention on the part of religion into the 
sphere of science; this is where the struggle of the Church against the doctrines of Galileo and 
Darwin belongs. On the other hand, representatives of science have often made an attempt to 
arrive at fundamental judgments with respect to values and ends on the basis of scientific 
method, and in this way have set themselves in opposition to religion. These conflicts have all 
sprung from fatal errors.  

Now, even though the realms of religion and science in themselves are clearly marked off from 
each other, nevertheless there exist between the two strong reciprocal relationships and 



dependencies. Though religion may be that which determines the goal, it has, nevertheless, 
learned from science, in the broadest sense, what means will contribute to the attainment of the 
goals it has set up. But science can only be created by those who are thoroughly imbued with the 
aspiration toward truth and understanding. This source of feeling, however, springs from the 
sphere of religion. To this there also belongs the faith in the possibility that the regulations valid 
for the world of existence are rational, that is, comprehensible to reason. I cannot conceive of a 
genuine scientist without that profound faith. The situation may be expressed by an image: 
science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.  

 


