
EDITORIALS 

When Risk Analysis 
Confronts Faith 
A S A CHILD I got through many a boring Sunday 

morning church service by entering a fantasy world. 
Our family pew was the third row on the left; my father 
sat on the aisle and my mother sat next to him. This left 
me surrounded by adults. I wanted to squirm, but 
couldn't. 

To get away from all this I imagined myself in my 
own soundproof booth in which no one could see or hear 
me. In that booth I could do as I pleased: read the Sunday 
comics, listen to the radio, even leave the pew without 
anyone knowing it and travel to distant locations, escap
ing from the ministerial drone and the tedious sounds of 
adults singing and talking about religion. I was in a space 
completely free of disapproval, entirely without risk. 

Creating a risk-free booth to avoid an unpleasant reali
ty is an act of fantasy most of us still engage in. The great 
appeal of the comic strip Calvin and Hobbes lies in its 
creation of a fantasy tiger who joins Calvin in escapades 
of triumph and in moments of escape from the worlds of 
school and home. On one occasion, faced with the need 
to produce a homework assignment, Calvin leaves his 
bedroom and soars into space. From that exalted location 
he spots the school building which stands like some 
dreaded monster, awaiting his arrival the next day. He 
simply zaps the building, which puts him in the ideal situ
ation: no school building and no homework to be done. 
Unfortunately, his mother's voice calls him back to reali
ty, and the strip's final panel shows Calvin scowling 
angrily. 

Like the boy in the pew or Calvin in space, we long for 
a risk-free environment. I was reminded of this longing 
the other day during a conversation with a scientist 
friend. We had met while serving on a panel studying the 
implications of permanently storing nuclear waste. I had 
read an annoying article by a writer who clearly didn't 
want the stuff stored anywhere. The article listed all the 
dangers of aquifers being contaminated by leaking radia
tion, or by volcanic or earthquake action 10,000 years in 
the future, or by containers that disintegrate. It was a 
bleak picture. 

I sent the article to my friend and asked if this writer 
had data we had missed when we had agreed that perma
nently storing highly toxic nuclear waste in Yucca Flats, 
Nevada, was about the best thing the Department of 
Energy could do. No, he responded, the writer was not 
saying anything new. He was only repeating what all 
antinuclear activists have been saying for decades. And 

he was omitting, as is the custom of ideologues, any evi
dence that went contrary to his dismal evaluation of the 
dangers of nuclear waste. 

"But don't be too hard on the writer," my friend cau
tioned. "Sure, he has ignored the findings of a National 
Academy of Science panel which concluded that in the 
worst-case scenario, it could be projected that residents in 
the area of a nuclear waste site—say, 10,000 years into 
the future—would not suffer greatly from contaminated 
ground water. He only wants to provide data to argue 
against this or any storage site. But he does make one 
good point—inadvertently, I suspect. He says that we are 
being asked to make a sensitive public policy decision 
based entirely on calculations for which we cannot possi
bly claim infallibility." 

In short, my friend was arguing, the writer is remind
ing us of something our society does not like to face: 
there is no risk-free decision we can make on this or any 
number of other technological matters. Since we have 
had little experience with storing nuclear waste, we can't 
know for certain the effects of geological shifts. We know 
that in the Yucca Flats area, where the federal govern
ment is making tests for a permanent site, some volcanic 
activity occurred between 10,000 mid 1 million years 
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ago—but that is all we have to go on in predicting future 
volcanic activity. 

My scientist friend wants us to ponder the extent to 
which our society is willing to make decisions affecting 
our future based on calculations that are never going to be 
absolute. All the data we have regarding earthquakes in 
the San Francisco area, for example, will still not tell us 
with certainty what risks we are asking people in that 
region to face. Simply to point to the dark side of prob
lems like nuclear waste or the likelihood of earthquakes 
is to avoid facing the fact that we all live in a risk-taking 
society. 

IN A SUBPLOT of the film Steel Magnolias, a young 
diabetic woman gets pregnant against the advice of her 

doctor. She tells her mother that she is willing to run the 
medical risk to herself in order to have a child—an argu
ment vigorously rejected by the mother, who has spent 
the past 20 years nurturing this daughter and trying to 
minimize the risks she faces. All women who are diabet
ics are at some risk if they choose to have children. The 
daughter in Steel Magnolias argues that she would rather 
have a few minutes of happiness than a lifetime of bore
dom. She has made a personal decision to take a reason
able risk in order to have a child. 

All of our important personal decisions involve some 
risk. What we are forced to do is measure the risks 
against the anticipated return. Scientists call this risk 
analysis. Young people in love usually prefer not to call it 
anything. But when I asked one practical-minded young 
woman I know if she had thought about risks in connec-
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tion with her upcoming marriage, she replied emphatical
ly: "Of course we have. You are never certain that this is 
the right decision. It is a step that must be taken in faith." 

Risk analysis measures costs and results. But faith 
assumes a willingness to face the future with a trust in the 
people involved and a recognition that we don't have to 
confront the future alone. Faith in the God who tran
scends the ambiguities of life permits us to grasp the 
future without demanding certainty. Which suggests that 
the degree to which we are willing to live with risk may 
be directly related to our connection to such a God. 

Nuclear waste must be placed somewhere, and since 
we can't run all the necessary tests ourselves we have to 
rely on experts who will give us their best calculations as 
to how safe it will be when sealed in a permanent site. 
Not even our best calculations will give us or our descen
dants a risk-free environment. All we can do is make as 
best we can the decisions we are called upon to make, 
and do so with a sense of stewardship for others. 

We long for a risk-free world in which we get married 
without doubts or store nuclear waste in absolute confi
dence. But we know this is not possible. It may well be 
that whatever faith any of us now have to confront this 
reality is a faith nurtured in those early days in a church 
pew. In spite of childhood resistance and a longing to 
escape, some of those words and some of that music must 
have invaded those soundproof booths. 

James M. Wall 

Church in East Germany 
Helps Create die Wende 

IN RECENT DAYS Americans have seen dramatic 
pictures of West Berliners dancing on the Wall and 

hundreds of thousands of East Berliners passing through 
it. In East Germany, a revolution is under way. Yet, one 
revolution—what a Marxist historian writing in the state 
newspapers recently referred to as East Germany's "con
servative revolution"—has already taken place, away 
from the bright lights and instant reports of the Western 
media. East Germans refer to October 9 as die Wende, the 
turning point that led to November 9 and the opening of 
the border to the West. 

In retrospect, it is clear that the Evangelical and 
Lutheran churches provided a model of nonviolent 
change during a critical time. Their powerful story, not 
yet well known, is set primarily in Leipzig, a center of 
dissent and protest since the beginning of the year. Every 
Monday evening, the Nikolai Church sponsored a prayer 
service for peace. In May, the audience consisted largely 
of would-be emigres, people who used the service more 
as an opportunity to practice solidarity with each other 
than to worship. Their mood was angry and bitter. They 
saw no hope for change, no reason to stay in the country. 
After the service, many would gather outside the church. 

Police routinely photographed them and detained those 
who refused to disperse or tried to march. By calling 
attention to themselves, the would-be 6migr6s hoped to 
prompt the state to expel them more quickly. The church, 
however, kept encouraging them to remain in the country 
and to work for change. 

In August, a vacation month, no services were held. 
Meanwhile, Hungary rebuffed the East German party 
and state by allowing East Germans to cross to the West. 
Other East Germans flooded the West German embassy 
in Prague. When the Monday services resumed in the 
Nikolai Church, they assumed a new character. The 
would-be Emigres were now in the minority. The ser
vices were now a rallying point for those seeking politi
cal reform. 

On September 4, for the first time, dissidents as well as 
emigres went to the streets after the service. They were 
small in number, only 70, and the police shoved them 
from one side of the street tothe other. During the service 
on September 18, Pastor Wonneberger of the Nikolai 
Church called for nonviolent resistance to the state. 
Offering practical advice from the writings of Martin 
Luther King, Jr., he told the people not to carry things 
that could become weapons, and not to resist arrest. By 
the time the service ended, the police had formed a chain 
around the church. A crowd of people who had not 
attended the service were waiting to join those coming 
out of the church. They ended up outside the police line, 
and the police, now feeling surrounded themselves, 
responded by roughing up some of the demonstrators. 

On September 19, dissidents formed Neues Forum 
(New Forum) as an opposition group. Within days, thou
sands of East Germans had joined, signing their names 
and giving their addresses. The response went far beyond 
the organizers' expectations. 

The next Monday evening, September 25, 5,000 to 
6,000 people gathered at the Nikolai Church. The police 
did nothing to prevent them from marching through the 
city; indeed, they helped block off traffic. By now, many 
people were beginning to look on, not ready to join but 
asking themselves if they might. 

Tension was growing. The state newspapers accused 
Wonneberger of advocating violence and called the 
demonstrators "rowdies." Yet the inconsistent response of 
the police also suggested that the party itself was uncer
tain of how to deal with the crisis. 

The week of October 1 proved to be dramatic and 
critical. That Sunday more dissident groups, including 
Demokratie Jetzt (Democracy Now) and Demo-
kratischer Aufbruch (Democratic Departure), joined the 
opposition. The next evening 20,000 people, waiting 
until the service in the Nikolai Church ended, marched 
in the streets. The demonstrators, not yet clear about how 
to organize themselves, finally began to disperse near 
Thomas Church, where Bach was once organist. The 
police moved in with force, and some demonstrators 
were injured. 

The next day the party seemed to reach a decision: the 
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