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AT H E I S M  A N D  S C I E N C E

On Einstein’s “Cosmic Religious Sense”

Mary- Jane Rubenstein

Pantheism as Atheism

From the moment the term was coined by an incensed eighteenth- century 

commentator, the position known as “pantheism” has been equated with 

atheism.1 Th e year was 1709, and in an incensed response to the work of 

the Irish natural philosopher John Toland, the French author Jacques de 

la Faye wrote, “Toland believes in no God aside from nature, or the work-

ings of the world. Th is is Atheism, or Pantheism (hoc est Atheïsmum aut 

Pantheïsmum).”2 Th us we fi nd the fi rst recorded use of a word that centu-

ries of philosophers would go on to use interchangeably with absurdity, 

irrationality, womanishness, primitivity, and— as we see from the moment 

of its invention— atheism. Even before the word existed, in fact, the heresy 

known as “pantheism” prompted the intellectual historian Pierre Bayle to 

denigrate its alleged forefather Baruch Spinoza as a “Jew by birth, and af-

terwards a deserter from Judaism, and lastly an atheist.”3

For those with even a cursory knowledge of Spinoza, this accusation 

may seem perplexing. Against philosophical dualism on the one hand and 

popular theism on the other, Spinoza equated “God” with “Nature,” ex-

plaining the entire world as a perfect expression of divinity itself. Such 

omni- theism prompted the German poet- mystic Novalis to call Spinoza a 

“God- intoxicated man.”4 Or in the words of that other poet- mystic Goethe, 

“Spinoza does not have to prove the existence of God; existence is God.”5 

So if everything is God for Spinoza, then how does this all- God become in 

the eyes of critics a no- God? Why is pantheism so consistently equated 

with atheism, then and now, by theists and atheists alike?

Th ere are two lines of thinking that produce this equation of panthe-



20 • Mary-  Jane Rubenstein

ism with atheism. Th e fi rst is theological, and it insists that a God who is 

the universe would be no God at all. A clear representative of this sort of 

logic is the Reverend Morgan Dix, rector of Manhattan’s Trinity Episco-

pal Church in the mid- nineteenth century. Faced with an eff ervescent on-

slaught of transcendentalism— Emerson with his eyeball and Th oreau with 

his oversoul and Whitman with God in his lunchbox— Dix laments that in 

this bleak pantheist landscape “there is left  no God. A substance, imper-

sonal, there is; but we cannot imagine that unintelligible, unreasoning, 

unthinking, unloving state of impotence as our Father, our Creator, our 

Redeemer, our Sanctifi er, our Friend. Th e God in whom we have believed 

is gone.”6 But what is “pantheism,” and how does it obliterate the Father- 

Creator- Redeemer- Sanctifi er- Friend in whom “we” have believed?

Etymologically, the term means “all- God,” a patching together of the 

Greek words pan and theos. For pantheists, God does not just create the 

world; God is the world. But if God is the world, then God bears no greater 

resemblance to a father than to a forest, an elephant, or a tide pool. Hence 

Reverend Dix’s horror in the face of the disappearance of his anthropomor-

phic God. Th e most pantheism can give us, he says, is a substance— and 

who on earth would pray to a substance? Or, for that matter, to an elephant 

or a forest? How could anyone relate meaningfully to an “impersonal,” “un-

intelligible, unreasoning, unthinking, unloving state of impotence”?

To be sure, a hypothetical defender of pantheism might contest a num-

ber of these adjectives. For example, insofar as the pantheist God is the 

universe itself, and insofar as the universe does seem to produce things, 

it would certainly not be impotent. And insofar as it is possible to think 

of such a God- world, it would certainly not be unintelligible. Finally, al-

though its attributes would diff er radically from human reason, thought, 

and love, there is no reason the pantheist divinity could not be in some way 

personal— even omnipersonal. But Dix’s primary concern with pantheism 

is not actually its impersonalism; his concern is its feminized nonanthro-

pomorphism. Traditional monotheism has understood God to be a singu-

lar, unchanging, disembodied (super)male. Th e pantheist God- world, by 

contrast, necessarily entails multiplicity, malleability, and materiality— 

traditionally feminine characteristics that interrupt nearly every tradition-

ally theistic attribute. From Dix’s perspective, then, the pantheist all- God 

is no God at all. To be a humanoid father- friend is what it means to be God 

in the fi rst (and only) place.

Th e second line of thinking behind the perennial alignment of panthe-

ism with atheism is more philosophical than theological. With Arthur 

Schopenhauer, it reasons that calling the world “divine” simply does not 

add anything to the concept of “world.”7 A universe- that- is- God is func-
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tionally and substantially equivalent to a universe- without- God, so as 

Schopenhauer has quipped, pantheism is nothing but “a euphemism for 

atheism.”8 From this perspective, it would be more honest just to call the 

world “world” than to dress it up with divinity; in the words of the pragma-

tist philosopher Nancy Frankenberry, “by assimilating God to Nature . . . 

[pantheists] raise the suspicion that one of the two of them is semantically 

superfl uous.”9 Th e pantheist world creates and sustains itself, and as such, 

it is eff ectively atheistic.

As we endeavor in this volume to track the contours and subspecies of 

atheism— and to assess their fraught interconstitution with the positions 

they reject— my guiding question is whether pantheism amounts to the 

“atheism” with which it is so oft en and so polemically confl ated. To assess 

this confl ation, I will turn to a little- remembered scandal in the recent an-

nals of intellectual history— namely, the panicked accusations of atheism 

hurled at the physicist- philosopher Albert Einstein, who professed an 

overwhelming awe at the mystery, order, and, indeed, divinity of the cos-

mos. By reading Einstein against himself, I will ultimately suggest that a 

pluralistic, perspectival pantheism would constitute even more of a threat 

than atheism to the anthropic father- friend of classical theism, whose toxic 

sovereignty Devin Singh exposes as the linchpin of imperial political theol-

ogy, and whose monarchical attributes tend to be retained even in those 

positions— including Einstein’s— that purport to kill him off .10

The Einstein Crisis

Th e public outcry over “Einstein’s God” or “Einstein’s religion” fl ared up, 

and for the most part died down, in the second quarter of the twentieth 

century. Far from being a strictly ecclesiastical aff air, this “Einstein cri-

sis” was the hybrid product of a series of theological, political, scientifi c, 

economic, and epistemological convulsions, including the devastation of 

the First World War, the overturning of Newtonian physics by general and 

special relativity, the rupture between science and religion staged in the 

1925 Scopes Trial, the rise of fascism in Europe, the crash of the US stock 

market, and Einstein’s decade- long debate with Niels Bohr over quantum 

mechanics and the nature of reality. Arising from all these factors in com-

plex relation, the Einstein crisis can be organized into three major waves.

Th e fi rst wave hit in April 1929, one week before a lavish gala at the 

Metropolitan Opera House in honor of Einstein’s fi ft ieth birthday, which 

would draw 3,500 people in support of the Jewish National Fund and the 

Zionist Organization of America.11 As American Jews prepared to celebrate 

their most famous kinsman, Boston cardinal William Henry O’Connell 
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delivered an address to the New England Province of Catholic Clubs of 

America, urging their members to pay no attention to the Jewish pseudo- 

prophet. Having previously denounced Hollywood and radio technology 

for proliferating a monstrous cadre of “masculine women” and “eff eminate 

men,” the cardinal charged Einstein’s theory of relativity with endorsing 

the categorical indistinction of the topsy- turvy era.12 Th e theory, he in-

sisted, was nothing more than “befogged speculation producing univer-

sal doubt about God and his creation, cloaking the ghastly apparition of 

atheism.”13

However camp it may sound to our ears, the word ghastly (from the 

German geistlich) still meant genuinely horrifying or terrifying in the early 

twentieth century. So Cardinal O’Connell warns us of a ghostly horror: 

of the apparition of an absence, namely, the absence denoted by athe-

ism, which is less a substantive position than a refusal of substantiation. 

O’Connell’s ghostly absence- presence is, moreover, “cloaked” in befogged 

speculation. A ghost in a fog that, furthermore, compels us even as it hor-

rifi es us— aft er all, O’Connell tells us our specter produces “universal doubt 

about God and his creation.” According to this account, then, absolutely 

everyone is being drawn to the repellant account of the universe that gen-

eral relativity provides.

If O’Connell’s metaphors are hard to follow, his meaning is even foggier. 

He is clearly saying that relativity amounts to atheism, but he does not ex-

plain how, except to say that the theory is too confusing to be true and that 

it makes no mention of God.14 But one can surmise from the ensuing con-

troversies that the mere name of relativity connoted for O’Connell moral 

laxity— the sort that had in his eyes devoured law, economics, politics, and 

gender in the postwar era, and that he, along with nearly all his Catholic 

and mainline colleagues, believed could be held in check only by an un-

changing, immovable, extracosmic lawgiver.15 In short, relativity’s denial 

of any absolute reference point for space and time seemed to O’Connell a 

denial of the Absolute altogether, and for that reason, it was both morally 

and empirically wrong.

Seeking to defend his assailed hero against the incensed cardinal, the 

Orthodox rabbi Herbert S. Goldstein of the Institutional Synagogue in New 

York sent a cable to Einstein in Berlin, asking, “Do you believe in God? 

Stop. Prepaid reply 50 words.”16 As it turned out, Einstein needed half as 

many words: “I believe in Spinoza’s God who reveals himself in the orderly 

harmony of all things, not in a God who concerns himself with the fates 

and actions of human beings.”17 In an interview a few years later, Einstein 

would go on to clarify that his reply to Rabbi Goldstein “was not intended 

for publication. No one except an American could think of sending a man a 
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telegram asking him: ‘Do you believe in God?’”18 Nevertheless, the earnest 

American rabbi took Einstein’s cabled profession as proof that the physi-

cist did, in fact, believe in God, and he went on to publish it in the New 

York Times as a rejoinder to Cardinal O’Connell. Einstein was by no means 

a ghastly atheist, Goldstein announced; aft er all, he had invoked Spinoza 

in a telegram. And “Spinoza, who is called ‘the God- intoxicated man’ and 

who saw God manifest in all of nature, certainly could not be called an 

atheist.”19 Of course, Goldstein’s defense of Einstein was hardly beyond 

dispute; as we have already seen, Spinoza himself was called an atheist, 

as well as a pantheist, as well as an atheist disguised as a pantheist. And in 

an uncanny recapitulation of these seventeenth- century accusations, Pope 

Pius XI (the one who collaborated with the Nazis before realizing it was a 

mistake20) declared that Cardinal O’Connell was correct: Einstein’s theory 

of relativity amounted to “authentic atheism even if camoufl aged as cosmic 

pantheism.”21 So once again, pantheism amounts to atheism, but now our 

ghostly cloaking has become more militarily coded: atheism here is “cam-

oufl aged” in pantheism, lurking in its soft  underbrush to launch a sneak 

attack on orthodoxy.

Th e second wave of controversy hit just seven months later, when Ein-

stein published a piece in the New York Times Magazine entitled “Religion 

and Science.”22 Subtly informed not only by Spinoza but also by Kant, 

Nietzsche, Schleiermacher, Schopenhauer, and the colonial anthropology 

of the long nineteenth century, Einstein suggests in this short essay that 

“religion” develops in three historical stages. First comes the “religion of 

fear,” in which so- called primitive peoples install anthropomorphic beings 

behind the terrifying forces of nature. As humans seek to please these be-

ings, this fi rst expression “develops” into a “moral religion,” whose people 

are united under the eternally binding command of a single lawgiver. Al-

though this moral stage dominates the so- called civilized religions, Einstein 

explains that it remains immature because it still worships an “anthropo-

morphic” God who concerns himself primarily with humanity. Th e highest 

stage of religion, he suggests, breaks free of this anthropomorphic deity 

and his anthropocentric carryings- on, and revolves instead around what 

Einstein calls a “cosmic religious sense,” which is to say an appreciation of 

the astonishing, mysterious order of the cosmos. Th is awestruck, humbling 

feeling toward “the nobility and marvelous order . . . revealed in nature” 

exposes by comparison “the vanity of human desires and aims.” And it is 

this “cosmic religious sense,” Einstein concludes, that not only suff uses 

“the religious geniuses of all times” but animates scientifi c geniuses as well, 

inspiring the likes of Kepler and Newton to persist in their solitary labors 

to “understand even a small glimpse of the reason revealed in the world.”23
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Einstein’s brief theory of religion and its relationship to science hit the 

New York newsstands early on a Sunday morning. Just hours later, it was 

decried in mainline Christian pulpits throughout the city, with Methodists, 

Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and Roman Catholics alike denouncing Ein-

stein’s “cosmic religious sense” as amoral, overly intellectual, impersonal, 

and anticlerical.24 Einstein’s lone defender— at least according to the next 

day’s Times— was Rabbi Solomon B. Freehof, of Chicago, who maintained 

to the Free Synagogue congregation that Einstein was in no sense an athe-

ist, because for Einstein, as for all pious men, “the universe is essentially 

mysterious. He confronts it with awe and reverence.”25 As we might re-

member, however, Einstein’s previous rabbinic defender praised Einstein’s 

belief, not in the mystery, but in the order of the universe. And this tension 

shows up throughout what one might call Einstein’s philosophy of religion: 

for Einstein, the universe is at once totally rational and utterly mysterious, 

and this has something to do with God.

Th e fi nal wave of “the Einstein crisis” crashed a full ten years aft er the 

publication of “Religion and Science,” in response to an academic address 

Einstein made called “Science and Religion” (our hero’s nearly unfathom-

able creativity seems to have bottomed out when it came to titles). Einstein 

off ered the lecture as part of a symposium at Jewish Th eological Seminary 

in New York that gathered scholars from a wide range of disciplines to 

confront the ongoing political “disintegration” of “Western civilization,” 

a disintegration the conference organizers attributed to the disharmony 

of science and religion in the wake of Darwin’s discovery of evolution. To 

reconcile these estranged partners, Einstein argued that religion and sci-

ence occupy separate but supplementary “spheres.” Science, he ventured, 

is concerned with “what is,” whereas religion tells us “what should be”; 

science uncovers “facts,” whereas religion prescribes “human thoughts 

and actions.”26 As such, neither is suffi  cient on its own; in Einstein’s now- 

iconic words, “science without religion is lame, religion without science is 

blind” (46).

Whence, then, comes the perceived opposition between these mutu-

ally benefi cial regimes? Th e largest impediment to the harmony between 

science and religion, Einstein ventures, is in the concept of a personal God 

(47). Channeling Spinoza, Einstein argues that science cannot affi  rm the 

existence of an anthropomorphic power who from time to time violates 

the order of nature in response to human petition. In addition to being sci-

entifi cally inadmissible, he explains, such a God is ethically useless, reliev-

ing human beings of responsibility for their own actions. As an illustration, 

one might think of Representative Tim Walberg’s explanation for Donald 
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Trump’s 2017 withdrawal from the Paris accord: “As a Christian,” he told 

his constituents, “I believe that . . . if there’s a real problem . . . God will take 

care of it.”27 For ethical and scientifi c reasons alike, then, Einstein insists 

that “teachers of religion must have the stature to give up the doctrine of a 

personal God” (48, emphasis added). Once people are free from this divine 

overlord, Einstein promises they will also be free from egoistic concerns 

(like having the largest gross domestic product or the biggest sport utility 

vehicle), eventually attaining that comportment his earlier essay called the 

cosmic religious sense: a humble feeling of reverence for the mysterious 

yet rational whole. And in this way, the religious person becomes aff ec-

tively identical to the scientist.

Again, Einstein had thought that this lecture might help his colleagues 

in the natural and theological sciences repair the rift  between their disci-

plines. As far as most of his audience was concerned, however, Einstein’s 

attempted reconciliation with religion amounted to a full- scale attack. As 

the Chicago Daily Tribune, the New York Times, the front page of the Wash-

ington Post, a fl urry of local newspapers, and a feature article in Time maga-

zine all declared, Einstein’s call “to give up the doctrine of a personal God” 

amounted to a denial of God altogether.28 In the words of an anonymous 

Roman Catholic priest, “Th ere is no other God but a personal God. Ein-

stein does not know what he is talking about.”29 In short, Einstein accom-

plished in this lecture precisely the opposite of what he had set out to do. 

By proclaiming the grandeur of a God his audience considered incoherent, 

he intensifi ed the divisions among the spheres he thought he was unifying. 

Th us the New York Times reported that, as far as the conference organizers 

were concerned, this was a lecture in which “the famous unifi er of time 

and space expounded his own atheism, which has been . . . never before so 

emphatically stated.”30

As the physicist- philosopher Max Jammer has discovered in Einstein’s 

personal letters, Einstein was baffl  ed by this response and by the multide-

nominational excoriations that arrived by mail for months aft er the address 

was sensationally summarized in the press.31 For the most part, the charges 

were predictable— many of them familiar from the sermonic drama ten 

years earlier, or indeed from the centuries- long critique of Spinoza. Ein-

stein was an atheist; he was a pantheist; he was an atheist dressed as a pan-

theist; he had done away with God by denying God’s personalism; he had 

done away with “man” by denying his resemblance to God; and his cosmic 

religion was “absurd,” “the sheerest kind of stupidity and nonsense,” and 

“full of jellybeans.”32 Although nearly all these critics were Christian, there 

were a few Orthodox and Conservative Jewish voices among them, includ-
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ing Rabbi Hyman Cohen, of Hudson County, who reported that “Einstein 

is unquestionably a great scientist, but his religious views are diametrically 

opposed to Judaism.”33

One unprecedented set of claims, however— and one leveled exclusively 

by self- professed Christians— asserted that Einstein’s atheistic pantheism 

was so ethically ruinous that it off ered aid to the Nazi extermination of his 

own people. For example, Monsignor Fulton John Sheen, of Catholic Uni-

versity, objected that a cosmic divinity could hold no one responsible for 

his actions: “if God is only impersonal Space- Time,” he reasoned, “there 

is no moral order; then Hitler is not responsible for driving Professor Ein-

stein out of Germany. It was only a bad collocation of space- time confi gu-

rations that made him act this way.”34 In fact, Einstein had made precisely 

the opposite claim in “Science and Religion,” arguing that if God were per-

sonal, then God would be responsible for the violent convulsions of hu-

man behavior— including, presumably, Hitler’s expulsion of the Jews. Yet 

Monsignor Sheen does not consider this position, taking it as given that 

an anthropomorphic lawgiver is necessary to securing moral conduct on 

earth (the obvious objection being, of course, that he doesn’t seem to 

have done so).

Other incensed Christians pushed Einstein’s alleged excusing of Hitler’s 

behavior into a full- fl edged justifi cation of it. As one Roman Catholic at-

torney and self- described interfaith activist dared to assert, Einstein’s de-

nial of a personal God made a case for the “exp[ulsion of ] the Jews from 

Germany” by making “Jewish theology” seem downright diabolical.35 Mas-

querading as a defense of Judaism, this unsubtle anti- Jewishness is perhaps 

most clearly displayed in the missive by a Christian Zionist from Okla-

homa, who writes:

I have done everything in my power to be a blessing to Israel, and then 

you come along and with one statement from your blasphemous tongue do 

more to hurt the case of your people than all of the eff orts of the Christians 

who love Israel can do to stamp out anti- Semitism in our Land. Professor 

Einstein, every Christian in America will immediately reply to you, “Take 

back your crazy, fallacious theory of evolution and go back to Germany 

where you came from, or stop trying to break down the faith of a people 

who gave you a welcome when you were forced to fl ee your native land.”36

Perhaps needless to say, Einstein’s major contributions to science had very 

little to do with any “theory of evolution.” By associating Einstein with a 

teaching that twentieth- century “Fundamentalists” had determined to be 

anti- Christian, however, the author charges Einstein not only with aiding 
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the destruction of Einstein’s own people but also with refusing to assimi-

late himself into mainstream Christian culture— a refusal that amounted in 

the author’s eyes to an act of aggression against it. Over the course of the 

letter, then, this critic’s stated eff ort to “stamp out anti- Semitism” ends up 

reduplicating it.

Faith in Reason

Viscera and vitriol aside, what did Einstein mean when he professed adher-

ence to “Spinoza’s God”? On the most elementary level, he meant, as he 

insists in countless letters, that he was certainly not an atheist.37 Depend-

ing on the day and context, he also meant either that he was a pantheist or 

that he was perhaps not a pantheist.38 Regardless of whether he accepted 

this label, however, Einstein certainly used the word God interchangeably 

with Nature, an equation that has constituted the simplest formulation of 

pantheism since Spinoza equated the two. Th is identity of God and the 

natural world becomes clear in a conversation with a colleague who asked 

Einstein to explain what he had meant when he said, “Subtle is the Lord, 

but malicious He is not.” Einstein replied that he meant, “Nature hides her 

secret because of her essential loft iness, but not by means of ruse.”39 If this 

second adage is indeed a translation of the fi rst, then God and Nature are 

equivalent for Einstein, and this God- Nature is not deceiving us so long 

as we are thinking rationally. Indeed, what the heretical physicist means 

above all when he says “I believe in Spinoza’s God” is that the world is so 

rationally structured that we can think of it as divine. Unlike Spinoza, how-

ever, Einstein admits that his unfl agging faith in “the rationality or intel-

ligibility of the world” is, precisely, a matter of faith.40 As such, he falls far 

short of Nietzsche’s madman, who as Ryan Coyne has demonstrated, loses 

faith not only in “God” but also in faith itself, which is theologically struc-

tured.41 “Th e basis of all scientifi c work is the conviction that the world 

is an ordered and comprehensive entity,” Einstein writes, “which is a reli-

gious sentiment.”42

Insofar as the universe is fully rational, Einstein goes on to conclude 

that it must be fully determined. Again appealing to a supernatural source 

of this conviction, Einstein explains that “the scientist is possessed by 

the sense of universal causation. Th e future, to him, is every whit as de-

termined as the past.” And if the future and the past are both determined 

and rational, then neither humans nor God can be said to have free will. In 

response to a query from eleven- year- old Phyllis Wright, of the Riverside 

Church in New York, Einstein therefore asserts that scientists do not, in 

fact, pray, because nothing can be otherwise than it is. Th at having been 
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said, he writes, “Our actual knowledge of these laws is only an incomplete 

piece of work, so that ultimately the belief in the existence of fundamental 

all- embracing laws also rests on a sort of faith.”43

So faith grounds the reason that asserts the determinism of the nonethe-

less mysterious cosmos. Faith- reason, determinism- mystery— one might 

say that Einstein’s cosmic religious sense amounts to reason at its limits: 

the more ardently it attempts to grasp the order of the universe, the more 

it understands how feebly it grasps it. And yet this constant falling short 

inspires the devout scientist only to intensify his eff ort to comprehend as 

much as he can. Einstein’s universe is thus fully rational and persistently 

mysterious; as he famously encapsulates the matter: “Th e eternal mystery 

of the world is its comprehensibility. . . . Th e fact that it is comprehensi-

ble is itself a miracle.”44 Again, however, this commonly cited aphorism 

does not mean that the universe is fully comprehensible— at least not to 

the hopelessly insuffi  cient human mind. Rather, it means that the universe 

is rationally structured and that the human mind participates to a limited 

extent in that universal reason. It is this dance between the comprehensible 

and the incomprehensible that constitutes for Einstein the essence of reli-

gion and science alike. Both practices aim to grasp in some way the ratio-

nally mysterious order of things called Nature or God, and both depend on 

what he calls faith in the ultimate rationality of existence— an admittedly 

indemonstrable faith in the perfect, unchanging, deterministic reason of 

the world.

At this point, we might want to assess the coherence of Einstein’s cosmic 

religion. Regardless of whether or not it amounts to atheism, what does it 

mean for his unfl agging reason to fi nd its ultimate grounding in faith? To 

what extent can something as indeterminate as faith secure universal deter-

minism? How can Einstein say that God is both impersonal and intelligent 

in the same breath? And above all, is Einstein really giving us a consistent 

pantheism? An alignment of God and world? If so, then how can his cos-

mic divinity be unchanging and absolute if the space- time it amounts to is 

dynamic and relative?

Einstein versus Einstein

Relativity

In his universal theory of gravitation, Isaac Newton asserted the “absolute” 

nature of space and time.45 To say that space and time are absolute is to say 

that they are independent of any particular perspective on them. Newto-

nian measurements therefore hold for all observers: regardless of the dif-
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ferent vantage points of person A and person B, each will measure a mile 

as a mile and ten minutes as ten minutes. Moreover, to say that space and 

time are absolute is to say that they are independent of the objects within 

them, forming an inert grid across which beings move. Even if the universe 

were totally empty, space, according to Newton, would still be extended, 

and time would still pass from the past through the present to the future.

With his early twentieth- century papers on special and general relativ-

ity, however, Einstein demonstrated against Newton that space and time 

are not by any means independent of perspective, their inhabitants, or 

one another.46 Rather, space is curved from one perspective and straight 

from another;47 time passes diff erently depending on the velocity of the 

observer;48 and space and time form a four- dimensional fabric that bends 

and warps according to the matter and energy “within” it. And this bend-

ing and warping of space- time is nothing other than “gravity” itself: the 

mass of the sun, for example, creates paths within which planets travel, 

while the mass of planets determines the path of the moons and comets 

that in turn exert their own gravitational force, all of them composing the 

dynamic shape of the solar system. Bound up as it is with space, time like-

wise does not progress uniformly throughout the cosmos; rather, it passes 

more slowly for bodies near massive, gravitationally powerful objects than 

it does for bodies far from them.

Th erefore, as Niels Bohr summarizes it, Einstein’s theory of relativity 

shatters the Newtonian clockwork, calling into question even the most el-

ementary concepts of space and time, cause and eff ect. If it is the case that 

two bolts of lightning can hit a train sequentially from the perspective of 

the train, but simultaneously from the perspective of the embankment that 

runs alongside it, then there is an “element of subjectivity” built into ev-

erything we might try to say about the universe.49 Einsteinian space- time 

therefore not only appears diff erent; it is diff erent from one constituent- 

observer to the next. Anything that takes place takes place diff erently, de-

pending on your perspective.50

Now for Newton, the absolute nature of time and space refl ected and 

reaffi  rmed the absolute nature of God. Space and time were eff ectively 

God’s omnipresence and eternity, enacted as the material universe.51 In-

sofar as Einstein revolutionizes our understanding of space and time, one 

might therefore imagine he would revolutionize our understanding of 

God, as well. Especially if Einstein’s God is the order of the cosmos, one 

might imagine his divinity would be at least as manifold as trains and em-

bankments and at least as relative as matter and space- time. And yet as we 

have already seen, Einstein does not come close to a theology of relativity. 

Rather, he asserts a theology of the absolute— of a single, unifi ed, deter-
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ministic, cosmic divinity in which eff ect always follows cause, subject is 

separate from object, and God retains the sturdy invariance (and even the 

anthropomorphic rationality) “he” had enjoyed under the regime of classi-

cal and scholastic physics and theology alike.52 What I am trying to suggest 

here is this: Einstein’s theology looks almost nothing like his cosmology. And 

if he were setting forth a consistent pantheism, they would be eff ectively 

equivalent.

Quantum Disturbances

Granted, Einstein’s absolutist theology is not the only instance of his re-

coiling from his own insights: he infamously couldn’t stand the big- bang 

hypothesis his own equations produced, inventing a force out of thin air to 

assure himself that the universe wasn’t expanding. But the confl ict between 

Einstein’s science and his metaphysics comes into clearest relief in his pro-

tracted debate with Niels Bohr over the nature of quantum mechanics.

Like relativity, quantum mechanics confronts us with irreducible per-

spectivalism; as both Bohr and Einstein realized, light can be fully de-

scribed as a particle or as a wave, depending on the experimental arrange-

ment one uses to observe it. So if a beam of light is sent through two slits, it 

will produce a wavelike pattern on the screen the light hits. But if one slit is 

closed, the same beam will produce a particle pattern. If photons are fi red 

individually through two slits, they will collectively land in a wave. But if a 

“which- path” detector is added to determine how this is possible, the pho-

tons will behave as particles.53 Niels Bohr’s name for such mutually incom-

patible outcomes is complementarity: diff erent experimental arrangements 

produce diff erent realities. And just as special relativity proclaims it equally 

correct to say that the embankment is moving as that the train is moving, 

quantum mechanics proclaims it equally correct to say that light is a par-

ticle as it is to say that light is a wave.

As Bohr himself remarked, the “notion of complementarity” therefore 

“exhibits a certain resemblance [to] the principle of relativity.”54 In each 

case, the object of observation is inescapably bound up with the subject 

of observation, such that any accurate description of the phenomenon 

in question must specify the conditions that produce it in the fi rst place. 

Given that Einstein himself had produced the insight that objectivity is 

perspectival, it is therefore surprising that he reacted as viscerally as he did 

against quantum mechanics. But as it turned out, he hated it.

Considering Einstein’s faith in the rational, determinate nature of the 

universe, he couldn’t stand the thought that tiny particles of matter might 

have no properties of their own— that these objects might gain properties 
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only in relation to the subjects measuring them. Conversely, he couldn’t 

quite bear the notion that such particles— such tiny little objects— might 

also behave as subjects: “it is quite intolerable,” he wrote, “to think that an 

electron exposed to radiation should choose of its own fr ee will, not only its 

moment to jump off , but also its direction.”55 Recall that Einstein’s “Spi-

nozism” had led him to deny free will to human beings and even God, so 

he found the notion that subatomic particles might have it intellectually 

inadmissible and, frankly, emotionally unbearable. “In that case,” he con-

fessed to Max and Hedwig Born, “I would rather be a cobbler or even an 

employee in a gaming- house, than a physicist.”56

Far from serving as simple escape fantasy, however, Einstein’s gaming 

house simultaneously encapsulates and ridicules the indeterminate uni-

verse of quantum mechanics. If physics can no more predict an eff ect from 

a cause than a gambler can foresee a roll of the dice, then what good is 

it? Aft er all, if a physicist could calculate all the forces at work in a single 

roll (e.g., mass, velocity, torque, air resistance, distance to table, friction 

of surface), then she could, in fact, predict its outcome. Th ere must, then, 

be some way to subject the quantum dice to a similar calculation— to do 

better than probability by getting at the determinate, determined reality of 

things. But as Einstein repeatedly admitted, this conviction stemmed from 

an instinct that was as theological as it was scientifi c. Th us, as he wrote 

in a constantly cited letter to Max Born: “Quantum mechanics is certainly 

imposing. But an inner voice tells me that it is not yet the real thing. Th e 

theory tells us a lot, but does not really bring us any closer to the secret of 

the ‘old one.’ I, at any rate, am convinced that He is not playing at dice.”57 

We might be, but he’s not. Th e quantum might look dicey to us here and 

now, but probability cannot possibly be the fi nal answer to the mysteries 

of the universe.

Reality and Diff erence

Until the day he died, Einstein was convinced that there was something 

deeply wrong with what the quantum seemed to be saying about the nature 

of nature. And to return to the main thread of our inquiry, this conviction 

can be said to be the product of Einstein’s theology, which asserted at once 

the mystery of the divine cosmos and its comprehensibility— a theology 

that, despite its “humility,” nevertheless claimed to know the ways of the 

unknowable. Th is tension mirrors the tension between Einstein’s relativ-

istic physics and his absolutist metaphysics— a confl ict that seems to have 

baffl  ed Niels Bohr in particular. As Carl Sagan narrates one of their famous 

encounters, “Einstein said, ‘God does not play dice with the cosmos.’ And 



32 • Mary-  Jane Rubenstein

on another occasion he asserted, ‘God is subtle but he is not malicious.’ In 

fact Einstein was so fond of such aphorisms that the Danish physicist Niels 

Bohr turned to him on one occasion and with some exasperation said, 

‘Stop telling God what to do.’”58 According to the historian of science and 

molecular biologist Gunther Stent, Bohr’s irritation with Einstein’s faith in 

a deterministic cosmos reveals that the “actual subject” of the famed “Great 

Debate” between Einstein and Bohr “not physical theory, but God.”59 What 

they were actually arguing about, Stent suggests, was whether or not there 

was a superrational power stabilizing the quantum- dicey universe, with 

Einstein holding onto “the traditional monotheistic viewpoint of modern 

science” and Bohr breaking through to a genuine, postmodern “atheism.”60 

In this light, the Great Debate between Einstein and Bohr can be seen as 

enacting the fi nal growing pains of an increasingly secular Western science, 

struggling to do away once and for all with its theological past.

It is striking, however, that Bohr’s rebuke does not contest the exis-

tence of God so much as it contests Einstein’s claim to know how God must 

behave— even to dictate how God should behave. Bohr was baffl  ed not by 

Einstein’s appeal to God, but by his presumption that God was a single, 

immutable order of things beyond the multitude of worldly phenomena.

Perspectival Pantheology

During his lifetime, Einstein was demonized as an atheist and a panthe-

ist. Far from being atheistic, however, Einstein’s cosmic religion held onto 

many of the characteristics of the God of classical theism; in particular, his 

singularity, omnipotence, eternity, impassivity, and his unchanging provi-

dential order. So one way to answer Einstein’s critics is to simply say that 

his “pantheism” is really just theism in a more impersonal key. But in that 

case, it thereby ceases to be pantheism, preserving the abstract character-

istics of the purportedly dead sovereign.61 What, then, would a more con-

sistent pantheism look like? From the foregoing discussion of the Einstein- 

Bohr debate, I would like to suggest that such a pantheism would need 

to align Einstein’s perspectivally recoded “world” with the “God” that that 

world allegedly is. In that spirit, we might decide to read Bohr’s critique of 

Einstein’s theology not as a call to atheism, but as an invitation to a more 

pantheistic pantheism. A more Einsteinian pantheism, even— one whose 

God genuinely sheds the absolutism of determinism and the anthropocen-

trism of “reason” and assumes instead the complex perspectivalism of the 

universe itself.

Insofar as the quantum- relative universe is immanent, relational, muta-

ble, and multiply perspectival, its divinity would share these attributes— to 
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such an extent that pantheism thus construed collides with a certain kind 

of polytheism.62 As D. H. Lawrence suggests, “All the gods that men ever 

discovered are still God, and they contradict one another and fl y down 

one another’s throats, marvelously. Yet they are all God: the incalculable 

Pan.”63 To affi  rm the divinity of such manifold, contradictory, and incalcu-

lable things would be to affi  rm endless, particular loci of divinity, or a kind 

of pancarnation: divinity’s inability not to express itself in and as the end-

lessly untotalized run of all that is.

Th is is not, of course, to say that everything is divine to every perceiv-

ing agent. Far less is it to say that everything is the same. Rather, it is to 

acknowledge that what looks like an inert rock from one perspective is a 

sacred ancestor from another; that the catfi sh one person serves for dinner 

could be kin to her partner and a god to both of them; and that what looks 

in one light like the image of God is in another a blight on the planet, and in 

another still the billion- year product of bacterial collaboration. To borrow 

a distinction from the anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, such a 

pancarnation would amount not to relativism (which is diff erent from rela-

tivity), but to perspectivism. If relativism asserts that there are many ways 

to interpret the same world (or God), then perspectivism would assert that 

worlds- as- gods take shape diff erently, depending on the points of view and 

manifold agents who construct, destroy, and remake them.64 Th is is what a 

consistent Einsteinian pantheism would look like— a theocosmology of rel-

ativity, dynamism, emergence, and perspective. And I suppose that, from 

some of those points of view, such pantheology would indeed amount to 

atheism. And from others, I think, it would not.
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