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HISTORICAL NOTES

SWAMI VIVEKANANDA’S THOUGHTS ON SCIENCE AND RELIGION*

Sisir K. Majumdar**

The word, ‘Science’ is derived from the Latin word, ‘Scientia’ and the
French word, ‘Scire’, meaning ‘know’. It is a branch of knowledge conducted
on objective principles involving the systematized observation of an experiment
with phenomena, especially concerned with the materials and functions of the
physical universe. The word, ‘Religion’ is derived from the Latin word, ‘religo-
onis’ meaning obligation, bond, reverence. Religion, in popular perception, is the
belief in a super human power, especially in a personal God or gods entitled to
obedience and worship. It is a particular faith and worship.

Apparently, the concepts of science and religion seem contradictory but
the philosophy of science and the philosophy of religion offer us a pleasant
similarity.

Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902): Original name Narendranath Dutta,
an epochmaking spiritual leader of India who made Hinduism dynamic and practical,
and urged modern humanity to combine western science and materialism with
India’s spiritual culture for a sustainable civilization. He defined civilization as “a
manifestation of the divinity in man.” He declared that science and religion go
together only on the foundation of Advaita (monistic) Veda–nta with its fundamental
ideas of an impersonal God, the presence of the infinite within the finite, and a
basic interconnectedness of everything in the universe. The unified field theory is
now desperately trying to establish that riddle related to the creation of the
universe.

Vivekananda’s thoughts on the relationship between science and religion
was transparent and rational and expressed that eloquently in his lecture on the
subject1.

* Introduced in commemoration of 150th Birth Anniversary of Swami Vivekananda in 2013
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Religion and Science

In Religion and Science, it says, Experience is the only source of
knowledge. In the world, religion is the only science where there is no surety,
because it is not taught as a science of experience. This should not be. There is
always, however, a small group of men who teach religion from experience. They
are called mystics, and these mystics in every religion speak the  same tongue and
teach the same truth. This is the real science of religion. As mathematics in every
part of the world does not differ, so the mystics do not differ. They are all similarly
constituted and similarly situated. Their experience is the same; and this becomes
law.

In the church, religionists first learn a religion, then begin to practice it;
they do not take experience as the basis of their belief. But the mystic starts out
in search of truth, experiences it first , and then formulates his creed. The church
takes the experience of other; the mystic has his own experience. The church goes
from the outside in; the mystic goes from the inside out.

Religion deals with the truths of the metaphysical and world just as chemistry
an the other natural sciences deal with the truths of the physical world. The book
one must read to learn chemistry is the book of nature. The book from which to
learn religion is your own mind and heart. The sage is often ignorant of physical
science, because he reads the wrong book — the book within; and the scientist
is too often ignorant of religion, because he too reads the wrong book — the
book without.

All science has its particular methods; so has the science of religion. It has
more methods also, because it has more material to work upon. The human mind
is not homogenous like the external world. According to the different nature, there
must be different methods. As some special sense predominates in a person —
one person will see most, another will hear most — so there is a predominant
mental sense; and through this gate must each reach his own mind. Yet through
all minds runs a unity, and there is a science which may be applied to all. This
science of religion is based on the analysis of the human soul. It has no creed.

No one form of religion will do for all. Each is a pearl on a string. We
must be particular above all else to find individuality in each. No man is born to
any religion; he has a religion in his own soul. Any system which seeks to destroy
individuality is in the long run disastrous. Each life has a current running through
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it, and this current will eventually take it to God. The end and aim of all religions
is to realize God. The greatest of all training is to worship God alone. If each man
chose his own ideal and stuck to it, all religious controversy would vanish.

Epilogue

Albert Einstein (1879-1955), ‘Newton of Our Time’, Nobel Laureate in
Physics, 1921, also summed up the relationship between religion and science in
the same vein as that of Vivekananda:

“Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.”
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