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1989 New Year’s Resolution: Go to Heaven

n making New Year’s resolutions it is imperative not to aim too low. For example, until

recently I thought that very few people got into heaven and that editors never made it.

A new survey, however, shows that 85 percent of Americans say there is a heaven and
66 percent expect to get there.

Those are staggering figures, as it is my impression that 36 percent of the population is
made up of salesmen who call you by your first name before you have even said one word of
greeting. Another group (23 percent) consists of the retroactive predictors—the guys who
now know that the stock market was bound to crash, that Bush was sure to be elected, and
that Japan was destined to corner the chips market. Then there is a group (22 percent) who
keep telling us that life was better in “every century but this and every country but our own.”
Because these individuals seem to have less chance of entering heaven than a camel squeezing
into a modern airplane seat, my own chances appear to have risen dramatically, and I have
decided to go for it.

As one step toward this goal, I have resolved, for 1989, to become humble. Being
humble is not easy for ordinary people, and it is extraordinarily difficult for editors.

One of the conspiracies against humility might be called “the heroism of the arbitrary
decision.” Sooner or later, anyone in authority is going to be called upon to make an
arbitrary decision because time runs out before the facts are in. The first such decision is
made with fear and trepidation and with effusive protestations that one hopes it will never
happen again. The second time one rationalizes that it is part of the job and that, in fact, a
great deal of time and effort were saved by not consulting too many other people. The third
time one notices a tendency to regard oneself as the hero cutting the Gordian knot with a
brilliance and integrity not given to ordinary mortals.

The second enemy of humility is known as “the euphoria of the adoring multitude.” All
who have favors to dispense attract a following who will sing solemn songs assuring them
that they are doing well. It is not only delightful to hear, but also the human brain is
designed to amplify such signals and to diminish or completely eliminate the objections of
“the lunatic fringe” who have the effrontery to suggest that one is doing poorly.

Finally, there is “the lure of evangelism,” that almost imperceptible shift from a person
who is puzzled by the cacaphony of facts, theories, and opinions in the modern world to one
who suddenly believes he or she has seen a clear light and is called to impress this new
wisdom on those still benighted. For editors this mission can lead to a little twisting of the
facts, all with the noblest of motives, to help the public to come to the “right” conclusion.

In thinking how to slay these terrifying dragons, the unlikely idea that the sword of
humility might be a powerful weapon emerged after all else had failed. To avoid the
“arbitrary decision,” a capable staff orchestrating a cadre of loyal reviewers should be ideal if
they are given the support and confidence they deserve. To resist the adoring multitude
syndrome, both encouragement and criticism are best observed with the smiling skepticism
of the distant observer. Cyrano de Bergerac commented that he rose to his best only when
surrounded by implacable hostility. The most outlandish criticism often contains a grain of
truth, and the songs of praise may be accepted if it is remembered in the deep recesses of the
heart that a successful path was often chosen by blind luck.

Finally and most important, a journal such as Science needs evangelism, but the goal
should be to present as close to the unvarnished truth as it is possible to achieve. As the
interface between science and society becomes more important and complex, there must be a
journal that is widely respected for presenting, with perception and candor, the developing
and changing data and theories of the controversial issues of the day. Evangelism for the
truth must be based on the humility that there is no omniscience at the frontier.

It is perhaps symbolic that as the size and competence of the Science staff grows, the type
in which the editor’s name is listed becomes appropriately smaller, and it would be
microscopic indeed if the army of anonymous helpers were added to the printed list. An
editor must edit gently but carry a big red pencil. This new modesty will astonish my friends,
bewilder my critics, and have a salutary effect on Science, as I wend my way to heaven. That is
why I resolve to be humble in 1989.—DaNIEL E. KOSHLAND, JRr.
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