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I’d like to begin today by sharing a meditation that I have often used with youth groups at 
overnight lock-ins or on camping trips.  Now typically, we would be sharing this while gathered 
together outside under the stars.  Often the kids would be lying down on their backs and 
looking up at the night sky as it is read.  So I’m going to need to ask you to use your 
imaginations a bit this morning and pretend that we are outside, blanketed by a darkness 
broken up by innumerable points of light.  If it is helpful for you to close your eyes to imagine 
such a setting, feel free.  Whatever best puts you in touch with the meditation.  Here it is: 

Imagine that I have a very large roll of paper.  As I put it down and begin to unroll it, I take a pin 
and poke a tiny hole at the beginning edge.  That is the earth.  All the cities, mountains, and 
oceans of our planet are represented by that speck.  About 5/8ths of an inch from the pinhole, I 
make another – that’s the moon.  Now imagine I unroll the paper further.  19 feet away, I draw 
a 2-inch circle to represent the sun.  We keep unrolling the paper – marking planets as we go.  
It will take us the length of two football fields – 600 feet – to reach Neptune.  We keep unrolling 
and marking our pinhole planets until we leave our solar system.  From that point, we will have 
to unroll 1000 miles of paper until we come to the nearest star.  That’s roughly the distance 
from here to Miami.  Obviously, we are going to run out of paper!  

Distances in space are s vast that they are measured in light years – the distance that light will 
travel in a year.  Light travels at over 186,000 miles per second, so you can imagine how far it 
might travel in a year.  Its so fast that a bullet traveling at that speed and circling the earth 
would hit you seven times before you could even fall to the ground.  At the speed of light, you 
could travel from Los Angeles to New York in 1/60th of a second; you could reach the moon in 
less than 12 seconds, the sun in 8 minutes, and you could cover our entire solar system in 
about 11 hours.   

But even at those unfathomable speeds, it would take you 4.3 years to reach the nearest star.  
You would need 400 years to reach the North Star, and crossing just one galaxy – our own 
Milky Way – would take 120,000 years.  And to think – astronomers estimate that there are 
over 100 million galaxies in our universe.  Can you imagine?   
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(Reading Psalm 8 in parallel NRSV and The Message.) 

 

1 
O LORD, our Sovereign,  

how majestic is your name in all the earth!  
You have set your glory above the heavens. 

2 
     Out of the mouths of babes and infants 
you have founded a bulwark because of your foes, 

to silence the enemy and the avenger. 
 

GOD, brilliant Lord, yours is a household name. 
Nursing infants gurgle choruses about you; 

toddlers shout the songs 
That drown out enemy talk, 

and silence atheist babble. 
 

 

3 
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 

the moon and the stars that you have established; 
4 
what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 

mortals that you care for them? 
 

I look up at your macro-skies, dark and enormous, 
your handmade sky-jewelry, 

Moon and stars mounted in their settings. 
Then I look at my micro-self and wonder, 

Why do you bother with us? 
Why take a second look our way? 
 

5 
Yet you have made them a little lower than God, 

and crowned them with glory and honor. 
6 
You have given them dominion over the works of your 

hands; 
you have put all things under their feet, 

7 
all sheep and oxen, 

and also the beasts of the field, 
8 
the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, 

whatever passes along the paths of the seas.
 

Yet we’ve so narrowly missed being gods, 
bright with Eden’s dawn light. 

You put us in charge of your handcrafted world, 
repeated to us your Genesis-charge, 

Made us lords of sheep and cattle, 
even animals out in the wild, 

Birds flying and fish swimming, 
whales singing in the ocean deeps.

 

9 
O LORD, our Sovereign, 

how majestic is your name in all the earth!
 

GOD, brilliant Lord, 
your name echoes around the world.

 

 

You know, I grew up on a farm in the country outside of Hagerstown,  Maryland.  My family’s 
house sat – actually still sits – on the top of a gently sloping hill in the middle of a field, at the 
end of a long, rough concrete driveway that I used to curse under my breath twice a day as I 
would trudge up and down it with a loaded backpack to and from the school bus.   

But that distance also came with benefits – benefits that I appreciated most when the sun set, 
and the night sky began to twinkle with the lights of a thousand stars.  I can’t tell you how many 
nights I spent lying on my back as a kid, just staring up into the night sky.  That was my time, 
my space – just a kid, and then a teenager alone under the midnight sky.  Every now and then 
a bleating sheep or a pesky mosquito would pull me back to the confines of the earth.  But for 
the most part, I was lost in a sea of infinity, my heart free to dream, my mind free to wonder, 
my spirit free to bask in the awesomeness of it all.  It was in such moments beneath the stars 
that I felt most alive – most full of life and most connected to the source of all life.  It was the 
midnight skies that inspired the awful and awe-full poetry and songs of my youth, that heard 
my teenage laments crying out with Michael W. Smith that I was “looking for a reason, roaming 
through the night to find my place in this world.”  It was in the gentle light of the moon and the 
stars that I felt most like singing, most like dancing, and most like praying.   

The same is still true for me today.  Just a few months ago I was up late one night –  probably 
should have been sleeping, or perhaps writing a sermon or something – and I penned these 
words: 
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While the world sleeps 
I am Awake.   
Lost in other worlds 
Breathing fire into a sky lit with the candles of neighbors in distant lands 
Drinking from a cup bearing energy to weary bones, consciousness to distraction 
Trying to find my place. 

For me, and for countless women and men, boys and girls throughout human history, the 
depths of the night sky have given birth to some of the most profound and telling thoughts and 
feelings I have ever had.  Beneath the gaze of the moon and stars, human beings have 
searched for meaning and connection for millennia, wondered about the meaning of life and 
the nature of God.   

And so I have always been moved by the words of Psalm 8 – “When I look up at the heavens, 
the moon and the stars that you have created, what on earth are we in comparison?”  So as I 
began to think about this Sunday, and how I might connect 
with the theme of Vacation Bible School, I kept coming 
back to these words of the Psalmist, and I remembered 
something that my friend David R. Miller had shared during 
his final presentation for our Vital Pastors retreat back in 
November.  He showed us this picture (Right) and made 
the comment that prior to the Apollo Missions of the 1960s 
and 70s, no one had ever seen the earth from this 
perspective.   

 

It was a simple comment, and made a fairly obvious point.  But it was something that I had 
never really thought of before.  It piqued my curiosity and so I started to explore some of the 
history of this and other earth-from-space photographs.  Let me share just a little bit of what I 
found.  I discovered that this photograph was actually a cropped image of this one (Left), taken 

in July 1969, by the crew of Apollo 11 prior to 
landing on the moon.  It is a bit crisper and cleaner 
(and thus better for viewing at a high resolution) 
than the actual photograph about which David was 
talking, which is this one (Below) – the famous 

“Earthrise” 
photograph taken 
on Christmas Eve 
1968 by the Apollo 
8 Mission – the 
first manned 
mission to enter 

into lunar orbit.  It was this photo that was named one of Life 
magazine’s “100 photographs that changed the world,” with 
the late wilderness photographer Galen Rowell calling it “the 
most influential environmental photograph ever taken.”  It 
was the first time that anyone had ever seen the earth as it 
appears from space, and as David reflected during our Vital 
Pastors retreat, it forever changed the way we as human beings look at our home planet.   
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Now all of that really got me thinking.  Because for me, this perspective is native – it’s a part of 
my given worldview, simply the reality in which I have always lived.  Images such as this one 

(Left), which is the famous “Blue Marble” photograph taken by the crew 
of Apollo 17 in December 1972 on their way to the moon, have always 
been a part of the way I have thought about our world.  I have never 
known anything different.  And I remember when this photo (Below) 
came out in 1990, and it had a profound effect on 
the way I and many others think about our world.  
This is a photograph taken by the Voyager 1 
Spacecraft well after completing its primary 
mission – which you may remember was to visit 
Jupiter and Saturn, and which gave us many of 

the beautiful images of those gas giants that we now take for granted – 
as it was leaving the solar system.  At the request of Carl Sagan, 
Voyager was commanded by NASA to turn its camera and photograph 
the earth across the expanse of the solar system.  If you look closely 
right here (use laser pointer) in this band of light that is a result of 
sunlight scattering in the camera’s optics, you will see the image it captured.  A pale blue dot, 
less than 1/5th of single pixel in diameter.  That is our home.   

The ramifications are immense.  In the words of Carl Sagan in a commencement address in 
1996, the year of my high school graduation and also the year of his death: 
 
From this distant vantage point, the Earth might not seem of particular interest. But for us, it's 
different. Consider again that dot. That's here, that's home, that's us. On it everyone you love, 
everyone you know, everyone you ever heard of, every human being who ever was, lived out 
their lives. The aggregate of our joy and suffering, thousands of confident religions, ideologies, 
and economic doctrines, every hunter and forager, every hero and coward, every creator and 
destroyer of civilization, every king and peasant, every young couple in love, every mother and 
father, hopeful child, inventor and explorer, every teacher of morals, every corrupt politician, 
every "superstar," every "supreme leader," every saint and sinner in the history of our species 
lived there – on a mote of dust suspended in a sunbeam….  

It has been said that astronomy is a humbling and character-building experience. There is 
perhaps no better demonstration of the folly of human conceits than this distant image of our 
tiny world. To me, it underscores our responsibility to deal more kindly with one another, and to 
preserve and cherish the pale blue dot, the only home we've ever known.  

Some have wondered why it is that “young people” today are so engaged and passionate 
about the so-called environmental movement.  One of the reasons, I suspect, is that we cannot 
help but see the world now from this point of view – as a pale blue dot in a sea of infinite 
space.  And in a universe that is vast beyond our wildest dreams and comprehension, we 
know intuitively that something special is going on here – something worth treasuring, 
something worth conserving, something worth saving for future generations.   
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As my mind has percolated on this over the past several months 
since David since first planted this seed of thought, I have begun to 
realize how very different is this way of seeing the world than that of 
our ancestors.  When I think about the universe, I think about that 
pale blue dot, and how teeny tiny it is nestled in the midst of this 
(Right).  And yet the Milky Way galaxy is only one of hundreds of 
millions of galaxies in the universe.  Absolutely inconceivable.   

For much of our common history, however, the universe has 
looked more like this (Left).  Here, earth is at the center of the 
universe, heaven and hell have clear boundaries, with God 
looking down on the realm of human activity on earth below.  
In such a world, God may still be really big, and humans may 
be really small in comparison.  But at least you knew where 
God was.  God was “up there” – residing in heaven just 
beyond the dome of the sky, keeping watch over all of 
creation.   

 

But in my universe, there is no “up there”.  There is only “out there” and if I try to imagine God 
as residing somewhere “out there” keeping watch over us all, I start to feel alone pretty quick.  
And so I must of necessity conceive of God in ways outside of the space-time continuum.  
Doing so creates some interesting and often troubling dilemmas when studying scripture or 
considering traditional theological formulations, dilemmas which we don’t have nearly enough 
time to get into here today.  But the point is that my worldview – my way of conceiving our 
universe and my place in it – is irreconcilably different from the worldview of our human 
ancestors – including those who penned our scriptures and those who formulated the 
traditional doctrines of our faith.  And that is something we are going to have to wrestle and 
reconcile with if our faith is going to continue to survive and thrive in the 21st century and 
beyond. 

And yet, despite the light years of difference that separate my world view from that of the 
Psalmist, we share this fundamental unity – a basic and primal sense of wonder and awe when 
confronted with the magnitude of the natural world.  And with it a sacred impulse which 
suggests that for all the distance between this world and my little bitty place in it and God, that 
that distance is not as great as we might fear.  And from that impulse, stem Psalms and songs 
and words of praise – O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth  

*Benediction 

In 1972, Mary Babcock Crawford revised a few of the words to her father’s beloved hymn “This 
is My Father’s World.”  Let us allow them to echo in our souls as we take our leave from this 
time of worship:  

 
He trusts us with his world / To keep it clean and fair 
All earth and trees, all skies and seas / All creatures everywhere. 


