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Science is going to get a lot of flak for 
Easterbrook's article on science and God, 
and I want to thank you for taking the 
risk. It is about time someone dared to put 
in print what so many scientists have 
known for so long: that the search for 
meaning and the search for knowledge can 
and should be complementary, and that 
hostility between science and religion has - been driven by arrogance, fear, and mis- 

'The search for meaningn understanding. It is time to acknowledge 
that a religious scientist is not a contra- 
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place in the pages of a reborn, perhaps too 
trendy Science. The sidebar about author 
and scientist Richard Dawkins-the only 
dry spot midst the rising Noachian meltwa- 
ters of this putative Interglacial-provides 
but scant refuge. 
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If the universe is "nothing but pointless 
indifference," I can see why Richard 
Dawkins declined to be interviewed by 
Easterbrook for the article. Why bother? If 
things are pointless, however, why does 
Dawkins continue to write books, give lec- 
tures, and tell us about it? 
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The essential disagreement between science 
and religion is not in the conclusions--such 
as evolution, the heliocentric solar system, 
or the origin of disease-but in the way of 
arriving at conclusions. Religion relies on 
authority-from a person, book, or tradi- 
tion-and its Truth is supposed to be uni- 
versal and eternal. Science relies 6n evi- 

dence and reasoning, which are always open 
to challenge, so its truth is relative and 
tentative. 
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I must admit to a certain astonishment at 
Easterbrook's article; in 30 years of subscrib- 
ing to Science, I have never seen its like. 
The first question must obviously be: 
"Which god?" The fertile imagination of 
Homo sapiens has in the last few thousand 
years come up with an amazing number of 
(often mutually exclusive) gods, among 
which. as far as I know. there are no scien- 
tifically acceptable methods of choosing. 

Phvsicist Charles Townes' ex~lanation. 
quoted by Easterbrook, that "~c ie ice  want; 
to know the mechanism of the universe, 
religion the meaning" is misleading because 
it operates with two completely different 
forms of "knowing." Theologians are not 
searching for a "meaning" in the same way 
that scientists are searching for, say, an 
understanding of the mechanism of cancer; 
on the contrary, they are postulating a 
meaning from hermeneutical interpretation 
of texts dating from times when, as Darwin 

so rightly said, "men were ignorant and 
credulous to a degree almost imcomprehen- 
sible to us" (1 ). 
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It was heartening to see the serious article 
by Easterbrook on the "warming trend" be- 
tween science and religion. What was dis- 
turbing is that it was not really about "sci- 
ence" or about "religion." In common with 
most such articles. it treated one tinv eso- 
teric comer of "science," and an even less 
significant comer of "religion," as though 
they were representative of those great hu- 
man concerns. 

One would think from the article that all 
of "science" consisted of a small specialized 
bit of astronomy, astrophysics, and particle 
physics, all connected to cosmogenesis, and 
that all of religion was the story of creation. 
Yet the creation story takes up half a col- 
umn of one page in the typical 1000-page 



Bible. Moses and Jesus never said a word 
about it. The  Mahabharata and the Tao T e  
Ching have nothing on  it. Surely this large- 
ly irrelevant fragment of doctrine cannot in 
any way be taken as representative of reli- 
gion. Likewise, are not all of the miracles 
of contemporary engineering from Power 
Macs and Windows to Mars Rovers, and all 
of solid-state physics, chemistry, materials, 
and geo- and agricultural science, much 
more accurately representative of "science" 
as the public knows it? 

It is said that when Max Planck died and 
went to  heaven, St.  Peter offered him the 
choice of two salons: "The Kingdom of 
Heaven" and "Discussions about the King- 
dom of Heaven." The  science-religion in- 
terface is not a discussion. as Easterbrook's 
article would imply. Most religions demand 
lives committed to certain actions and be- 
havior patterns (orthopraxis) linked only by 
tenuous ways to believing certain dogmas 
(orthodoxy). Among the latter, creation 
ranks pretty far down for 90% of believers. 
Theology, not religion, is literally God 
"talk." And very little of it is about cre- 
ation. That  most famous English bishop 
John Robinson argued, 25 years ago, that 
our word God must go. Religions like Bud- 
dhism have done very well without much 
God talk. It is not "dogma" but "praxis" that 

is the heart of religions. The  real "science 
and religion dialogue" should be about what 
each has to sav about how each h e l ~ s  one 
"to do justice, love kindness, and walk hum- 
blv" in our world. Now that's an Old Tes- 
tament definition of religion. 
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The Carbon Crop: Continued 

With regard to  the relentlessly positive ar- 
ticle by Anne Simon Moffat about forests as 
carbon sinks (Research News, 18 July, p. 
315), it is worth noting several points, the 
most critical being the importance of differ- 
entiating between harvesting a forest stand 
for biomass energy and doing so for wood 
products. In the case of biomass energy, 
wood is a direct substitute for fossil fuel, and 
to the degree that the silvicultural practices 
are sustainable over multiple rotations, the 
recycling of carbon through biomass energy 
is preferable to one-way emissions through 
fossil fuel combustion. Harvesting for wood 
products, however, is certainly not a "one- 

time, permanent movement of carbon from 
the air to the land surface." Particularly in 
the case of converting native forests to 
plantations ( I ) ,  but even in the case of 
intensely managed forests, significant losses 
of carbon are associated with harvesting. A t  
the time of a clear-cut harvest, the noncom- 
mercial part of the trees (that is, branches 
and roots) are burned as slash or left to 
decompose; other ecosystem components 
such as the litter layer and understory are 
likewise oxidized in one way or another, 
and a large fraction of the merchantable 
wood may go into products with lifetimes of 
less than 5 years. In a case study in the 
Pacific Northwest. onlv 23% of merchant- , , 
able wood harvested in this century was 
currently in long-term storage in landfills or 
wood structures (2). 

With regard to  the benefits of afforesta- 
tion as an emissions mitigation strategy, the 
article would have been more informative 
had it told more about the relative magni- 
tudes involved. In the case of afforesting 
1000 hectares of land to offset "some" of the 
carbon dioxide emissions from a proposed 
fossil fuel burning power plant in Oregon, 
this proportion over the lifetime of the pow- 
er plant amounts to  about 1% of the plant's 
total carbon emissions. Afforestation on a 
scale to affect the global carbon cycle would 
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