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The final part of this article examines Compton’s views on immortality and the
morality of atomic warfare. He affirmed life after death, basing this on his faith in the
value that God places on the conscious persons produced by the divinely guided
process of evolution; however, he did not accept the bodily resurrection of Jesus.
He also used a type of “just war” theory to defend the decision of the American
government to use weapons of mass destruction against Japan — a decision in which
he himself had a prominent voice. Related to this, Compton suggested that divine
providence had enabled a free nation to win the race to develop nuclear weapons.
Anti-Semitism drew his opposition before, during, and after the war, as he served
as Protestant Co-Chairman of the National Conference of Christians and Jews.

We could, in fact, see the whole great drama of evolution moving
toward the making of persons with free intelligence capable of
glimpsing God’s purpose in nature and of sharing that purpose.
In such a case we should not look upon consciousness as the
mere servant of the biological organism, but as an end in itself.
An intelligent mind would be its own reason for existence.

-A. H. Compton, 1935!

Prophet of Science: closely related in his mind. Indeed,
Immortality and the the Terry Lectures themselves grew out
“Su pern atural” of a chapel talk that he presented to

students and faculty at the University
of Chicago, as part of an Easter 1930
symposium on “Immortality.”

Simultaneously with his new thoughts
on freedom, Arthur Compton was also
revisiting his belief in immortality, the
subject of his second Terry Lecture at Four faculty members spoke at this
Yale and the final chapter in The Freedom  geminal event. Compton and theologian
of Man (1935). The two topics were very  Ghajler Mathews favored immortality,
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a regular on radio forums, including the University
of Chicago Round Table, a half-hour Sunday after-
noon program on the NBC-Red Network. Compton,
Smith, and Carlson did a Round Table together at
least once, in November 1936, although I do not
know the topic they discussed.?

An immigrant from Sweden, Carlson had served
as a Swedish Lutheran minister in Montana for just
one year before religious skepticism and a growing
interest in nature took him to Stanford University
for his doctorate. He began teaching at the Univer-
sity of Chicago in 1904, two years after Jacques Loeb
moved to California, but his intellectual outlook
was nevertheless shaped substantially by Loeb’s
reductionist writings. A few years before the sympo-
sium, Carlson had been president of the American
Physiological Society. In 1941 he appeared on the
cover of Time magazine, and three years later he
was elected president of the American Association
for the Advancement of Science. The American
Humanist Association made him the first recipient
of their Humanist of the Year award in 1953.3

Compton talked about this 1930 symposium on
immortality many years later, at a week-long Insti-
tute on Religion and Contemporary Civilization,

NBC radio program,
“The University of Chicago Round Table,”
November 5, 1936.

Left to right: T. V. Smith, A. H. Compton, and A. J. Carlson. Photo
by NBC Universal Photo Bank, used with permission. Courtesy of
Arthur Holly Compton Personal Papers, University Archives, De-
partment of Special Collections, Washington University Libraries.
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held on the campus of UCLA in November 1944.
It was arranged “at the request of a group of
students,” he recalled, and “the results of this
symposium have continued far beyond events of
the evening.” Mathews “elaborated his thoughts
in a little book,” Immortality and the Cosmic Process
(1933). Smith “became so convinced that the ulti-
mate values are those that can be expressed only in
working with people that he left the University halls
for politics.” And Carlson “was invited to elaborate
his thoughts at a public lecture in the University
auditorium,” probably early in 1931; this longer
address, which was printed twice, induced Compton
to reply formally in The Scientific Monthly at the
end of 1946 (see below). Rounding out the story,
Compton said that his own lecture “became the
starting point” of the Terry Lectures.*

If students had asked for the symposium,
others in Chicago also wanted it—especially Shailer
Mathews and his associates at the American Insti-
tute of Sacred Literature (AISL), a correspondence
school for Protestant ministers based at the Univer-
sity of Chicago Divinity School. Founded in 1880
at the old Morgan Park Theological Seminary in
Chicago to provide instruction in Hebrew, it had
become, by the late 1920s, a very important part of
the University of Chicago. Thousands of Protestant
clergy and lay people enrolled in correspondence
courses written by Divinity School faculty, and
many more received some of the dozens of pam-
phlets on various topics printed by the Institute.’

In 1922, responding to the growing influence of
William Jennings Bryan’s crusade against the teach-
ing of evolution, the AISL initiated a series of pam-
phlets on “Science and Religion” by distinguished
scientists and clergy, which were distributed much
more broadly than their other publications. With
financial support from the Rockefeller Foundation
and more than one hundred individual scientists,
pamphlets were sent unsolicited to tens of thou-
sands of high school principals, legislators, scien-
tists, and clergy across the nation, spreading liberal
religious opinions about science at a time when
many conservative Christians saw science as inher-
ently anti-religious.® Pamphlet authors included
Mathews, Caltech physicist Robert Millikan, Prince-
ton biologist Edwin Grant Conklin, Columbia phys-
icist Michael Pupin, and the famous Manhattan
pastor Harry Emerson Fosdick (among others), all

241



Article

Prophet of Science — Part Three: Arthur Holly Compton on Science, Freedom, Religion, and Morality

of them among the leading public intellectuals of
the day.

Each of those men had already written for the
series by the fall of 1928, when the AISL told the
Rockefeller Foundation of their plans to add a
pamphlet based on “A Symposium of Several
Scientists —My Feeling about Immortality.”” Plans
for this did not materialize until the spring of 1930,
but Compton was ready to go several months ear-
lier. A carbon copy of his chapel talk, missing the
first page, is dated October 28, 1929 —an ironic fact,
that his confession of faith in immortality was writ-
ten simultaneously with the collapse of the stock
market and the mortality of several of its desperate,
overextended investors.® The Presbyterian Banner
published it two weeks after Christmas, in advance
of the symposium, and reprinted it at Easter the
following year, accompanied by the sermon that
Charles Gilkey had preached on Easter Sunday
1930, outside of but in conjunction with the sympo-
sium. The Christian printed an abridged version of
Compton’s talk at the same time. Compton gave
a similar address to the annual convocation of Pres-
byterian leaders at Wooster in June 1931.9 All four
chapel talks were published by the University of
Chicago Magazine in November 1930.10

Then, in September 1930, the AISL published
25,000 copies of a shirt-pocket-sized, 45-page pam-
phlet, Life After Death, containing the talks by
Compton, Mathews, and Gilkey.!! Compton no
doubt helped to distribute this on campus, just as
he must have distributed other AISL pamphlets on
science and religion. Mathews and Gilkey were his
friends, he had organized the symposium, and he
chaired the university’s Board of Social Service and
Religion through which, Mathews told the Rocke-
feller Foundation, the AISL pamphlets “get into the
hands of the student body.”1? At around this time,
Compton apparently agreed to support the AISL in
a further way, by writing a pamphlet to be called,
“Why I Do Not Believe in a Mechanistic Universe,”
but for some reason this did not materialize.'

As this last fact underscores, Compton saw
immortality and freedom as part of a single pack-
age, so it is hardly surprising that most of his Terry
Lectures were devoted to these two topics. I will
take the concluding chapter of The Freedom of Man,
published five years after the Chicago symposium,
as his definitive statement on immortality. Multiple
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drafts of this chapter survive, probably written
mostly around 1932 but completed while he was
at Oxford in 1934-1935. The original manuscript
version was probably written at home, since he used
the back of stationery apparently borrowed from
his wife —it bears the letterhead of the College Club
of Saint Louis, a branch of the American Association
of University Women. Compton’s clear handwriting
is interspersed frequently with individual para-
graphs and whole pages cut out of the AISL pam-
phlet and pasted into the rest. The first twenty-five
pages in the published chapter, constituting about
three quarters of the whole, overlap substantially

THE AMERICAN INSTITUTE OF SACRED
LITERATURE

Popular Religion Leaflets

Y ife After Death

ARTHUR H. COMPTON
(A Scientist)

SHAILER MATHEWS
(A Theologian)

CHARLES W. GILKEY
(A Minister)

Copies of this leaflet may be secured for distribution
ab two cents each or one dollar and fifty
cents for one hundred

First Impression
Chicago, Septelinber. 1930

- : 5
Arthur Compton’s own copy of his pamphlet,
Life After Death (1930), endorsed “Return to
A. H. Compton” across the top.

Courtesy of Arthur Holly Compton Personal Papers, University
Archives, Department of Special Collections, Washington Univer-
sity Libraries.
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with the pamphlet, with about 55% of the text in this
section coming directly from the pamphlet. How-
ever, the epigram for the published chapter, Jesus’
famous words about eternal life in John 14:2-4
(“In my Father’s house are many mansions ...”),
was apparently written separately, on the back of
letterhead from the Ryerson Physical Laboratory.
This suggests at least the possibility that Compton
was thinking about this biblical passage in his labo-
ratory one day, although it might mean only that
he grabbed the closest piece of paper when the idea
came to him at home.!*

Regardless of where he wrote it, Compton fol-
lowed his quotation of Jesus with an unfinished
paragraph, originally intended to be the opening
lines of the chapter, but later discarded. The hesita-
tion evident in the corrections he made is no less
interesting than the incomplete thought that he left
unpublished:

It has not of recent years been considered wery
good form feraman-ef seienceto-express in sei-
entifie certain scientific circles for ene a member
of the scientific fraternity to express any views
whatever regarding religion. This has been
<primarily> due, I think, to the fact that
[unclear word here, crossed out] science prides
itself on dealing with tested truths, whereas
many aspects of religion are not subject to the
type of tests which can be presented as evidence
[ends abruptly in mid-sentence]'

In the book, after Jesus” words, we find simply the
statement that science “has a deep-seated reluctance
to present evidence which can only be considered as
suggestive. Yet many who profess to speak for sci-
ence have drawn the definite conclusion that death
is the end of all.” Mirroring his approach to free will,
in this chapter Compton sought only to make room
for religious faith, not to offer a knockdown proof
of immortality. Science itself could neither confirm
nor deny “an aspect of life which is not physical,”
and thus belief in a future life must “be based upon
religious, moral, or philosophical grounds rather
than upon scientific reasoning.”16

At this point in his life, Compton’s belief in
immortality was probably grounded on “good old
Cartesian dualism,” to borrow the words of his phi-
losopher son — despite the fact that he had expressly
rejected dualism in favor of philosophical idealism
twenty years earlier.'” The reality of free will, in
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his opinion, showed that “there must be at least
some thinking possible independent of any corre-
sponding physical change in the brain,” so that
“consciousness may persist after the brain is
destroyed.” Scientific evidence points to “a supreme
Intelligence, which directs evolution according to
some great plan,” suggesting the possibility “that
the evolutionary process is working toward the
development of conscious persons rather than
toward the development of a physical organism.”
If so, then “the whole great drama of evolution”
terminates in “the making of persons with free
intelligence capable of glimpsing God’s purpose
in nature and of sharing that purpose.”’® In such
a world, he proclaimed,

The thoughts of man, which have come to con-
trol to so great an extent the development of
life upon this planet, are conceivably to the
Lord of Creation among the most important
things in the world. From this point of view
we might expect nature to preserve at all costs
the living souls which it has evolved at such
labor. This would mean the immortality of the
individual consciousness.!?

If nature could do all this, he concluded, what an
“infinite waste” it would be if death were the end.20

This was the shape of the argument for immortal-
ity that Compton made in his chapel address at the
University of Chicago in 1930 and again at Yale in
1931. As far as I can tell from newspaper accounts
and surviving documents, he did not add any bibli-
cal arguments to these philosophical and psycho-
logical suggestions—he did not even quote the
passage in John’s Gospel mentioned above, let
alone make reference to the resurrection of Jesus.
This was a very significant omission for a Christian,
but frankly consistent with Compton’s lack of belief
in a God who can work miracles. “So much for
the reasoning of the scientific mind,” one traditional
Christian responded curtly in the newspapers.?!

In the published version of the Terry lectures,
Compton added five vitally important pages about
the Bible that show in stark relief the place where
his modernist faith had taken him, five pages that
(as the original draft shows) he struggled to phrase
precisely. Possibly he penned these as a response,
the best he could offer, to those Christians who
found the absence of the Bible in his previous state-
ments too glaring. In any event, he described Jesus
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as the first great religious leader “who saw immor-
tality as a necessary consequence of his cardinal
principle that God is a loving Father,” and he
readily admitted that the testimony of Jesus’
disciples about the resurrection “made immortality
a cardinal doctrine of Christianity,” even “an essen-
tial element in the vitality of the new religion.”
This much Compton knew that modern scholarship
could not undermine. At the same time, in a scien-
tific age, “this evidence is, however, not such as can
carry weight to one who approaches the religion
from the outside. The witnesses are gone.” Thus,
“the bodily resurrection which may then have
seemed easy of acceptance, now becomes an impos-
sible barrier to one whose thinking is bound within
the limits set by science.” There follows then a cru-
cial sentence: “If this is not accepted, what weight
can be given to the record of the witnesses?”?2

What weight, indeed? For the Christian believer,
Compton noted, “personal tests of the Christian
doctrines have given confidence in their essential
reliability.” One senses, however, that he meant the
reliability of belief in an afterlife, not the bodily
resurrection. Certainly he did not unambiguously
affirm miracles, not even the central miracle whose
undeniable effect had been in his own words
“an essential element” in the life of the early church.
He went on to identify two groups of Christians.
Some have “such a faith in the Bible’s literal accu-
racy as a revelation that their thinking refuses to
remain limited by scientific principles.” I cannot be-
lieve that Compton saw himself within this group.
He can only have belonged to the other group:
those who, “having felt the companionship of a God
such as Jesus taught, will have gained a confidence
in his religious intuitions, and will try to interpret
these intuitions as best they may in light of his
recorded sayings and of the data of science.” Such
persons, he concluded, “may see in the principles of
Jesus’ teaching reason to believe in an immortality
of consciousness which is not vetoed by the data
of science.”? In the end, Compton had gone as far as
his modernist Christian convictions and his views
on the limits set by science would allow him to go—
right up to the door of the empty tomb, but no
further.

Compton’s overall attitude toward immortality
might best be described as one of faith in the midst
of doubt—a faith in God that had real practical
value. Near the end of World War II, anatomist
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B. C. H. Harvey, a fellow member of Hyde Park
Baptist Church, asked for advice about how to con-
sole the father of a young aviator who had died
in battle. “As to a future life,” Compton replied, “he
knows, as we all do, how the example of bravery,
loyalty and other virtues lives on, frequently multi-
plied many fold, in the lives of those who have
come in contact with a noble person.” Concerning
“the continuation of the individual’s consciousness,”
however, “I find no evidence that is convincing to
me one way or the other. I have come to doubt
whether it is after all a matter of prime concern,
since I find that a good and satisfying life can be
lived with either a positive or a negative answer
to this question.” He was nevertheless “firmly
convinced ... that there is a controlling Intelligence
working in the world which has a friendly concern
for our welfare,” and awareness of “the presence
of this fatherly God is to me a precious stabilizing
influence in these difficult days.” Science had only
increased his faith “in such an intelligent Power,”
but it remained “a faith, i.e., it is the proposition
on the basis of which I build my attitudes and my
life.” Such a faith was “a working hypothesis,”
the “exact form” of which was for him “continually
under revision in the effort to make it fit more
accurately with my experience.”?*

In his final years, reflecting in his unpublished
autobiography on the “thrilling adventure” that
had been his “eventful life,” Compton saw himself
“making rapid progress toward home, where wel-
come and rest await me.” In language evoking his
youthful fascination with airplanes, he wrote that
“the short period leading to the landing is the best
part of the flight. It is the time when one makes
most rapid headway toward his goal. And the
vision of the goal itself becomes more clear.” His
words end in hope: “the restful end of the journey
with its welcome at home is greatly to be desired.”?

Obviously, not everyone shared Compton’s faith.
At the original chapel symposium on immortality
in 1930, physiologist A.]. Carlson argued against
the plausibility of personality surviving after the
dissolution of the body.

All the present evidence points to the fact that
the nervous system goes to pieces with the rest
of the body at death ... I cannot conceive of
environments in the future that would exactly
reproduce my heredity and personal experi-
ence so that I could live again.?
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As for the purpose of evolution, a key point in
Compton’s argument for immortality, Carlson
denied that science could know any. “We think we
can detect trends in evolution,” he said, “but as to
purpose, nobody knows. And our wishes in the
matter do not change the events.” Thus, wishing
for immortality “does not make it a fact, though it
may render belief in it possible in people with little
information in biology.”? One wonders whether he
was looking straight at Compton when he uttered
that particular point.

He must have been looking at Compton when
he delivered a more formal paper that same year
on “Science and the Supernatural,” as the William
Vaughn Moody Lecture at the University of
Chicago, which was soon published in Science.
When Carlson became president of the American
Association for the Advancement of Science
(AAAS) in 1944, it was reprinted in the opinion
magazine published at that time by the AAAS,
The Scientific Monthly.® Always a forthright person,
Carlson began by admitting, “On the topic before us
it is preposterous for any man to speak for science
as a whole and, by inference, for all scientists.”
He had nothing new to say, noting the existence of
“able works on the conflicts between science and
the supernatural,” other “attempts at reconciliation
of the supernatural with science,” printed “confes-
sions of faith in traditional religions by otherwise
competent scientists,” and “rejections of the super-
natural by preachers and teachers of religion.” For
his part, he offered “the confession of a physiologist
of lack of faith in the supernatural, and his reasons.”
Carlson stressed the importance of “the scientific
method,” by which he meant “the rejection in toto
of all non-observational and non-experimental au-
thority in the field of experience,” which he equated
with a refined form of common sense.?

Another important factor is “the attitude of the
scientist” to challenge authority, whether human or
divine, coupled with “a serious attempt on the part
of the scientist to control his own emotions and his
own wishes in the matter.” Knowledge excludes
faith or belief, and “if he does not know he has no
right to faith or belief.” The supernatural, on the
other hand, involves “events contrary to known
processes in nature, such as the production of wine
from water alone; the resurrection from the dead of
persons in advanced states of decomposition,” and
several other examples taken from the Bible or
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Roman Catholic tradition by the former Lutheran
minister. The supernatural “is in direct conflict
with science.” Surely thinking of Compton and
other Protestant modernists, Carlson recognized
that “many intelligent people” rejected “the more
palpably absurd phases of the supernatural,” but
in his view

they usually retain a distillate of the super natu-

ral in [the] form of beliefs in a “moral purpose”

of the universe. And having injected human

ethics into an obviously a-moral universe, they

endow man with personal immortality.3

The reprinting of Carlson’s address did not warm
the heart of Compton, who had been AAAS presi-
dent himself two years earlier, and apparently he
sent a letter of concern to F. R. Moulton, the distin-
guished astronomer who was serving as permanent
secretary for the AAAS. Moulton had already
received several letters, so he invited Compton to
write “a few brief comments,” to be published with
some of the others in a future issue. Compton
thought that “it would be much more worthwhile
for me to prepare a rather carefully developed
article” in the next few months, but it was not until
December 1946 that it was actually published.?!
Although Compton’s heavy involvement with the
atom bomb must have been a factor in the delay,
he had, in fact, started to work on a reply at the time.
His personal papers include what appears to be an
early, aborted effort to write the promised article,
along with the handwritten outline and typed intro-
duction for an address he gave in Los Angeles in
November 1944, which was clearly a forerunner of
the essay he sent Moulton two years later.3?

In his published reply, Compton sidestepped
Carlson’s attack on miracles, which he probably
accepted fully. Indeed, he took a standard modern-
ist position on the nature of religion in a scientific
age, praising Carlson for the “real service” he had
done, “by showing the danger that comes from
basing our greatest values on evidence that science
cannot accept.” In Compton’s opinion, “Science
requires of religion that the language in which its
great truths have been stated,” deriving from a pre-
scientific age, must “be translated into a language
of verifiable fact.” What Compton could not accept
was the positivism implicit in Carlson’s position,
which “denies significance to anything other than
physical events, that is, events observable by the
senses or measurable by physical instruments.”
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Here he believed that “probably most American
scientists would part company with Carlson and the
positivists.” Compton then proceeded to articulate
“a scientist’s view of the fundamentals of religion,”
based on “religious sources whose traditional
authenticity is unquestionable,” starting with his
understanding of God.??

The view of God Compton articulated here, it
must be said, was considerably less robust than the
one he had put forth in the 1930s. Perhaps this was
simply an accident of omission, and I would not
want to draw too many conclusions from what he
did not say in this place. Nevertheless, this essay
put forth a functional rather than an ontological
view of God, advancing the type of view favored
by Shailer Mathews and others at the University of
Chicago Divinity School. Although Compton spoke
here of God as “Ruler of the Universe,” he fleshed
this out only in functional terms, literally comparing
the hypothesis of a fatherly God in religion to the
hypothesis of the luminiferous ether in physics
(I will not digress on the interesting fact that he
invoked the ether as late as 1946).

According to Compton, when Jesus prayed, “our
Father which art in heaven,” he was referring to
“the great powers that shape our destinies,” assist-
ing “those who work in accord with their laws.”
This was analogous to the ether. Just as it is hard
to think of praying “without imagining a being
which gives us the strength,” so “it is hard to think
of waves without imagining a medium ...” God and
the ether alike, he said straightforwardly, “are hy-
potheses which are fruitful of useful consequences.”
Probably thinking of Mathews, Compton pointed
out that “theologians recognize that the use of the
term ‘God’ is only a convenient name for certain
great powers that operate in nature and particularly
in man,” and that “the concept remains very useful
and no other brief description of these powers has
proved to be so adequate.” He went on to stress the
various ways in which the concept of God helped
us, by enhancing our ability to love others.3

The bottom line is this: while Carlson had
stressed the complete incompatibility of science with
any religion based on the “supernatural,” Compton
saw “no conflict between science and religion,”
because he defined religion without reference
(at least in this case) to the type of “supernatural”
events identified by Carlson. Millikan had given
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functional definitions of both science and religion in
a famous statement published in the New York Times
in 1923, as a way of avoiding conflict, and here
Compton offered functional definitions of his own:
“Science is a reliable method of finding truth.
Religion is the search for a satisfying basis for life.”
Thus he was able to conclude, “Beyond the nature
taught by science is the spirit that gives mean-
ing to life.” Faith, hope, and love—a reference to
1 Cor. 13:13 —were neither science nor nature, but
“the true supernatural.”3

Prophet of Science:
God and the Atom

It is not hard to understand why Compton took two
years to finish his response to Carlson. The atom
bomb was dropped on two Japanese cities exactly
twelve months after Carlson’s article was reprinted.
Compton was up to his ears both in the effort to
produce it and also in the very intense conversa-
tions about the morality of atomic warfare that
took place secretly among those who knew about
the Manhattan Project. After the defeat of Germany
was a foregone conclusion, the original motive for
building the bomb— the dreadful fear that the Nazis
would build one first—had gone by the wayside.
At that point Japan was the only possible target, and
it was clear that the Allies were going to win eventu-
ally—but at a cost of how many more lives, Allied
and Japanese, soldiers and civilians alike? Was the
mass killing of noncombatants by a single nuclear
explosion any different, in principle, from the fire-
bombings of Dresden or Tokyo? Given the magni-
tude of the moral dilemma created by this new
weapon of mass destruction, the level of Compton’s
involvement with it, and the strength of his commit-
ment to a religion that many saw as having been
founded by a pacifist, the importance of understand-
ing his views on atomic warfare is almost self-
evident. However, scholarly literature about the
bomb, pacifism, and postwar politics is so extensive,
and the amount of archival material relating to
Compton’s personal activities is so large, that here
I cannot give this topic the wide-ranging, thorough
treatment that it merits.

One scholar who has studied this carefully,
Barton J. Bernstein, shows that Compton wrestled
with nuclear warfare more than one might conclude
from what he said about it in the partly autobio-
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graphical book, Atomic Quest (1956), in which he
wrote at length, almost in a matter-of-fact way,
about the moral calculus behind his own support
for the fateful decision. (Interestingly, the working
title for his book-in-progress, “I Chose Atomic
Strength,” succinctly captures his overall view quite
well.*) According to Bernstein, Compton and three
other physicists who served as scientific advisers to
the government —Italian émigré Enrico Fermi and
Ernest O. Lawrence and J. Robert Oppenheimer of
Berkeley —all agreed that the bomb should be
used on Japan, but within weeks they also agreed,
for moral reasons, not to support development of
the hydrogen bomb, reversing a recommendation
they had made about a month before the Trinity test
at Alamogordo. Speaking unofficially for himself,
Compton told former Vice President Henry Wallace,
an old friend, that the hydrogen bomb “should not
be undertaken primarily because we should prefer
defeat in war to victory obtained at the expense of
the enormous human disaster that would be caused
by its determined use.” This directly contradicts
what he would tell the general public in subsequent
years, when he had reconciled himself to thermo-
nuclear weapons as the Soviet military threat
loomed ever larger — despite the fact that he contin-
ued to believe that the intentional mass killing of
noncombatants was immoral. Overall, as Bernstein
observes, Compton was “caught in a moral quan-
dary that he had long sought to avoid” and that he
did not fully recognize. However, he was not alone
in this. The profound moral dilemma “would also
ensnare others in the strange new world of nuclear
weapons.”?’

This is all consistent with the recollection of Samuel
Allison, who worked directly under Compton on
the Manhattan Project, that Compton “felt a gnaw-
ing doubt about the morality of the whole effort.”38
Compton himself said in 1950 that “I arrived at
my decision in this matter only after deep soul-
searching and examination of conscience.”?® Yet
sometimes his public utterances seem much more
confident, even self-assured. He framed his over-
all perspective in a luncheon address he gave in
Chicago in December 1952, marking the tenth anni-
versary of the first sustained chain reaction. “How
could peace-loving scientists turn their skill to
building such terrible weapons as atomic bombs?
The answer is simple. These men found themselves
with the power in their hands to stop the most
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Arthur Compton in 1948, while he was
Chancellor of Washington University.

Photographer: Edward H. Goldberger, Courtesy of Photographic
Services Collection, University Archives, Department of Special
Collections, Washington University Libraries.

disastrous war in history,” and their decision to use
the weapon saved millions of lives. “Only one
answer was possible to responsible men,” he added
brusquely, implicitly dismissing the views of many
other responsible people. If we had not done this,
he believed, we “would have been traitors to man-
kind” for failing to end the war, just as we would
“now be failing our evident duty if we did not give
free men” in the postwar world “the means of main-
taining their freedom.” For his part, Compton was

glad that in God’s good wisdom it was the
world of free men and not the tyrants who first
had these weapons. My hope and prayer is that
the free world may retain its atomic advantage
until the nations shall have found a way to unite
in controlling the use of all weapons so that the
danger of disastrous war will be gone.*’

His belief that a world government would accom-
plish this “within fifty or a hundred years” now
seems overly optimistic, but a number of atomic
scientists at the time thought it might happen.#!
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In arriving at his position during the war,
Compton had considered the Christian pacifism of
his Mennonite mother and her family. Two weeks
before Hiroshima was vaporized, the army engineer
in charge of the massive uranium processing project
at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, Colonel Kenneth D.
Nichols, asked him what the atomic scientists
thought of using the bomb—their opinions had
been solicited and competing petitions had been
circulated—and what Compton himself thought.
At first, Compton hesitated to answer, turning the
question back on Nichols, and several years later
he recalled having “thoughts of my pacifist Menno-
nite ancestors” at that moment.*> A few months
earlier, Chicago physicist Volney C. Wilson had
come to Compton in a vain effort to persuade him
not to drop the bomb on Japan. “His reason was
the straightforward one of Christian compassion,”
Compton stated. Wilson, whom Compton described
as “a brilliant young Methodist,” had originally
asked Compton to leave him out of the bomb pro-
ject, but he changed his mind after Pearl Harbor.*
Compton had also thought about this before Amer-
ica was attacked, when his pastor asked him in 1940,
“why I was not supporting his appeal to the young
people of our church to take a stand as pacifists.”
Compton replied as follows:

Aslongaslam convinced, as I am, that there are
values worth more to me than my own life,
I cannot in sincerity argue that it is wrong to run
the risk of death or to inflict death if necessary
in the defense of those values.

His minister promptly dropped the subject.

It was obviously the other half of Compton’s
family background that won his allegiance on this
issue. Elias Compton was a Presbyterian, trained
in the Reformed tradition, in which pacifism was
relatively uncommon and the dominant view has
been that Christians should participate in wars that
are fought for morally justifiable reasons, as long
as noncombatants are not deliberately targeted.
Arthur developed his own version of this theologi-
cal position in an essay on “The Moral Meaning of
the Atomic Bomb,” written in 1946 for a committee
headed by William Scarlett, the Episcopalian bishop
of Missouri. “Human life has its high values,” he
argued, “because man is a child of God, made in
His image and beloved of Him. Man shares with
his Father the responsibility for shaping the world
and the lives of his fellow men,” such that “our
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highest duty to God is to serve our neighbors.”
At this point, Compton’s uncompromising commit-
ment to human freedom and dignity entered the
picture, in a decidedly political form. He wrote,

The true child of God understands and appre-
ciates the things that make a good life, and
enjoys working toward such a life for himself
and his fellows. Such a person is in the Christian
sense free. Promoting for all men such free-
dom thus becomes to the Christian perhaps the
supreme goal of his life.®

Therefore it was not simply a political problem,
“when a militaristic group usurps the Government
of Germany, murders the Jews who seem to be in
their way, and starts a military campaign whose
evident objective is reducing Europe and eventually
perhaps the rest of the world to the status of vassal
states ...” It was equally a theological problem.
In addition to the traditionally pacifist Mennonites,
quite a few modernist Christians from various de-
nominations embraced pacifism after World War 1.
Compton understood their reluctance to endorse
American involvement in another foreign war, and
they shared his opinion that war is “an evil, whose
elimination is a major goal of Christendom.” But
freedom itself was too much to sacrifice: without it,
life had no value, so war in this case had to be
accepted as “the lesser evil.”46

Compton did not believe that nuclear weapons
had changed the answer. “The morality of the
atomic bomb is identical with the morality of war,”
he stated. In order to force capitulation of the
enemy, their industrial capacity must be destroyed,
and, in the process, noncombatants will inevitably
be killed. Nevertheless, he did think that atomic
warfare would make the scope of destruction so
large, even for the victor, that he foresaw “the time
when we can safely lay our plans on the assumption
that wars will not come again.” Adding a theologi-
cal gloss to his political optimism, Compton con-
cluded by comparing our plight today to that of
Adam and Eve after they had been expelled from
the Garden of Eden and were barred from returning
by an angel with a flaming sword. “If we long to
return to a pre-atomic age,” he said, “the same angel
with a fiery sword blocks our path. Atomic power is
ours, and who can deny that it was God’s will that
we should have it?” In struggling to use it for the
better, we will get “a growth of the human spirit.”4”
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Ernest Lawrence held a similar view, without a theo-
logical component, and I wonder whether he may
have influenced Compton (or vice versa).*®

Compton went much further four years later,
when The American Magazine published his short
essay “God and Atom.” After reviewing his reasons
for supporting the use of the bomb, he confessed
that “God’s mercy became very real to me” as “we
had to choose the lesser of two great evils.” His faith
had been a great support, especially prayer. “God
understood that what you were doing was the very
best that you knew, under extraordinary circum-
stances,” and this realization helped him maintain
his “emotional equilibrium. I feel that God recog-
nizes the frailty of man and in His mercy accepts
him for companionship despite human mistakes.”
But Compton did not believe he had made a mis-
take; God had even participated, in some sense,
with the entire Manhattan Project:

I think that not only did God condone our act
of dropping the bombs, but that it was only
with His help and inspiration that the job
was done in time. I consider it a true act of
Providence that the ability to make and use
atomic bombs first became available to a nation
whose primary international concern was a free
and stable world.#

Recalling the day in December 1942 when Fermi'’s
group had produced the first chain reaction,
Compton described it as “a supreme moment of
consciousness that I was working with my God
and that the outcome of our efforts was a part of
His great plan” —an implicit reference to what was
apparently his favorite biblical verse, John 5:17.
Although the knowledge of fission “had always
been available in the basic physical laws that govern
the Universe,” God, “in His wisdom, had held it
back until He thought that in learning to use it,
man’s stature would grow.”>

Not surprisingly, these comments hit a lot of raw
nerves. Numerous angry letters interspersed with
some supportive ones survive among his papers,
representing people with a range of religious opin-
ions. A California atheist wanted to know whether
Compton was “the witless person who clearly will
exhibit your imaginary god to be impotent nui-
sance, as it must be, if your puny vote was to cause
the use of the bomb? And further may I ask, who
th'hell do you imagine yourself to be?” A Christian
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woman from Omaha felt that “promoting work on
such an ungodly creation as the atom bomb and
recommending its use at any time under any cir-
cumstances cannot be reconciled with any religious
belief or concern for human brotherhood ... God
is no respecter of persons,” she admonished him,
quoting Rom. 2:11. “The yellow, the red, the black,
the brown are as dear to their Creator even as you
and 1.7 Another correspondent wanted to know,
“Did God give the Italians airplanes from which
young Mussolini had the “sport” of dropping bombs
on Ethiopians because the subjection of the Ethiopi-
ans was best for a free and stable world?” A friend
who worked for The Christian Century found his
remarks “both amazing and depressing,” scolding
him, “How we strut our virtue!” “Christ practiced
what he preached,” wrote a retired Presbyterian
minister, “and He died loving and trying to save the
enemies who murdered Him. His principles and
practice contradict those of the world. One or the
other is wrong.”>! Even from a distance, it is painful
to read much of this correspondence.

Prophet of Science:
Anti-Semitism and the Social
Role of the Christian Church

If Compton’s views on the bomb were more prag-
matic than prophetic, this did not spill over into
his activities for American religion and education
in the years surrounding World War II. Consistent
with family tradition, for two decades he advised the
Laymen’s Missionary Movement, at a time when
Americans constituted about 40% of all Christian
missionaries worldwide.>? He also advised the Pres-
byterian Board of Christian Education, which over-
saw the denominational colleges, and many other
religious organizations. These roles, which brought
him numerous opportunities to address large audi-
ences at conferences and on national radio broad-
casts, dovetailed perfectly with his belief in the
fundamental importance of altruism.

In the late 1930s, amidst war and rumors of war,
Compton believed that religion still had a crucial
message for a modern, scientific, and increasingly
interdependent society. Science had greatly acceler-
ated social change, giving us new powers to use for
good or ill, underscoring the need for cooperation
and love for our neighbors. Thus, “the importance
of good will among men becomes a matter of
unprecedented urgency,” and “Christian education
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is the most effective method that we know” for
advancing the spirit of love and good will. Within
this vision, science and religion were allies: “The
growth of civilization under the stimulus of science
thus demands the growth of Christian education.”>
By advancing our understanding of nature, he said
in a Thanksgiving message on the Mutual Broad-
casting System in 1939, science has made us “better
acquainted with the God of nature, and with the
part we have to play in His cosmic drama.”>* Three
years later he told an NBC radio audience what an
alternative vision might be like. Where Jesus offered
“the surest as well as the most effective means of
bringing people to live in the spirit of friendliness
toward each other,” Adolf Hitler offered

a method more effective than love for getting
the active cooperation of his people. This was
by stimulating pride of race and nation and
hate of all that was foreign. Anti-Jewish and
anti-Catholic propaganda, the despising of so-
called “weaker” peoples, the dominance of the
world by a master race—these reflections of
Nietsche’s [sic] doctrines he recognized as anti-
Christian. They proved remarkably effective.>

But hate is destructive, and love is constructive, so
hope for a better world remained.

Compton’s pointed reference to Hitler’s hatred of
Jews and Catholics was not simply that of an Ameri-
can shocked by what was happening in Europe.
He was no less concerned about religious prejudice
at home. From 1938 to 1947, he was Protestant Co-
Chairman of the National Conference of Christians
and Jews, an important interfaith organization
founded in 1927 as a united front to combat bigotry
and promote understanding, and he served three
terms on its Board of Directors after the war. In
this connection, he wrote an article called “The Jews:
A Problem or an Asset?” published in October 1941
by the Atlantic Monthly.5® This was in response to
a two-part article on “The Jewish Problem in Amer-
ica,” by the influential libertarian writer Albert Jay
Nock, published in the same magazine a few
months earlier.” At the same time he appeared
on the NBC broadcast of a University of Chicago
Round Table discussion of anti-Semitism.>® In both
venues, Compton’s main concerns were to challenge
religious and racial prejudice in the name of de-
mocracy and to refute the claim, widespread at the
time, that Jews had an undue influence on American
foreign policy.
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Compton with Broadway actress Katharine Cornell (left)
and Austrian-born physicist Lise Meitner (right)
on June 6, 1946.

Meitner and Cornell received awards for science and the arts
(respectively) from the National Conference of Christians and
Jews. These awards recognized women who had contributed to
improving human relations and welfare. Compton was Protestant
Co-Chairman of the National Conference of Christians and Jews
from 1938 to 1947. Meitner had collaborated with Otto Hahn and
Fritz Strassmann on the discovery of nuclear fission, but only
Hahn was awarded the Nobel Prize for chemistry in 1944.
Compton nominated her for the Nobel Prize for physics in 1947,
when it was awarded to Edward Victor Appleton. Courtesy of
Smithsonian Institution Archives, Science Service Records,
1902-1965 (Record Unit 7091), Image SIA2008-1175.

Another dimension of Compton’s extensive
interaction with the Jewish community was his
relationship with a leading thinker in the Conser-
vative Jewish tradition, Rabbi Louis Finkelstein of
the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York.
Finkelstein invited Compton to speak about science
and religion at the seminary’s Institute of Inter-
denominational Studies, and in November 1938, he
spoke there on “The Religion of a Scientist,” which
the seminary issued as a pamphlet.>® A year later,
Compton was invited back to help plan the ongoing
annual conferences that began in 1940 under the
general heading Conference on Science, Philosophy,
and Religion in Their Relation to the Democratic
Way of Life. Finkelstein and Compton had identical
views on the vital importance of both science and
religion in a democratic society, and on how science
could serve religion.®

Six months after the war, Compton was inaugu-
rated as the ninth chancellor of Washington Univer-
sity in St. Louis, a position he relinquished in 1953,
although he remained at the university as Distin-
guished Service Professor of Natural Philosophy
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and taught a course on science and human responsi-
bility. Regrettably, he did not bring to this assign-
ment the aggressive stance on human brotherhood
that he had shown in his involvement with the
Jewish community: he dragged his feet on admit-
ting African-Americans to the university and failed
to use his authority to advance conversation on
campus.®!

With his work on the Manhattan Project,
Compton’s own research had effectively ceased,
but as chancellor he advanced the work of others.
He remained very active as a writer, speaker, and
advisor to various corporations and organizations
right up until his death on March 15, 1962, in
Berkeley, where he was lecturing on “Man, Science,
and Society.” The “almost unique combination” of
talents he had brought to his second career as a pub-
lic intellectual was noted by physicist Alexander
Langsdorf Jr., who had contributed a minute
quantity of plutonium to the Manhattan Project but
strongly opposed the use of the bomb. “His voice
was mellifluous, his personality felicitous, and his
appearance remarkably handsome and distin-
guished.” Langsdorf’'s deceased friend had been
“a cordial and considerate person, genuinely inter-
ested in other people” and “always faithful to the
ideas of service to mankind which were a strong
tradition of his family and of Wooster College.” ¢

Of course, not everyone appreciated his religious
utterances, and it would be a mistake to conflate the
high personal regard most of his colleagues had for
him into a favorable attitude toward his religion.
After a visit to Chicago in 1933, Niels Bohr offered
his impression to fellow Danish physicist J. Rud
Nielsen. He “spoke highly of Compton as a physi-
cist and a man,” Nielsen related not long after
Bohr’s death, but he was not impressed with his
philosophy. “Compton would like to say for God
there is no uncertainty principle,” Bohr had told
Nielsen. “That is nonsense. In physics we do not
talk about God but about what we can know. If we
are to speak of God we must do so in an entirely
different manner.”

As physicist John A. Simpson wrote decades
later, the “dualism of the brilliant scientist versus
the devout man of the church with his public reli-
giousness was a mystery to many of his contempo-
raries in the sciences,” and sometimes even led
Compton’s colleagues on the Manhattan Project
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“to question his leadership.”® Indeed, as Samuel
Allison pointed out, Compton “was one of the few
scientists of stature who could and would address
religious groups,” and for that reason he was
always being invited to do so. It is nevertheless
easy to agree with Allison’s overall assessment:
“There was an intensely religious and idealistic side
to his nature, coexisting in a truly remarkable way
with his ability to reason in the rigorous and objec-
tive manner of physics.”% s
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