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GUEST EDITGIFT IAL

In Praise of
Impracticality

"lnagination 
is a clntagilus disease."_,6. N. whitehead.

THI.I MOTHI.IR 0f a student, of minc unce
crtnplaincd l,hat her sOn was 

"so 
imprac-

t ica l . "  I  l ,h ink shtr  probably meant ,  that  he
was n0t  g iven to f ix ing th ings around the
housr:, or that, he spcnI his sparc t. imc day-
dreaming. Hriwever, in the ytrars t,hat, f0l-
Iowt:d I saw a l)faotical slde in him that sh(l
was unabl(r t0 feO0gnize. Hc had a ferti l tr
mind and hc enjoycd growing f resh,  nt :w
idcas in  i t !

' lhr uord pract.ical has a Iong history in
Advc n t i st, cd ucal,i on. Ph rascs likt', p r ac t,i r: a I
grtcllint:ss, practical religion, aul prattical
/cs,s(// ir^ 0cour in counsels givcn during thtr
earl iOsl. years rif Adv0ntist, scho0ls and col-
legtrs. I, i ir mOst peoplc, "praclical" 

neans
r io ing soneth ing wi th one's  hands.  Cooking,
se$' ing,  gardening,  aLt t ,0  repai r ,  and thc l ike
rusuallv head l,h(r l ist 0f 

"practical 
aOl,ivi-

t i0s. " (huld it, bc that, thinking new thoughts
ls also a l)factical activity?'lb b0 

'practical 
mindcd" means t,hat y0u

kn0w h0w t0 g0t things dont: 0lf icient,ly,
cl0v0rly, naking do with what,r_rvcr is at
hand.  Apparcnt ly  my st ,ud0nl , 's  n0ther
t,hoLrght he lacked this essential ingredlent.
He was of  s l ight  bui ld ,  not  par t , icu lar ly
ath lc t ic ,  and sh0wed l i t t le  in ter0st  in  labor-
atory al)pafat,us. I]ut he was a whiz with
ideas. He rroLrld do marvelous t,hings with
[nen I

' l 'he bcst educal,iun balanccs instruct,i0n
in theriry with practical applications. Math-
ernati0al theOfems must event,ually be ap-
pl ied to real - l i fe  problcrns.  The ru les of
gfammar,  at tent ive ly  appi icd,  g ive scn-
tences gracefu l  syntax and assure that
meaning is clearly conveyed. But perhaps
n0wnere in t,he curriculurn is pract,ical
applicali0n of theory m0re evident, than in
sciencc classes. Science labs attest t0 0uf
comnitment t0 making the study o[ science
more t,han book learning.

I believe, however, t,hat ideas riemselyes
can be practical. 0irviously, not all ideas
lead to useful ends. But ideas that, spring
from active invOlvemen[ with One's st,udy,

ideas that capture one's imagination and
pr0nlOtc n(rw Insights-these af0 practicaI
r0eas.

It, secms unremarkable now, but whcn
lsaac Ncwton described how gravity upcr'-
ated, lh0 idea was fevolutiOnafy, and c0r-
tainly vefy heady. But it,was als0 l)ract,iOal.
It hclpcd nakt: sunse out of the observcd
nOtiOns of p)anets and mrxrns. It pr0m0ted
0ur sens0 of w0nder at, t,he 0mnipfesence 0f
l,hc (jreator and 0ur respeOt ft)f the order 0f
( , foat lon.

"The 
iust  shal l  l ive by h is  ta i th"  is  pcr-

haps thc rn0st  dfamat ic  of  a l i  B ib le doc-
tfines. lts discovery slafted a Refornration!
But it, is a doct,rinc, an abst,ract idca. Yet it,
becomcs practical fur each pefson wh0 is
led to acccpt his or hcr dependence on Ood
and who [inris ways t0 grow in graur
through laith in ,lesus Christ.

l lven a thcorem o[gcometry is practical.
N0t, iust because houscs, bridgcs, and 0thef
strucl,ures can lre built using ge0mOtf i0
shapOs, t)ut, because each t,he0fem i0ads t0
ncw [,he0rems. Together t,hey furnr a praOt,i-
ca l  wholc,  an edi [ ice of  ideas.

My studOnt treated idcas with joy and
respect,. f le was not dependcnl, upon thO
technukrgical gadg0ts of modcrn sciencc.
I. 'or him "pfactlcality" 

was having a g00d
idea, an idea that, l icd tOgethef 0nce-
separate t,h0ughts, that, opened n0w h0fi-
zons of understanding.

Today's technolclgical age bombafds 0ul
senses with t,he devices oI sciencc. 0ur
eflorts to balance theory and practice in
science education may in fact lean more
toward applied science than tOward its
foundat ions. The ideas of science tend t0 get
buried in a mountain 0f apparatus. As we
teach science, however, we must help each
student experience the thfi l l  0f a practical
idea.-Edwin A. Karlow. !

Dr. Edwin A. Karlow is Chairnan of the Phys-
ics Department at LTna Linda University, La
Sier ra Cam p us, Rrversrde, Cal i fu n ia.
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