
25 December 2021 

  

Dear Friends of Elmwood, 

  

          I fear this missive will turn out to be nothing more than a mishmash of 

memory and memoranda. First the memory. 

  

Earthrise 

I remember, or believe I remember, Christmas Day 1968. I must have 

awoken at 4 a.m., sick with excitement. I whispered to my brother in the bunk 

below me, “Are you awake? What time is it? Did Santa come? How long do we 

have to wait before we wake up Mum and Dad? Did Santa come? Wake up! Did 

Santa come?” 

We re-enacted this scene on many Christmas mornings until we grew into 

cool adolescents, aloof and pseudo-sophisticated. 

What I remember about Christmas Day in 1968, more specifically, is that 

Apollo 8 was orbiting the moon. But I can’t be sure the memory is really mine. I 

might be remembering my brother’s memory of this stirring moment in history. 

He was older than I was (he still is!), two grades above me in school. From 

an adult’s point of view, it’s not a big gap. But in childhood’s halcyon days such 

small gaps in age make for large gaps in maturity. (“No, the gap’s still there,” 

he’d say.) 

The Apollo space program enthralled my brother. It engulfed his 

imagination. He started a little ‘Astronaut’s Club’ with some of his school 

friends. My sister, who’s older than us, made little badges for them out of 

coloured pieces of felt she’d cut into shapes and glued together. They could be 

fastened to the T-shirts of club members with safety pins. The badge depicted an 

Apollo rocket flying through space with an orange flame propelling it from 

below. 

I was given a badge too. That’s because I was reluctantly admitted to The 

Club, more as a sop to a little kid’s whiny need to tag along with ‘the big kids’ 

than from anyone’s conviction, including my own, that I really belonged there. 

In any case, I was soon evicted by The Club’s President-for-Life and 

Absolute Dictator. (This I do remember with solid certainty.) Early on, I failed to 

show up for one of their after-school meetings. This revealed, to no one’s 

surprise, that I wasn’t suitably serious about the whole Apollo Program. I just 
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wasn’t ‘astronaut material’, and never would be, as my brother had maintained 

all along. His justice was rough but fair, though I didn’t see it that way at the 

time, did I? 

I’d simply forgotten about the club meeting. Or I may have been waylaid 

by a friend who’d purloined a box of wooden matches from his father’s stash at 

home. He’d often invite me to play with a real orange flame after school, as we lit 

match after match behind the shed behind his house, far from prying, parental 

eyes. These flames were so much more exciting than a fake flame made of  

orange felt. 

For America, 1968 was a troubled year of social unrest. The ‘Tet Offensive’ 

and the ‘My Lai Massacre’ provoked massive peace protests. The Vietnam War 

was really heating up. So was the Civil Rights Movement. Martin Luther King, Jr 

was assassinated. Then Bobby Kennedy. Nixon was elected. 

But there was turmoil in Europe too. Soviet tanks invaded Czechoslovakia 

(as it was then called) to crush the ‘Prague Spring’. Students rioted in Paris 

(when have they not?). And in Canada, a French-Canadian intellectual named 

Pierre Elliott Trudeau became Prime Minister rather handily, even as the ‘Quiet 

Revolution’ began to get noisy in Quebec, portending the dire showdown to 

come. 

Then, on Christmas Day, Apollo 8 orbited the moon, captive to the gravity 

of a non-terrestrial object in space, another and distant ‘world’. This had never 

happened in all of human history. 

My grandfather, who’d been born beside a wood stove in his ancestral 

farmhouse years before the Wright brothers invented powered flight, was 

dumbfounded by this ‘miracle’. He wondered how the brief span of his one 

lifetime could have granted him the chance to see this thing which has come to 

pass, which the TV hath made known unto him. 

Until Christmas Day 1968, humans had not seen the ‘dark side’ of the 

moon, either. But then, as their orbit brought them back into the light, the 

astronauts witnessed an ‘Earthrise’.  

Our planet ascended before them, bathed in sunlight, rising above the 

moon’s horizon, as beautiful as one of the coloured marbles I played with as a 

child, or an exotic jewel with swirls of blue, white, brown, and green – earth and 

cloud, ice and ocean, the stuff of creation. 

The astronauts could see no political turmoil or social unrest from the tiny, 

triangular window of Apollo 8. Our home, our globe, had never been seen this 
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way before. It floated in empty darkness, shining with colour and life. Bill 

Anders, one the astronauts, snapped a photo. 

What they saw that Christmas Day moved them to take turns reading 

aloud from the first chapter of the Book of Genesis, a sacred text shared by more 

than one ‘world religion’. It was broadcast to the world. 

Anders began. “For all the people on earth, the crew of Apollo 8 have a 

message we would like to send you: 

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. 

And the earth was without form, and void. 

And darkness was upon the face of the deep. 

And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. 

And God said, ‘Let there be light.’ 

And there was light.” 

Then Jim Lovell read a portion. When he’d finished, he passed the Bible to Frank 

Borman, who read a few more verses, finishing with these words: “And God saw 

that it was Good.” 

After a pause, Borman ad-libbed an impromptu benediction. “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.” 

          We need that blessing, don’t we? We always need that blessing from 

beyond. The orbit of life will always take us to ‘the dark side of the moon’. And 

always, too, the gravity of grace will pull us back into the light, into ‘Earthrise’. 

  

The Best Laid Plans of Clergy and Astronomers… 

          I was puzzled, as I was recalling Christmas 1968 and describing it here, 

why it erupted so forcefully in my memory today. After all, I can’t be sure it’s 

truly my memory, and not just my memory of my brother’s memory. 

          Perhaps it’s because another stirring moment in the history of rocketry, 

space travel, and astronomy is happening on Christmas Day 2021, fifty-three 

years to the day since Apollo 8 circled the moon. Perhaps it’s because my brother 

is involved. Yes, that must be why. 

          He’s an astronomer. He has been part of the James Webb Space Telescope 

(JWST) project, the successor to the Hubble Telescope. It’s streets ahead of ‘The 

Hubble’ in technological prowess. In the rarified world of astronomy, it’s bigger 

and better than the invention of powered flight was for the Wright brothers. It 
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has been decades in the making, with many, many setbacks, from its first 

conception to its final deployment today. 

As I write these words, it’s just a matter of hours until the rocket that will 

carry JWST into space launches at long last. Astronomers tend not to be people of 

prayer. Prayer is not unknown to their kind, but it’s not usual. Yet they’re 

praying right now, I’ll bet, and taking many ‘cleansing breaths’ to dampen their 

jumpy nerves. There’s just so much at stake. 

JWST will find its appointed place in the heavens, a million miles from 

earth. There it will deploy itself, turn its back to us, and begin to detect radiation 

from the edge of the universe, ancient signals made by the nascent stars, black 

holes, and sundry astronomical objects that emerged soon after the Big Bang (i.e., 

after the first hundred million years or so). Then it will beam the data back to the 

earth. My brother can scarcely believe this Christmas morning has finally come. 

          Assuming the launch would proceed as planned, my brother had planned 

to fly from Washington to Toronto on New Year’s Day. I was going to meet him 

at Pearson Airport. From there, we’d planned to fly together to Vancouver, 

where my mother now lives with our sister – she who made the felt badges. 

          My mother’s ninety-first birthday will happen on January 2. We’d planned 

to be there for her ninetieth birthday, last year, but the damned pandemic 

forbade it. Now the pandemic has gone and done it again. 

If my brother crossed the border into Canada, he’d have to be quarantined 

for ten days upon his return to the United States. But JWST will just have been 

launched. His workmates won’t let him risk quarantine. And even though 

Omicron’s symptoms are proving to be mild – which is one reason, among 

others, to believe the pandemic may soon be coming to an end – we’re hesitant to 

be its bearer to our mother. 

My brother’s response? “Thanks a whole helluva lot, Covid!” (I’ve cleaned 

that up a bit. Actually, it’s my response too.) 

We’ll try again as soon as we’re allowed. 

  

Memoranda 

Though I won’t travel on New Year’s Day, I’m still planning to take the 

vacation time that I’d previously arranged in order to make this journey in the 

first place. You need a break from me anyway. 

So, I won’t be in the pulpit on January 2. I won’t be sending out a worship 

service on that day, either, for the first time since 15 March 2020. That’s ninety-
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three consecutive Sundays, but who’s counting? You probably need a break from 

that too. 

I’m beginning to believe, in any case, that the time will soon be at hand for 

people who’ve not yet returned to the sanctuary to contemplate doing so. We 

must all summon our courage, come out of hiding, and learn to live with Covid. 

On January 2, Wilma Boyce will lead worship and preach. She has been to 

Elmwood before. She’s gifted and competent, and I’m grateful for her 

willingness to fill in for me. You can show your gratitude, too, by filling a pew 

that day. 

Later in January, I plan to begin a period of study leave, the first I’ve taken 

since I came to Elmwood nearly six years ago. I’ll tell you more about that, if 

you’re interested, in my next letter, soon in the New Year. 

When I formulated a plan for study leave, many months ago, I conjectured 

that by January 2022, surely, the pandemic will mostly be over. That may still 

turn out to be true, though it doesn’t feel that way at the moment, does it? 

When I attend to the news, I hear the bad stuff. It’s loudly broadcasted. 

The good news – our reasons for a cautious belief that better days will soon be 

here – is mostly muted. That puzzles me. 

But time will tell. It always does. 

  

A happy Christmas to you, 

Yours in the faith, 

Andrew 
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