
The search for 
e x t r a t e r r e s t r i -
al intelligence 

(SETI) is nearing its fortieth anniver-
sary. Since its origin with the Ozma 
Project, directed by astronomer Frank 
Drake in 1960, the radio searches for 
intelligently designed signals from space 
have increased dramatically in terms 
of equipment and sensitivity. Major 
searches are being conducted by the 
SETI Institute of Mountain View, 
California. The giant Arecibo radio tele-
scope in Puerto Rico is linked to nearly 
a million personal computers across 
the world, sifting massive amounts of 
data for indications of unusually strong 
signals that are products of another 
technology. Serious efforts are now 
underway to search for signals sent by 
interstellar optical lasers. These optical 
SETI searchers are being conducted by 
a team led by Professor Paul Horowitz 
at Harvard University. SETI is alive and 
well, and the subtle mysteries of what 
we might find still lie before us.

SETI may be the one area of natural 
science that lies most closely to the tra-

ditional religious concerns and practices 
of the major earthly belief systems. The 
concerns of and conflicts between SETI 
and religion were well depicted in the 
recent movie Contact. It is interesting 
to consider some of the similarities 
between SETI and traditional religion. 
It is even more interesting to identify 
some of the fundamental differences 
between the two.

THINGS BEYOND
The most obvious and fundamental 
similarity between SETI and traditional 
religion is their mutual focus on things 
beyond Earth. SETI scientists and reli-
gionists both turn their minds toward 
the heavens. Both posit the existence 
of intellect in the depths of space. Both 
look for signs of the intelligence they 
seek. Both possess a profound sense 
of mystery about the objects of their 
curiosity.

Both religion and SETI seem to 
share a belief that they are in search 
of a superior source of knowledge. For 
the religionist, that superior source is 
embodied in the ultimate and total 
knowledge of God. For the SETI sci-
entist, that superiority is implied by 
the fact that any intelligently designed 
signal we receive here on Earth will 
probably have been sent long before 
our radio or optical technology was 
invented. This would imply that the 
extraterrestrials are an older and per-
haps wiser civilization.

Each enterprise, SETI and religion, 
seems to transcend earthly concerns 
by its “heavenly” focus. Each, to its 
constituents, may offer a sense of escape 
from the confines of our planet and its 
troubles.

MEANING
Traditional religion is said to give mean-
ing to existence. It brings together rea-
sons and purposes for living. Religion 
makes the small, frail individual strong 
through an alliance with the great power 
of a god or the gods. Traditional reli-
gion gives hope that the individual will 
not perish but continue after death in 
the presence of God.

SETI does not openly espouse the 
great promises of traditional religion. 
However, many of those active within 
the SETI community find that their 
lives are made far more meaningful 
by the fact that they are engaged in 
a search for the answer to one of the 
most important questions of human 
existence, “Are we alone?”

SETI cannot offer an enhanced 
sense of being to those who follow its 
course. In contrast, its philosophy is 
based on the smallness not only of indi-
vidual humans but the entirety of planet 
Earth. SETI’s emphasis on the enormity 
of our cosmos attests to the tiny, and 
perhaps insignificant place we occupy in 
the cosmic scheme. However, there is a 
sense of reverse pride among those who 
take this view of the universe. They see 
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this knowledge as a cure for the narrow 
ethnocentrism and geocentrism so often 
associated with traditional religion. The 
broader view is the better view, SETI fol-
lowers insist: it may be more psycholog-
ically uncomfortable, but it is far more 
realistic and ultimately more humane.

SETI can offer no alliance with a 
powerful God. The closest it can come 
is to venture the speculation that the dis-
covery of an extraterrestrial civilization 
might result in an exchange of knowl-
edge that could greatly enhance our own 
science and technology. On the other 
hand, the relationship between Earth 
and an intelligence out there could well 
be adversarial and perhaps threatening. 
The question is open.

SETI is not an attractive enterprise 
for those who wish to be comforted 
by illusion. Its appeal is to the more 
tough-minded and the more farsighted.

IMMORTALITY
The “great attractor” for traditional reli-
gion is immortality—the burning wish 
not to perish at death. SETI offers 
no such promise. The closest that it 
can come is speculation. Frank Drake, 
the original SETI pioneer, has ven-
tured an opinion in his book Is Anyone 
Out There?:  “. . . immortality may be 
quite common among extraterrestrials.” 
Drake further speculates that contact 
with advanced civilizations may lead 
to the discovery of possible secrets to 
immortality.

It does seem reasonable that techno-
logically advanced creatures would seek 
to preserve themselves for longer and 
longer periods of time. Perhaps perma-
nent preservation of life experiences is 
not out of the question. This whole area 
of speculation is, however, not central 
to the SETI endeavor. The quest for 
life extension may linger in the backs 
of the minds of some of those engaged 
in the search, but the whole question 
is too problematic and speculative to 
emphasize.

FAITH VS. 
PROBABILITY  
ANALYSIS
Neither the existence of God nor alien 
intelligence can be demonstrated by 
currently existing evidence. SETI search-
ers, in their quest for supportive fund-
ing, have often said in defense of their 
enterprise, “Absence of evidence is not 
evidence of absence.” While this is true, 

the same statement could be used by the 
religionists in support of their enterprise.

The late Carl Sagan was famous for 
his emphasis on large numbers (i.e. bil-
lions and billions of planets and stars). 
Sagan insisted that, given such a huge 
backdrop of possibilities, intelligent 
life must have emerged more than 
once. One of the most famous running 
debates in SETI was Sagan’s debate 
with Harvard evolutionary biologist 
Ernst Mayr. Mayr provided similar 
strong arguments against the existence 
of intelligent beings elsewhere. These 
arguments were based on the extraor-
dinary sequence of improbable events 
that are necessary for intelligent beings 
to exist and evolve. The arguments of 
both Sagan and Mayr were naturalistic 
and probabilistic, and the search con-
tinues to see who was right.

For religion, no search continues. 
Faith is taken to substitute for evidence. 
Of course, those involved in religious 
institutions vary widely on the nature of 
the role they assign to faith and evidence 
in their quest for God. From the very lib-
eral theologian to the devout fundamen-
talist, the role of belief is very different. 
Yet, by definition, one who considers 
himself or herself to be “religious” has 
some form of fundamental acceptance of 
the “God hypothesis.”

Beliefs go beyond probability state-
ments. Even some SETI scientists state 
that they firmly “Believe in extraterres-
trial intelligence.” For myself, I think the 
probabilities argue for the affirmative in 
the question of the existence of extrater-
restrial intelligence. Yet, I have no “faith” 
in its existence. It is an open question 
subject to scientific investigation and ver-
ification.

MOTIVES
Albert Einstein once commented that, 
“a conviction, akin to religious feeling, 
of the rationality and intelligibility of the 
world lies behind all scientific work of 
a higher order. . . .” There is no field in 
which this is more true than SETI. Most 
in the SETI community feel a deep meta-
physical satisfaction contemplating their 
subject and their search. This satisfaction 
is fulfilling despite the fact that no super-
natural agent or hypothesis is entertained.

When one stares upward into a clear 
and dark night sky and out across the vast 
star fields of our galaxy, a sense of mysti-
cal astonishment is inevitable. When one 
thinks of how small our galaxy is in the 

larger scheme of things, even greater won-
der is inspired. The quaint little stories of 
our conventional religious teachings seem 
but musings of children at play.

Those who resort to mysticism or 
religious experience to satisfy deep 
emotional feelings might well con-
sider that a similar sort of experience 
can be had within science. We are 
an emerging species of intelligent 
beings who, if we are very careful 
and intellectually disciplined, may 
learn the keys to great and sub-
lime mysteries of existence. The very 
advancement of SETI, as indeed all 
scientific endeavor, is threatened by 
the human tendency to practice poor 
mental hygiene. We need to exer-
cise our skepticism, demand veri-
fiable evidence, and recognize the 
psychological vulnerabilities that may 
lead us astray. If we can satisfy these 
conditions we as a species can enjoy a 
very meaningful and very productive 
existence. We may even find that we 
have the distant company of other 
beings who have joined us on an evo-
lutionary course leading to an as-of-
yet-unknown destiny. fi
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