WHAT IS THE MOON FOR?
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1) The Quotes

“Houston. Tranquillity Base here. The Eagle has landed!”
Are you old enough to remember those words from 40 years ago? Well done! Fewer people recall the response from Charlie Duke back on earth: “Roger, Tranquillity, we copy you on the ground. You got a bunch of guys about to turn blue here. We’re breathing again. Thanks a lot!”
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‘Tense’ was not the word. As an impressionable 18 year old in July 1969, I was fascinated by this stuff. I did not know much then about economies and the environment, about the world’s poor and the use of resources. What I did instinctively appreciate was that this was something unconvenanted – they were doing what had not been done before. Although NASA had aimed to cover all angles and back-up plans, they were nevertheless in the risk-taking business, of the sort that could not possibly get past H&S today!

"And from the crew of Apollo 8, we close with good night, good luck, a Merry Christmas, and God bless all of you - all of you on the good Earth."

Another fascinating aspect of all this for a watching world was the views that we can never see on earth, not even from a plane, and that sense of being ‘out there’ in the midst of void where not even [image: image2.jpg]


gravity works any more.

Remember that quote? It was Christmas Eve when the crew of Apollo 8 returned from the far side of the moon, and came back into radio contact again, and saw the earth from 240,000 miles away. One by one the crew read from Genesis 1, “..the earth was without form and void…..”, ending with Frank Borman giving that blessing. It moved me at the time, and I never fail to be moved by it.

“For one priceless moment in the whole history of man, all the people on this earth are truly one; one in their pride at your achievement, and one in their prayers for your safe return.”

When the guys were on the surface, it touched another feeling, that of being in the middle of nowhere, the sort of place that you’ve never been before and it looks like nothing else you’ve ever experienced.
Who spoke those words? None other than President Nixon, the inheritor of Kennedy’s dream. For a moment it seemed as though he might be right. Even the Soviet Union’s news covered the event. The plaque left at Tranquillity Base bears the words: “We came in peace for all mankind.”

But was it all how it seemed then? What questions does the moon raise today?
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2) Peace and Harmony

Well, was it peace and harmony? The Cold War still had 20 years to run. Once the allure of doing this uncovenanted thing had faded it was back to business as usual. There seems no real evidence either way, for whether the moon landings helped to bring the world together or drove it further apart. 
What do you think?

3) World Resources

There were many at the time who thought that the missions were costing too much in terms of the world’s poor and malnourished. At the time such things were remote from me, but my wife recalls that she was not in favour of the space programme for that very reason. [image: image4.jpg]Eciipse in Venezuola, Fob 26, 1998,
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It begs a big question? Is there less food on earth when money is spent on other things? Does sending  a rocket into space mean there are fewer cornfields, cattle, or reservoirs. That’s a very complex argument, tied up with economics and the ever-changing value of commodities and services. No, I don’t have a degree in it!

4) Employment

What about employment? Almost everybody requires a means of income that will provide for basic needs. The space programme employed lots of people. Could they have been better employed in feeding the world, educating the world, caring for the people of the world, looking after the planet, [image: image5.jpg]


etc?

Or would these people simply have got jobs in aerospace instead, or perhaps turned their hands to other lines of work? There is a possibility that resources and people not devoted to space flight might have been devoted to military things instead. The astronauts themselves were, after all, already serving in the armed forces.

5) Human Resilience

Watching some of the commemorative footage from 40 years ago, made me wonder, in a way that didn’t occur to me back then, about the human beings who embarked upon this, their families, and their states of mind.

Much has been made of Buzz Aldrin’s disappointment to be only the 2nd man out there – the competitive instinct, or the desire for lasting fame? Perhaps less has been made of the way in which they approached the possibility of no return.

It takes a far more courageous person than I could ever hope to be, to do what they did. The sheer thought of travelling away from the earth with thousands of miles of nothing, with the sheer risk that at any time something could happen that would leave them stranded to die out there. [image: image6.jpg]



Neil, Buzz, and Mike were trained to deal with this and focus on the job at hand. Neil’s coolness, particularly in waiting for the right landing site, has become a byword in itself. But, somewhere along the line, they faced the possibility of what could happen.
6) Chaplaincy?

Did these guys have any spiritual and emotional support during the time leading up to take off? Emotionally, yes, they would have done. Spiritually is another matter. This is where chaplains come in. Now would that be your dream job – chaplain at NASA?
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Have a look on the web. See what you can find. I found some conflicting evidence about chaplaincy in such situations. Someone writes that there is no chaplaincy in NASA, just like any other public institution, simply because of that long ago First Amendment to the Constitution, enshrining the principle of separation of church and state.

On the other hand, I did discover the Military Chaplains Association (USA) Annual Institute. Now, if the military isn’t ‘public’ then what is!

Do you know of chaplaincy in NASA or related organisations? Please let us know.

7) The Families and Friends
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Difficult things are often harder for families. What did Janet Armstrong, Joan Aldrin, and Pat Collins make of it all? Not to mention the kids. How they all faced up to the risks and possibilities is the subject, surely, of psychological research, and must be out there somewhere.
They drew strength from the most natural of places – those who were also going through it, each other.

Friends would have felt it too. In particular the people working for NASA, many of whom had become friends in that time, had responsibility for the safety of people they cared about. Hence, Charlie Duke’s line (above) on landing successfully.

8) Faith

I’ve been trying to find out the extent of faith in God among the astronauts and NASA personnel. It isn’t easy. Americans are sometimes willing to put their hearts on their sleeves, but not everyone. Looking at the evidence, suggests there was a typical mix of references to God, without being in your face about it.
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Does anyone know any details about their personal beliefs at the time?

Some of the Apollo astronauts have spoken their new appreciation for God’s creation, gained at that time. I am absolutely convinced that, for many involved in their space, faith in God would have been strengthened through it all. 
President Nixon’s quote (above) refers to people being united in prayer for their safe return. This is one of those of those occasions when the latent belief in God, shared by the world’s billions of agnostics, comes to the fore. Who could forgot those prayer meetings held for Apollo 13 when it got into trouble.
Was the world really united in prayer? The instinctive “please, God, if you’re there….” would have been widely shared around the world.

9) So what is the moon for?

Interpretations vary about creation, Genesis, and the timescales and all that. Nevertheless,  it is true for those of faith, that God has given us an earth rich in resources where we can live and breathe, and a moon apparently devoid of any such things.

So why is there a moon? It must serve a purpose. The most obvious one is that it exercises gravitational pull on the seas, producing the tides we know and love. There are probably lots of benefits of tides, for those who understand these things. They certainly are part of a world that is amazingly complex, yet also so ordered that we can put out accurate tidetables – even for visitors to Holy Island!

Another passion of mine is eclipses. The moon is at just exactly the right distance and the right size to deliver the amazing effect of the corona at a total eclipse of the sun. For a long time I had an ambition to get to Cornwall for the August 11 1999 event, but in the end decided it was too much [image: image10.png]


hassle when the rest of the world was going as well!
I once came across a statement, written by a man of faith, who reckoned that nowhere else in the solar system are the dimensions and positions of planetary moons as precise as here on earth. Only, on earth where there are created human beings, does God choose to put such a show as a solar eclipse for us to see!

10) The moon again?

What else might be done with the moon? Should human beings go there again, and for what purpose? Opinions are numerous – please send yours in.
11) The questions

Try these:

1) Does space flight draw people together?

2) Is there anything to be gained for the world’s poor that space missions can achieve?

3) What type of people actually undertake the risks and why?

4) Is the moon just there to be appreciated for its gravity and looks, or should we do something more with it?

