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WASHINGTON | FOCUS

V ernon Ehlers followed a winding 
path to Congress—from home-

schooled preacher’s son to Ph.D. physi-
cist to leading science advocate in the 
U.S. House of Representatives.

Th e 71-year-old Michigan Republican 
grew up in Midwestern farming commu-
nities where he was home-schooled—not 
because his parents distrusted public 
education, but due to the severe asthma 
attacks he suff ered in the presence of 
other people who carried animal dander 
on their clothing. 

Before college, his only encounter 
with physics had been a correspondence 
course that didn’t include any lab work. 
“I had never met a scientist,” Ehlers 
recalled during a recent interview in his 
Capitol Hill offi  ce, “and I had no idea 
what a scientist did.”

At the urging of his father, a Chris-
tian Reformed Church minister, Ehlers 
enrolled in the church’s Calvin College in 
Grand Rapids, Mich., where the school’s 
only physicist took a liking to him. Th e 
teacher suggested Ehlers become a physi-
cist, too, adding that he would need to 
acquire a Ph.D. to be really successful.

“Being extremely naïve,” Ehlers 
remembered, “my response was: ‘What’s 
a physicist?’” and “‘What’s a Ph.D.?’ He 

would help him address the county’s solid 
waste problem. 

Ehlers soon learned that “if you do a 
decent job in elected offi  ce, people literal-
ly propel you onward”—in his case to the 
Michigan House in 1983, the Michigan 
Senate in 1985, and Congress in 1994 
following the death of his predecessor.

He’s one of two Ph.D. physicists in 
Congress (Rush Holt [D-N.J.] is the 
other), and among a handful of congres-
sional scientists of any kind. He’s also a 
man of faith, which gives him a nearly 
unique congressional perspective on 
the recurring confl icts between science 
and religion in public policy. “Most of 
the battle is between scientists who 
don’t understand religion and believers 
who don’t understand science,” he said.

 Ehlers raises particular objection to 
religious political activists who attack “the 
‘godless scientist.’” During his academic 
career, Ehlers said, he encountered far 
more religious people on science and 
engineering faculties than in the arts 
and humanities. “Th at should tell us 
that there is common ground,” he said, 
“because these individuals have worked 
through these issues.” 

Ehlers also disagrees with scientists 
who “openly criticize religion as being a 

explained it to me, and I said ‘OK.’” So 
Ehlers decided to get his Ph.D. without 
ever having taken a college course in 
physics.

Amazingly, it all worked out. Calvin 
College did not grant a physics degree at 
the time, so Ehlers spent his senior year at 
Berkeley, where he also earned his doctor-
ate in nuclear physics and taught for six 
years. He returned to Calvin in 1966 to 
help build a full-scale physics program 
there.

He joined the environmental move-
ment following his return to Grand 
Rapids, helping in 1968 to found the 
West Michigan Environmental Action 
Council, which remains active today. He 
entered elective politics as a behind-the-
scenes supporter of candidates, and was 
recruited to run for county commissioner 
in 1974. He campaigned as an environ-
mentalist whose understanding of science 
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bunch of nonsense.” When they opine on 
the nature or existence of God, he noted, 
they’re not speaking as scientists. “Th ey’ve 
entered the realm of theology, and they 
don’t seem to appreciate that they’ve 
crossed that divide.”

Ehlers believes “God created ev-
erything,” but he said that this belief 
doesn’t have to confl ict with the study 
of evolution. “Th e distinction has to 
be made between what happened, why 
it happened and how it happened,” he 
explained. “Science doesn’t say why. Th e 
Bible doesn’t say how.”

Scientists could reduce these confl icts 
by learning more about religion and bet-
ter educating the public about science, 
Ehlers said. He also wants scientists to 
learn more about politics and become 
more politically active.

When scientists would seek help from 
former House Science Committee Chair-
man James Sensenbrenner, he would ask 
if they’d spoken to the Rotary Club about 
it, Ehlers said. “Th e scientist would say, 
‘Why should I talk to them?’ Jim would 
say, ‘If you can’t get their support, how 
can you expect me to get Congress’ sup-
port?’” 

“Th e point is, if the scientifi c com-
munity doesn’t do a better job of telling 

the public what they’re doing and what 
the benefi ts are and what their needs are, 
they aren’t going to get the funding they 
need.”

Communicating with Congress can be 
easier than many outsiders realize, Ehlers 
said. While teaching at Calvin, he wrote 
to Gerald Ford, then Grand Rapids’ U.S. 
representative, and off ered to organize 
a panel of scientists to advise him. Ford 
jumped at the off er and met with the 
group at least quarterly thereafter.

In Congress, Ehlers’ top priorities have 
been improving K-12 science and math 
education and increasing federal support 
for scientifi c research. 

Th e eff orts won him this year’s George 
E. Brown Jr. Award for “being a stal-
wart supporter and leading advocate for 
federal investment in science, engineering 
and technology.” It’s presented annually 
by the Science, Engineering and Tech-
nology Work Group, a broad coalition 
of organizations that promotes federal 
support for those fi elds.

Th e American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science gave him the 2002 
Philip Hauge Abelson Prize to acknowl-
edge his “consistent public service to sci-
ence, science policy and science education 
at all levels of government.”

Ehlers calls himself a “Lincoln/Roos-
evelt” Republican, because he shares 
Lincoln’s emphasis on individual freedom 
and Th eodore Roosevelt’s on conserva-
tion. His congressional voting record is 
on the moderate side of conservative. 
According to the liberal Americans for 
Democratic Action, he’s voted correctly 
about 20 percent of the time. Th e Ameri-
can Conservative Union has approved 
about 70 percent of his votes. He often 
votes with environmental groups.

Ehlers said he follows three mottoes 
as a politician. Th e fi rst, displayed in 
his congressional offi  ce, is the biblical 
admonition of the prophet Micah “to do 
justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God.” 

“I don’t think you could fi nd a fi ner 
instruction for a political leader than 
that,” Ehlers said.

A second is Edmund Burke’s warning 
that “the only thing necessary for the tri-
umph of evil is for good men to do noth-
ing.” Th e third is Ehlers’ own aphorism: 
“Beware of the ideologues, because that’s 
where good ideas tend to get swallowed 
up and drowned in rhetoric.” 

[ Tom Price (ThePricesWrite@yahoo.com) is a 
journalist who focuses on government, politics, 
technology, business and education. ]
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