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ABSTRACT 

On September 12th, 1962 in a speech at Rice University in Houston, President John F. 

Kennedy pledged the United States would land humans on the moon before the end of the 

decade. This goal was accomplished with the Apollo program, which sent six manned space 

crafts to the moon, where twelve men walked the lunar surface. Brothers in Eternal Cold: How 

the Apollo Astronauts Sent to the Moon Discovered the Earth is the first thesis to explore the 

Apollo mission transcripts outside of the technical and scientific lens. The transcripts are not 

only historical documents but also are the only written accounts of humankind’s journey to 

another celestial body. Within these more than 21,000 pages are records of conversations 

between the Apollo astronauts themselves and with CAPCOM at NASA’s Manned Spacecraft 

Center in Houston, Texas. This thesis examines the transcripts from four missions based off their 

reputations as popular in the public eye and groundbreaking firsts: Apollo 7, 8, 11, and 13. 

The Apollo astronauts left Earth not only as astronauts but also as American patriots, 

scientists, and explorers. Before the Apollo program, no human being had known what the Earth 

looked like as a whole. These men acted as pilgrims in the journey to the moon and looked back 

at their home planet Earth from thousands of miles away, vibrant and fragile in contrast with the 

darkness of space. Onboard their space crafts they are unable to verbalize directly what they see 

and feel having encountered what amounts to, or can be compared to, a religious experience of 

the sublime. The sublime, as both Immanuel Kant and Rudolf Otto define it, is so great and 

overwhelming that it is unable to be unfolded or explicated and is characterized by contradiction. 
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However, they returned with firsthand knowledge of the universe’s connectedness and Earth’s 

matchlessness. They returned with a newfound ability to speak on their esoteric experience with 

eloquence. They return with fundamentally new cosmic sense of ontological being. The results 

obtained reveal that while in spaceflight the Apollo astronauts transformed into poets and 

mystics with a new cosmic sense of being. This perhaps allows them to understand better the 

answers to humanity’s collective purpose not just as a planetary species but a cosmic species. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

I like to believe that from the moment human beings became nomads, able to stand on 

two feet and look up into the night sky, we as a species have burgeoned a kinship to the vast 

universe and its celestial bodies. Contemplation of our infinite and constantly expanding 

universe can be frightening for some and spiritual for others. Outer space is an overpowering 

force that drives intense human emotion, and we have so much to learn from her. Who better to 

teach us than the only individuals in human history who entered her domain? 

Wally Schirra, Donn F. Eisele, Walter Cunningham, Frank Borman, James Lovell, William 

Anders, James McDivitt, David Scott, Rusty Schweickart, Thomas P. Stafford, John Young, 

Eugene Cernan, Neil Armstrong, Michael Collins, Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin, Charles (Pete) Conrad, 

Richard F. Gordon Jr., Alan Bean, Jack Swigert, Fred Haise, Alan Shepard, Stuart Roosa, Edgar 

Mitchell, David Scott, Alfred Worden, James Irwin, Ken Mattingly, Charles Duke, Ronald 

Evans, and Harrison Schmitt. 

 My fascination with space and human space travel started at age eleven at my New Jersey 

elementary school where I first read my a science fiction book. Ever since I have contemplated 

the concept of the cosmos. The main question I have always wondered: what is space travel like, 

not just in a physical way, but philosophically? The best way to answer this question was to hear 

from the people who pioneered space, the Apollo astronauts. Even better than hearing what their 

experience was like after the fact is hearing from the astronauts during the experience itself, 

directly and largely unfiltered. 

 In 1960, newly promoted Director of the News Division for NASA Paul Haney pushed to 

have every mission broadcast live in real time and that every mission transcript be released post-

flight. However, NASA struggled with how to sell the taxpaying public on support for the 



2 
 
 

expense of the space race and was not ready to be entirely transparent. In 1963, Haney pitched 

the idea again. But this time, Haney took his idea to the White House for President Kennedy and 

Press Secretary Pierre Salinger to consider. Salinger called Haney back and told him the 

President said to “give it a go. See if it works.”1 Some astronauts feared that transparency 

through unedited transcripts released to the public would damage their reputations. But Haney 

fought back, stating in a 1968 letter to the Astronaut Office: “I contend that the slightest editing, 

censoring, massaging or whatever of the released transcript will not help generations yet unborn 

to understand what went on… Our literature today is certainly spicey enough to accept an 

occasional god-damn or worse.”2 In the end Haney succeeded for the most part. 

In NASA’s time pre-Apollo, only some of the transcripts were released in full with slight 

edits. By the time of the Apollo program, the amount of material and data was increasing as 

missions became longer and more complicated. Most of the Apollo missions produced four 

transcripts per flight: the onboard voice data recorder transcripts made from the Data Storage 

Equipment on the Command Module, the Data Storage Electronics Assembly onboard the Lunar 

Module, the Public Affairs Office commentary, and air-to-ground technical transcripts.3 Air-to-

ground transcripts were released almost immediately following the missions, but the onboard 

transcripts were classified for twelve years. This is most likely due to the information about 

NASA’s systems and engineering within the onboard transcripts that they did not want in the 

                                                
1 Paul P. Haney, interview by Sandra Johnson, High Rolls, New Mexico, January 20, 2003, NASA Johnson 

Center Oral History Project. 
 
2 Paul P. Haney to Astronaut Office, Review of Gemini transcripts, July 15, 1968, 

http://www.collectspace.com/images/news-073114e-lg.jpg.  
 
3 Communications Transcripts: Mercury Through Apollo, NASA Johnson Space Center History Collection, 

July 16, 2010, 
https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/history/mission_trans/mission_transcripts.htm.  
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hands of people outside the U.S. (the Soviet Union).4 The edits on the released transcripts replace 

or omit certain curse words; however, more recent transcriptions include the more colorful and 

authentic language. 

The most recent transcripts from Mercury through Apollo were only made available 

online in 2010 by the Johnson Space Center, a NASA research institute in Houston, Texas, 

which scanned and digitized the documents to their online history collection.5 Upon finding and 

reading these transcripts, I realized they are not just a record of astronaut chatter but rather 

historical documents of the Apollo missions that hold great social significance and meaning. 

While they are important for historical completeness, they are also worthy of broader analysis 

that informs what space travel’s utility in answering humanity’s purpose in the cosmos. 

 My initial research consisted of tackling the transcripts themselves. I read through 4,244 

pages (909 pages of onboard recordings and 3,335 pages of air-to-ground communications) from 

four Apollo missions: Apollo 7, 8, 11, and 13. I chose these missions in particular because of 

their reputations as popular in the public eye and groundbreaking firsts. Apollo 7, launched on 

October 11th, 1968, was the first mission in the Apollo program to bring a crew into space, saw 

the first live television broadcast from an American spacecraft, and was the first after NASA’s 

21-month suspension of manned missions following the January 1967 accident on Apollo 1, 

where a cabin fire during a test tragically killed all three crewmembers. Apollo 8, launched on 

December 21st, 1968, became the first manned spacecraft to leave low Earth orbit, reach the 

Earth's Moon, orbit it and return safely to Earth. The Apollo 8 astronauts were the first humans 

                                                
4 Amy Shira Teitel, “NASA’s (Un)Censored Moonwalkers,” Popular Science, November 21, 2014, 

https://www.popsci.com/nasas-uncensored-moonwalkers.   
 
5 NASA Johnson Center History Portal, 

https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/history/jsc_history.htm.  
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to travel beyond low Earth orbit; see Earth as a whole planet; enter the gravity well of another 

celestial body (Earth's moon); orbit another celestial body (Earth's moon); directly see the far 

side of the Moon with their own eyes; witness an Earthrise; escape the gravity of another 

celestial body (Earth's moon); and re-enter the gravitational well of Earth. Apollo 11, launched 

on July 16th, 1969, was the spaceflight that landed the first two people on the Moon, which was 

broadcasted on live television to a worldwide audience, effectively ending the Space Race in a 

victory for the United States and fulfilling President John F. Kennedy’s 1961 national goal of 

landing a man on the moon within the decade.6 Apollo 13 was launched on April 11th, 1970 and 

passed the far side of the Moon at an altitude of 254 kilometers (137 nautical miles) above the 

lunar surface and 400,171 km (248,655 mi) from Earth, a spaceflight record marking the farthest 

humans have ever traveled from Earth. The lunar landing was aborted when an oxygen tank 

exploded two days after launch; however, the astronauts made it home safely. The mission is 

renowned as “NASA’s finest hour.”7  

 By limiting the number of missions that I analyzed, I have made my research realistic for 

this one-year thesis project. I acknowledge there may be some pieces I have yet to uncover 

within the Apollo program and even more so in the experience of spaceflight (especially with the 

way it has evolved since Apollo). However, from these transcripts, I have gained a wealth of 

knowledge not only on the history of the missions but also even more so on the experience the 

Apollo astronauts had while in spaceflight with their full dialogue in context. We are often only 

provided with the missions’ most quotable moments, many of which are planned out by the 

                                                
6 John F. Kennedy, (speech, Rice University, September 12, 1962), https://www.jfklibrary.org/asset-

viewer/archives/USG/USG-15-29-2/USG-15-29-2.  
 
7 Bob Granath, “Members of Apollo 13 Team Reflect on ‘NASA's Finest Hour,’” NASA, April 17, 2015, 

https://www.nasa.gov/content/members-of-apollo-13-team-reflect-on-nasas-finest-hour.  
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astronauts. But some of the more important and informing pieces of dialogue are the off the cuff 

and improvised words of the astronauts.   

 This thesis aims to delve deeply into the intersection of outer space and the search for 

ontological ‘being’ to analyze how space travel can show the human race our role and position in 

the universe. Ontological ‘being’ constitutes existence and subjectivity, and this thesis will use 

that definition to analyze how the astronauts understood their existence in the universe before 

their mission and how that understanding had a profound shift to one that is cosmic and only 

understood by those who have experienced the perspective of leaving Earth’s atmosphere. 8 The 

ultimate method to achieve this goal was to examine the experience of the few who have reached 

outer space and even another celestial body, the only individuals who have been exposed first 

hand to our fragility as a species. These accounts, as well as the accounts in memoirs and 

interviews ‘post-splashdown,’ are the most reliable sources on how leaving Earth changes an 

individual’s everyday sense of being into a cosmic sense of being. The Apollo astronauts, as this 

thesis will argue, are the only individuals with this new cosmic sense of being who have had the 

experience of traveling a farthest distance from Earth and therefore have been awakened to 

humanity’s purpose from a cosmic level. The transcripts assist in charting how the Apollo 

astronauts who were pilots, scientists, and explorers became philosophers, poets, and mystics.9 

The main argument of this thesis is: the Apollo mission transcripts reveal that, while in 

spaceflight, the astronauts transformed into poets and mystics with a new cosmic sense of being. 

                                                
8 Merriam Webster defines “ontology” as: a particular theory about the nature of being or the kinds of 

things that have existence and defines “ontological” as: relating to or based upon being or existence; Merriam 
Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ontology; Merriam Webster, https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/ontological.  

 
9 Rabbi Barry L. Schwartz, “One Earth,” in Touching the Face of the Cosmos: On the Intersection of Space 

Travel and Religion, ed. Paul Levinson and Michael Waltemathe (New York: Fordham University Press, 2016), 99. 
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This perhaps allows them to understand better the answers to humanity’s collective purpose not 

just as a planetary species but a cosmic species. 

Literature Review 

Previous scholars have evaluated the spiritual and religious nature, physicality, and 

aftereffects of spaceflight. I seek to contribute an analysis of spaceflight through the lens of 

American Studies, and unlike previous scholars, utilize the mission transcripts and audio from 

the Apollo missions to study the unexamined discourse of how these astronauts attempt to 

articulate what it is like to travel further than any human being has ever gone before. No other 

scholar has, to my knowledge, examined the Apollo transcripts as full-bodied historical 

documents. My goal is to assess what these mission transcripts, with some supplementary 

scholarly work, mean to humankind and our responsibility as such. This thesis will put in 

conversation the American and global civil religion, space travel as a central project, the physical 

and cognitive experience of spaceflight, and what the future implications are for our species. 10 

This analysis of the transcripts will focus on the Apollo astronauts’ varied senses of being, which 

I will argue is profoundly changed upon exiting our atmosphere. There are individual definitions 

of ‘being’ that provide a backdrop to what I call their ‘new cosmic sense of being.’ As the 

possibility that human beings will migrate into outer space for survival increases with climate 

change and time, it is critical that we come to terms with our place in the universe and how 

traveling beyond our planet may alter our perception of our own existence. Some scholars have 

scratched the surface of the non-technical aspects of space and space travel and have been 

immensely helpful in my analysis. 

                                                
10 Robert N. Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96, no. 1 (Winter, 1967): 1-21, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20027022.  
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In 1967, one of the early years of the Apollo program, sociologist Robert N. Bellah 

argued for the existence of a common “civil religion” in America,11 distinct and accepting of “a 

common set of values, principles, rituals, memories, holidays, and beliefs.”12 This civil religion 

parallels traditional religious ideologies and inspires faith, worship, reverence, and offer 

salvation. Bellah claims that this specific form of national religion is an institutionalized 

collection of beliefs about the American nation, beliefs that are sacred. These beliefs involve 

“national self-worship” and serve to mobilize support in order to achieve national goals.13 Bellah 

asserts that America’s role in the world and civil religion can be overtly or implicitly linked to 

the concept of Manifest Destiny. He believes this concern is not a problem of imperial expansion 

as much as it is the tendency to assimilate foreign governments or parties which support 

America’s immediate policies or unsolicited intervention via invoking the idea of free 

institutions and democratic values: “Those nations that are for the moment ‘on our side’ become 

‘the free world.’”14 Bellah’s theory relates to my work as American civil religion serves as 

context for the astronauts’ sense of being as patriotic individuals. The Apollo astronauts are not 

only Americans but also embody American ideals and values, and their unique American sense 

of being is revealed in the mission transcripts. 

Charles Reagan Wilson takes Bellah’s concept a step further and argues the Apollo 

program’s success embodies revealing themes about the American civil religion in his article, 

                                                
11 Bellah, 1-21. 
 
12 Bellah, 3. 
 
13 Bellah, 4. 
 
14 Bellah, 14-15. 
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“American Heavens: Apollo and the Civil Religion.”15 Wilson considers Bellah’s civil religion 

under the context of Apollo to be representative of a cultural revitalization as the predominantly 

Protestant political culture of the 1960s was challenged by pluralistic values. He also applies the 

values and ethical beliefs of civil religion to the Apollo program and links religion and science 

together by claiming there are not only elements rooted in rational religion that can be traced 

back to the Enlightenment but also elements that can be traced to an evangelical religion which 

has been the culturally dominant religious force in through most of America’s history.16 I 

implement both Bellah and Wilson’s works in my analysis of the Apollo astronauts’ words 

within the transcripts and how they reveal a sense of being that shifts from being not just 

American or even just humanistic but cosmic. 

Joshua D. Ambrosius, a scholar of political science, religion, and space, studied the 

correlation of religious worship and support for space exploration in his article titled, “Our 

Cosmic Future? How Religion Might Shape It.”17 Ambrosius analyzes different religions and 

denominations as well as inserts his own field work. He concludes that generally, the more 

religious a person is, the less likely he or she is to support space and space exploration. His work 

ultimately calls for leaders in the religious community to be more accepting of science and space 

and to relay that support to their communities.18 His work is helpful in my analysis of how the 

Apollo astronauts bring faith and religion into their experience, how it influences their journey 

                                                
15 Charles Reagan Wilson, “American Heavens: Apollo and the Civil Religion,” Journal of Church and 

State 26, no. 2 (1984): 209-266, https://doi.org/10.1093/jcs/26.2.209.  
 

16 Wilson, 209. 
 
17 Joshua D. Ambrosius, “Our Cosmic Future? How Religion Might Shape It,” in Touching the Face of the 

Cosmos: On the Intersection of Space Travel and Religion, ed. Paul Levinson and Michael Waltemathe (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2016), 20-32. 

 
18 Ambrosius, 30. 
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and how their sense of being was affected spiritually. I use his analysis to further my argument 

that spaceflight is a divine spiritual experience, however, my analysis focuses on how spirituality 

affects the astronauts themselves. 

Dr. Deana L. Weibel is a space scholar whose work in “Pennies from Heaven: Objects in 

the Use of Outer Space as Sacred Space” details how human beings place meaning onto objects 

when confronted by an experience difficult to comprehend.19 Weibel compares space travel to 

religious pilgrimage and assesses how astronauts behave and perform in the same way that 

pilgrims do. She uses objects as a case study for placing meaning on manned space missions and 

how these objects represent what is difficult for the astronauts to communicate.20 Her work is 

crucial to my argument as she essentially analyzes these objects similarly to my study of the 

mission transcripts. Her articulation of the placed meaning of these objects has given me the 

vocabulary to articulate the placed meaning of the transcripts. Additionally, her comparison of 

the astronauts as religious pilgrims is essential to my argument that the astronauts’ transformed 

their sense of being in the same process and journey. 

Frank White’s The Overview Effect: Space Exploration and Human Evolution is a critical 

study of spiritual cognition in spaceflight.21 The thesis of his book asserts that the Apollo 

program is merely just the start of the “greatest central project in human history.”22 A central 

project, to White, is not only a means to gain material artifacts but more so a vehicle for abstract 

                                                
19 Deana L. Weibel, “Pennies from Heaven: Objects in the Use of Outer Space as Sacred Space,” in 

Touching the Face of the Cosmos: On the Intersection of Space Travel and Religion, ed. Paul Levinson and Michael 
Waltemathe (New York: Fordham University Press, 2016), 33-44. 

 
20 Weibel, 34. 
 
21 Frank White, The Overview Effect: Space Exploration and Human Evolution (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 1987). 
 
22 White, 5. 
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and psychological education, or an evolutionary transition to a higher level of culture. His 

analysis of astronaut experience is significant to my work as he dives into a phenomena he 

coined, “the overview effect,” defined as “the predicted experience of astronauts and space 

settlers, who would have a different philosophical point of view as a result of having a different 

physical perspective.”23 White uses the framework of the overview effect to analyze the possible 

evolutionary implications of space travel and how it may point to a more broad human purpose. 

While my argument appears similar, I diverge from White by claiming the astronauts not only 

get a different philosophical perspective but also became philosophers themselves with an 

entirely new sense of being not had by any other human previously. My argument is also unique 

by my use of the transcripts. However, White conducts interviews with numerous astronauts who 

recount their experiences which I cite in my analysis. 

Roger D. Launius argues in his piece, “Escaping Earth: Human Spaceflight as Religion,” 

that spaceflight itself is a form of religion with similar attributes to current mainstream religious 

denominations.24 Prominent scientist Dr. Carl Sagan in his classic bestseller Cosmos traces 

today’s knowledge and scientific method to their historical roots. In it, Sagan places the human 

race within the cosmos and examines the connection between science and religion in human 

history.25 Like Launius, Sagan sees science as a religion itself and deeply recognizes the 

influence and intersection between the two. Both help my analysis in terms of recognizing the 

difficult intersection of hard science and their senses of being, which they place onto religion.  

                                                
23 White, 4. 
 
24 Roger D. Launius, “Escaping Earth: Human Spaceflight as Religion,” Astropolitics 11 (2013): 45-64, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14777622.2013.801720. 
 
25 Carl Sagan, Cosmos (New York: Ballantine Books Trade Paperbacks, 1980), 84. 
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Rudolf Otto is a German theologian who, in his book The Idea of the Holy makes the 

attempt to introduce a terminology for the non-rational and metaphysical feeling of profoundness 

when encountering what he call the “numinous.”26 Otto labels this feeling of profoundness 

“creature-feeling” which he defines as “the emotion of a creature, submerged and overwhelmed 

by its own nothingness in contrast to that which is supreme above all creatures.”27 A creature-

feeling must be accompanied by the numinous which Otto relates to Kantian language of the 

sublime.28 A commonality between the numinous and the sublime is that they share an exhibition 

of dual character: “it is at once daunting, and yet again singularly attracting, in its impress on the 

mind. It humbles and at the same time exalts us, circumscribes and extends us beyond ourselves, 

on the one hand releasing in us a feeling analogous to fear, and on the other rejoicing us.”29 An 

effect of creature-feeling is, as Otto theorizes, that it is unable to be verbalized or communicated 

when it is occurring. Creature feeling is what I will connect to the experience of the Apollo 

astronauts as shown in the mission transcripts. 

Theologian Mircea Eliade builds off of Otto’s work in his book The Sacred and the 

Profane to argue that spiritual experience is born from supernatural reality.30 Eliade claims that 

even in simple contemplation of the world and cosmos, “religious man discovers the many 

modalities of the sacred, and hence of being.”31 The sky and universe are infinite, therefore they 

                                                
26 Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (London: Oxford University Press, 1950), 10. 
 
27 Otto, 10. 
 
28 Otto, 41. 
 
29 Otto, 42. 
 
30 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 1959), 

115. 
 
31 Eliade, 116. 
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are transcendent. To become aware of this infinite height is to reveal transcendence.32 According 

to Eliade, divine remoteness causes sublime experiences to become more concrete and connected 

with life and the Earth. Eliade argues that to live in a free and open world means our existence is 

free and open to our world, leading to experiences that are cosmic and religious.33 Because 

Eliade takes Otto’s work under the lens of interacting with the cosmos, his analysis is critical to 

my argument. Putting his theory in conversation with the Apollo mission transcripts is important 

in surveying the philosophical elements of space travel. 

My research differs from these scholars as I look specifically into the Apollo astronauts’ 

accounts of their experiences while onboard their space crafts. This is a fascinating source to 

look at as it is the best means for comprehending the experience of spaceflight as it occurred in 

real time. While the public perception is a factor in my argument, I seek to focus on the 

astronauts as their experience embodies the overpowering confrontation human beings have with 

space and are therefore the perfect case studies of how this confrontation evolves one’s sense of 

being. The new cosmic sense of being is one that I argue only the astronauts who have traveled 

beyond low Earth orbit have. The transcripts are important primacy source documents that have 

the potential to change the way we think about the Apollo missions and future space missions 

through their dialogic nature. It is my unique approach to examine the mission transcripts as an 

account of the shift astronauts have from pilots, scientists, and explorers, to philosophers, poets, 

and mystics.34  

 

                                                
32 Eliade, 118. 
 
33 Eliade, 169-170. 
 
34 Schwartz, 99. 
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Methodology 

At the start of my thesis project, I knew there was much to be said of the onboard 

transcriptions from the Apollo space missions. Initially, I wanted to look at the intersection 

between nationalism and spirituality in these transcripts in order to see which would be more 

prominent and how they are put into conversation. However, my thesis has moved in a direction 

that has surprised me. What has helped me the most in shifting the focus of my thesis has been 

the secondary texts that have examined in order to make sense of the experience the Apollo 

astronauts had. My initial research question outlined in my thesis proposal was, “How does the 

combination of science and spirituality in the Apollo space missions conceptualize our notion of 

being human?” Now, my research question is: “How does the experience of seeing the Earth 

from a far distance alter one’s sense of being, how they understand their position in the 

universe?”  

 My research and analysis shifted from viewing these transcripts as a case study of 

patriotism and spirituality to viewing them as a case study of how human beings talk about and 

are affected by a sublime experience. I was fascinated by the fact that scholars have yet to look at 

the transcripts from spaceflight missions let alone the Apollo missions and found that there is a 

major gap in analyzing the experience of spaceflight. My goal, as outlined in my proposal, was 

to study the ‘non-scientific’ aspects of these transcripts. 

I chose first to tackle my primary sources, the transcriptions of the Apollo missions. One 

of my first observations while reading these transcriptions was that I was unsatisfied by the 

astronauts’ descriptions of what they were seeing and how they were feeling as some of the first 

human beings not only to be in space but also to travel to another celestial body. I began to 

wonder why the astronauts could not articulate this feeling of the sublime while in spaceflight. 



14 
 
 

This evolution in my research resulted in my thesis statement and ultimate conclusion: The 

Apollo mission transcripts reveal that, while in spaceflight, the astronauts transformed into poets 

and mystics with a new cosmic sense of being. Below is an outline of how I will argue this point 

by point. 

Chapter one, “The American Astronauts (Earthlings),” examines the Apollo astronauts 

and their sense of being before they embarked on their journey. These men started as NASA 

astronauts for the U.S., came from military backgrounds, and the scope of their understanding as 

human beings was limited to their work and families. From their selection and preparation for the 

missions, they instantly became not only U.S. astronauts but also emissaries of planet Earth. 

Their U.S. nationalist orientation shifted to an internationalist perspective.  I will analyze their 

nationalist and internationalist identity through Wilson and Bellah’s concept of civil religion and 

with support from the transcripts to demonstrate the start of their ontological journey. This 

analysis points to the element of U.S. destiny in the program and how the Apollo astronauts have 

a distinct perspective of their mission before and during spaceflight that has national roots. While 

the Apollo program was a result of U.S. financial, patriotic, and nationalist investments, there is 

an element of wonder and pride that the entire world takes part in as revealed in the transcripts. 

This will transition to the humanistic sense of being the astronauts have as participants in 

humanity’s newest and greatest achievement. 

The second chapter, “The Project of Space Travel,” dives deeper into how this theme of 

U.S. destiny translates to the Apollo missions as a quintessential human project. The Apollo 

program was a victorious conquest for the U.S., symbolized by the Apollo 11 planting of the 

American flag on the moon. However, it is also evident that there is a broader humanistic 
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mission that is framed by outer-nationalism.35 This chapter will incorporate Frank White’s 

analysis of the program and the astronauts’ perceived significance the missions will have on 

humanity. This ties in the goals of the program that supported the search for scientific truth and 

knowledge and how the success of the missions proved humankind to be limitless in their 

pursuits. The astronauts in the transcripts frequently reflect and speak to the gravity of their 

accomplishment and recognize the victory as one for not only the U.S. but also all people of 

Earth. The Apollo missions mark a new chapter for humankind not only tied to space exploration 

but to how we view our world and our place inside the cosmos. What makes this profound and 

complicated for the Apollo astronauts themselves is feeling connected and unified with 

humankind, while at the same time traveling the furthest distance and in the most extreme 

isolation from humankind. 

The third chapter, “Space Exploration as a Leap to Faith,” will pivot to the relationship 

between religion and space and how their commonalities are significant to the astronauts’ 

transformation. Religion and space have common symbols, behaviors, and practices. Scholars 

such as Weibel, Launius, and Eliade have agreed that space can be considered a holy space. The 

sheer physical extremes that the astronauts are put under during spaceflight are enough to 

transform them. However, as Otto and Eliade claim, the overwhelming experience of spaceflight 

goes beyond the physical elements. The astronauts frequently comment on the disorienting 

physical extremes as well as the transcendent nature of what they are seeing and feeling. 

However, they do have a difficult time directly verbalizing their experience. 
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The fourth chapter, “Moon of Magnificent Desolation and the Good Earth,” assesses the 

Apollo astronauts’ words within the mission transcripts as they attempt in real time to describe 

their experience. I analyze that the transcripts point to a lack of direct verbal communication 

from the astronauts, which is proof of their contact with the sublime and sacred disposition in 

space. Pioneering as a visitor to the infinite nature that is outer space results in reaching the 

sublime, which in Kantian language is an idea or concept “that cannot be unfolded or 

explicated.”36 The astronauts’ behavior during this experience is what I determine as Otto’s 

concept of ‘creature-feeling,’ the inability to verbalize the sublime directly while encountering it. 

The astronauts are profoundly affected by their view of the Earth as a whole, despite being sent 

to discover the moon. 

The fifth and final chapter, “The Return from Heaven, Cosmic Dogma,” will review the 

stark contrast of the Apollo astronauts’ verbal expression while in flight versus once they return 

to Earth. Their descriptions of what it felt like to be in space and experience the sense of oneness 

with the Earth and the universe culminate in what could be considered an ontological call to 

action. Their dogma is ontological because they want to enlighten and awaken the rest of 

humanity to their perspective of the universe and our existence within it. Their message is one of 

world peace, environmentalism, and further exposure to space exploration in order to spread the 

‘good word.’ This seals the evidence that the Apollo astronauts underwent a transformation 

during spaceflight that evolved their sense of being—a sense of being that could fit the mold for 

a global civil religion. Upon their return, the astronauts verbalize similarly to philosophers, 

poets, and mystics.37 They use colorful language to describe their experience as well as preach 
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their reflections on what they learned. And what they learned while in spaceflight is the closest 

human beings have come to an answer to the question of our existence. These astronauts started 

as pilots who fit the requirements. They came back transformed with a higher knowledge of the 

world and universe that is impossible to come to terms without having the experience of seeing 

Earth as a whole. 

This transition to becoming philosophers, poets, and mystics came through the profound 

experience had by the Apollo astronauts.38 Space travel changed their perception of everyday life 

and reoriented their sense of being to one that is cosmic, relating to the cosmos and the vast 

universe. Through the Apollo transcripts, it may be evidence that they are the only ones who 

have this cosmic sense of being in its true form. 
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CHAPTER I: 
THE AMERICAN ASTRONAUTS (EARTHLINGS) 

 
Men's conception of themselves and of each other has always depended on their notion of 
the earth. 

-- Archibald MacLeish 
 
 

As the mission transcripts document, the Apollo astronauts are aware of their roles as 

representatives of both America and the world. Duality at the roots of their identities, national 

and international, contributes to the experience of traveling ‘beyond’ in more than just a physical 

sense. Their sense of being before the missions themselves is dependent on work, family, God, 

and country. But despite being American astronauts, they are also transnational ambassadors in 

their journey to space. Because this all-encompassing humanistic identity informs their 

understanding of being, it also informs how that understanding changes when forced to come to 

grips with the fragility of everything that they know. The Apollo astronauts are the patriotic 

manifestation of every American value, moral, and standard. They maintain America’s long 

tradition of combining exploration with scientific curiosity that began with Christopher 

Columbus and continued with Manifest Destiny.39 They reinvigorate America’s patriotic values, 

as the military and media sold space as being critical for national defense.40 Perhaps, most 

significantly, they celebrate America’s most valued ideal: freedom.41 What complicates the 

Apollo astronauts’ sense of ontology is their ambassadorship of planet Earth and consequently 

the international forces that bind our world, forces that shrink from the distance of outer space. 

The significance and outcome of the Apollo missions affected, and still affect, all of humanity. 
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The mission transcripts reveal the Apollo astronauts, much like American explorers before them, 

adapt to a distinctly American humanist sense of being while in space to enlighten the rest of the 

world. 

Parading spacesuits adorned with American flags, the Apollo astronauts are heroes not 

just of U.S. nationalism but also “heroes of an international common culture based on the 

achievements of science and technology.”42 The Apollo astronauts were pioneers who represent 

America, Earth, and the specific orientation that concretizes our collective culture as human 

beings. One cannot ignore this context of being both an American and global pioneer as it is 

critical to analyzing the Apollo astronauts’ conception of being and how that conception shifts 

while experiencing spaceflight. Charles Reagan Wilson argues the Apollo astronauts relieve this 

national-international tension through their growing influence and ability to spread an emerging 

international culture, based off of Robert N. Bellah’s concept of civil religion.43 The content of 

that influence and common international culture shows itself in the mission transcripts, which is 

why it is crucial these documents be analyzed critically in light of their wider global social 

significance. These transcripts that document the astronauts’ ontological evolution may reveal a 

new self-understanding among humankind. 

The Apollo program’s successful attempt to land on the moon embodies revealing themes 

about American civil religion.44 Robert N. Bellah defines civil religion as: “the religious 

dimension of a people ‘through which it interprets its historical experience in the light of 
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transcendent reality.’”45 Charles Reagan Wilson’s definition of civil religion incorporates 

religious nationalism influenced by nineteenth-century evangelical Protestantism and a sacred 

faith in democracy that brings freedom and equality at the center.46 Wilson argues that science 

and technology are central factors in American identity and, more specifically, the American 

sense of destiny. Under this definition of civil religion, the elements of the Apollo missions and 

of preceding American expeditions are in line with this tradition of science, technology, 

democracy and freedom to achieve a national goal via exploration. This culmination of values 

and institutions that comprise American identity is displayed in the sensibility of the Apollo 

astronauts while onboard their missions. Apollo 7 Commander Wally Schirra demonstrates his 

awareness of their specific significance as being greater than not only the scientists at NASA but 

even all pious individuals: 

08 20 34 25 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
We have a feeling you are believing that some of these 
experimenters are holier than God down there. We are a heck 
of a lot closer to Him right now. 
08 20 34 39 – CC (CAP COM) 
Roger. (Chuckle)47 
 

The national goal of sending a man to the moon is America’s attempt at being a society that is 

“perfectly in accord with the will of God as men can make it” and helps the United States 

maintain the image as “a light to all the nations.”48 The American civil religion is often used as a 

means to attain national interests through associating action with continual reformation, faith, 
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knowledge, equality, and freedom. The chief celebrant and communicator to the public of the 

civil religion is the American president.49 In President John F. Kennedy’s famous ‘moon speech’ 

at Rice University in 1962, he announced this national goal by powerfully declaring, 

The eyes of the world now look into space, to the moon and to the planets beyond, and 
we have vowed that we shall not see it governed by a hostile flag of conquest, but by a 
banner of freedom and peace. We have vowed that we shall not see space filled with 
weapons of mass destruction, but with instruments of knowledge and understanding.50 
 

Kennedy also argued in his 1960 campaign that the U.S. had to overcome “that psychological 

feeling in the world that the United States has reached maturity” and would be “engaged in a 

long and exacting test of the future of freedom.”51 The solution to proving continued U.S. 

dominance and winning the battle between freedom and tyranny lies in the individuals who will 

be looked at by the eyes of the world: the Apollo astronauts. As President Kennedy vowed that 

U.S. astronauts would lead humankind into space, John Winthrop also vowed in 1630 that the 

Puritans would lead humankind into a new way of life. Winthrop asked for God’s blessing: 

The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this 
work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we 
shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.52 
 

Kennedy reaffirms the religious legitimacy of the highest political authority and equally 

reaffirms that the president’s obligation extends to a higher criterion by referencing this 
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distinctly American and divine exploration: the Puritan journey to America.53 The Apollo 

astronauts, given their significance to the mission, Americans, and the greater global society, are 

now in the realm of not only American explorers but also cosmic seekers. 

Similar to Kennedy, there is a tendency for the Apollo astronauts to imbue their onboard 

messages with distinctly American lexicon that speaks to civil religion. Astronauts Schirra, 

Eisele, and Cunningham wrote messages to Earth in practicing for their television broadcast, the 

first of its kind from an American spacecraft. They positioned their camera and displayed their 

messages to CAPCOM, which had some notes for them: 

02 23 44 18 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Hey, we got you. I can see Eisele talking there. Hey, Donn, 
turn your head to the right. There you go. Hey, we're 
picking up - I can read it; just a minute. It says, “From 
that lovely Apollo," something - you guys should write - 
"High atop," something. It looks good; I can see Wally 
handle it now, and Donn has a smile on his face, and 
there's Walt. The definition is pretty good down here; I 
can see the center hatch. Actually, I am amazed; it looks 
real good.54 
 

The Apollo 7 astronauts ultimately wrote, “From the Lovely Apollo Room High Atop 

Everything.” Their beautiful and religiously loaded message demonstrates the influence they 

have as astronauts, which is only broadened by their American identities. The attitude of their 

message closely resembles the attitude held by the Puritans and their establishment of a model 

community, a “City upon a Hill,” for the rest of the world to mirror.55 The world now looked up 
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“not at a city on a hill, but at an American on the moon.”56 The Apollo astronauts parallel the 

Puritans: Americans who were destined to create a utopian space that is ‘higher,’ morally 

superior, and an exemplar for the world to follow. These examples point to the Apollo 

astronauts’ distinct American sense of being by emphasizing closely held values of U.S. 

nationalism and civil religion.  

American space travel has its roots in not only religious freedom and democracy but also 

westward experience, manifest destiny, and exploration out of curiosity itself that the nation 

sustains at its core. Astronaut Bill Anders certainly feels this continuation of history and 

reformation as part of his identity, documented in the Apollo 8 transcripts: 

05 08 04 22 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
As I look down on the earth here from so far out in space, 
I think I must have the feeling that the travelers in the 
old sailing ships used to have: going on a very long voyage 
away from home, and now we're headed back, and I have that 
feeling of being proud of the trip, but still - still happy 
to be going back home and back to our home port. And that's 
- that's what you're seeing right here.57 
 

Anders contemplates his journey while on route ‘home’ and feels a sense of pride and nostalgia 

that is rooted in U.S. nationalism. His reference as well as Kennedy’s to seekers of the past 

reaffirms the astronauts as being superior to basic human beings. Our society’s civil religion 

necessitates divine beings, heroes who are more courageous and are able to explore the 

uncharted beyond. The Apollo astronauts fit this identity while becoming symbols of U.S. 

dominance and freedom. However, while civil religion may appear deceptive in rebranding 

national interests, the Apollo astronauts have a genuine sense that their mission is one for 
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humanity as opposed to a patriotic and militaristic conquest. The traveler identity is felt also by 

Jim Lovell: 

02 07 17 51 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Well, I hope that everyone enjoys the picture that we are 
taking of themselves. How far away from earth now, Jim, about? 
02 07 18 03 – CC (CAPCOM) 
We have about 180,000 
02 07 18 11 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
You are looking at yourselves at 180,000 miles out in 
space. 
02 07 18 22 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
Frank, what I keep imagining is if I am some lonely 
traveler from another planet what I would think about the 
earth at this altitude, whether I think it would be 
inhabited or not. 
02 07 18 31 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Don’t see anybody waving; is that what you are saying? 
02 07 18 36 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
I was just kind of curious if I would land on the blue or 
the brown part of the earth. 
02 07 18 44 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
You better hope that we land on the blue part. 
02 07 18 48 – CC (CAPCOM) 
So do we, babe. 
02 07 18 49 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Jim is always for land landings.58 
 
Most of the Apollo astronauts had backgrounds in the U.S. military and are now taking 

an even greater risk for their country in traveling into space. And while the civil religion 

emphasizes American ideals and interests, a key property is the spreading of the common 

awareness of our shared humanity. The Apollo astronauts left Earth as the ultimate U.S. patriots 

but from the furthest distance ever traveled their perspectives shifted in a profound sense. In 

seeing the Earth as a whole, the astronauts become conscious of the gravity their 
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accomplishment has for the globe. Their efforts are put in perspective of the cosmos. Apollo 11 

astronaut Buzz Aldrin recognizes their humanistic position after the first moon landing during 

their decent back to Earth: 

07 09 38 20 – LMP (EDWIN E. ALDRIN, JR.) 
I'd like to discuss with you a few of the more symbolic 
aspects of the flight of our mission, Apollo 11. As we've 
been discussing the events that have taken place in the 
past 2 or 3 days here on board our spacecraft, we've come 
to the conclusion that this has been far more than three 
men on a voyage to the Moon; more, still, than the efforts 
of a government and industry team; more, even, than the 
efforts of one nation. We feel that this stands as a symbol 
of the insatiable curiosity of all mankind to explore the 
unknown. Nell's statement the other day upon first setting 
foot on the surface of the Moon, ‘This is a small step for 
a man, but a great leap for mankind,’ I believe sums up 
these feelings very nicely.59 
 
Our society needs these heroes who are “specially selected specially selected to undergo 

hardship and danger on the frontiers of civilization.”60 They not only fit into the criterion of 

being pilgrims and pioneers but also, as Frank White puts it, the “mythical subconscious 

archetypes of the gods and heroes of old, flying beings who perform feats of daring no one else 

is able or willing to do.”61 While these astronauts may remain humble and push back on their 

identities as heroes, it is crucial that they be heroic for humankind to understand what it means to 

be human. Because of their identities as American patriots, representatives from Earth, and 

heroes, they even border on myth or legend as near demigods who are sacred themselves, just as 

the spaces that they traverse are. 
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NASA’s Apollo program is an example of these astronauts taking part in America’s long-

standing tradition of combining exploration with scientific curiosity. Charles Reagan Wilson 

claims that this new mission does not involve religion nor politics, but science.62 Civil religion’s 

broadening influence was not achieved through religion nor politics because they are too partisan 

towards U.S. nationalism. Through science and the quest for knowledge, an international 

dimension emerges that expands the support for the Apollo astronauts and the program itself 

across all people. However, there were great political stakes that caused the Apollo program to 

come to fruition. The erasure of American nationalism and Cold War tensions would be to ignore 

a part of history. The United States and the Soviet Union had been battling for global power 

since the end of the Second World War. Hitler’s creation of the V-2 rocket, which soared 

halfway into space before hitting its target, showed the world how crucial this science and 

technology is in order to attain worldwide dominance.63 From then on, the race for global 

supremacy was also a race to achieve progress in space. 

The Apollo astronauts feel the weight of destiny while in spaceflight, conscious of their 

position as travelers of an epic significance. Through Buzz Aldrin’s words, it is clear he wants to 

recognize the moon landing as America’s accomplishment through NASA and the Apollo 

program. However, Aldrin also clearly states that this is even more so a triumph for humankind. 

His identity and those of the other Apollo 11 astronauts, he suggests, is not just that of a U.S. 

astronaut but rather of an attaché for the human race. Aldrin admits the crew has discussed the 

symbolic nature of their mission, further proving their reflection while in spaceflight on their 
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‘mission’ in a sense that goes beyond scientific exploration. And in a distinct nationalistic sense, 

Aldrin claims the mission is a symbol of “the insatiable curiosity of all mankind to explore the 

unknown.” However, this curiosity was forged by American ideals and American hands in line 

with manifest destiny that ran through the nation’s history since its origin. While the Apollo 

astronauts’ actions marked a new era in human history, the events were the result of American 

conquest. This U.S. conquest is symbolized in the planting of the American flag on the surface of 

the moon during the Apollo 11 landing: 

04 24 09 43 – CC (CAPCOM) 
They’ve got the flag up now and you can see the stars and 
stripes on the lunar surface. 
04 14 09 50 – CMP COLUMBIA (Michael Collins) 
Beautiful. Just beautiful.64 
 

The Apollo missions are human missions, national missions, and are not unlike previous 

American explorations all being ‘under God’s supervision.’ Wernher Von Braun, rocket engineer 

and Chief Architect for the Apollo manned missions, predicted “a new age of enlightenment for 

mankind” at the success of the American program.65 The success of the Apollo program was a 

success in spreading civil religion and therefore a common human culture established and 

controlled by the U.S. The Apollo astronauts are destined to succeed in order to enlighten the rest 

of humankind. And their words from spaceflight reveal their own enlightenment, one of a cosmic 

sense of being. Their humanist ontology is defined by the heightened sense of responsibility to 

all citizens of Earth. The Apollo astronauts take on this responsibility as they relay their 
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knowledge of a ‘vision’ for people of peace as opposed to tyrannous people who do not support 

freedom and exploration: 

04 14 17 44 – CDR (Neil A. Armstrong) 
It's a great honor and privilege for us to be here 
representing not only the United States but men of peace of 
all nations, and with interest and a curiosity and a vision 
for the future. It's an honor for us to be able to 
participate here today.66 
 

The Apollo astronauts are proud to be Americans but are even more proud to succeed in their 

conquest that represented human beings across the globe. And because their mission was free of 

violence and supported international pursuits in science and technology, the astronauts are able 

to embrace ‘men of peace of all nations’ in their overall sense of being. This represents their shift 

from identifying as U.S. explorers to identifying as pioneers of world peace. 

While the Apollo astronauts argued repeatedly that they represented all of humankind the 

reality is that they participate on behalf of the American pursuit of knowledge and power, the 

goal of civil religion. The neglect of this political context is a testament to the sense that the 

American civil religion paints the Apollo missions as a project greater than any global conflict or 

power grabbing. The success of putting a human in space and on the moon is an achievement 

that, in the terms of global consciousness, could not be a product of political ploy but rather a 

godly intervention. Humankind’s fascination with outer space does have religious and spiritual 

undertones even as atheist Carl Sagan remarked, “Space exploration leads directly to religious 

and philosophical questions.” However, "it was not a drive for religious or philosophical truth 

that drove us into space-- but rather political and military necessity.”67 
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The Apollo missions are the culmination of political, religious, and scientific goals that 

are in line with American civil religion, and “it is in need-- as is any living faith-- of continual 

reformation, of being measured by universal standards.”68 The religious undertones of the 

missions created a universality, a sense of connectedness, across the globe. Therewithal, science 

and technology being international forces of power contributes to the internationalist orientation 

of the Apollo astronauts. The duality of their position as both faithful American patriots and 

ambassadors of planet Earth makes them the quintessential intersection, resulting in a broadened 

civil religion, a global public faith that supports God, democracy, freedom, equality, science and 

technology, and oneness. All of this put into context shows the Apollo astronauts are not to be 

seen as one-dimensional, despite their indistinguishable backgrounds as white male ‘right-stuff’ 

pilots. They are not only representatives of America and the Earth, as Rabbi Barry L. Schwartz 

eloquently argues: “They are explorers and seekers. They are philosophers and poets; even 

mystics.”69 

The importance of God and faith are embedded in the Apollo missions, which fosters the 

association of the astronauts as destined pioneers and divine heroes not just for Americans but 

for all humankind. The significance that they are Americans, however, is not lost. It can even be 

evidence of their alteration as they returned with a new status marked by their transformation as 

successful pioneers for humankind. Because their ontology extends beyond nationalism, the 

Apollo astronauts are able to speak not just to the scientific and exploratory knowledge they 

gained during their experience. They are also now able to speak on the human condition. The 

astronauts experienced what it was like to be ambassadors of the human race while being as far 
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away and isolated as physically possible. This is what makes the Apollo astronauts philosophers 

as they gained a new knowledge of reality and existence that manifests their new cosmic sense of 

being. The Apollo astronauts were sent on a scientific mission for knowledge, a political mission 

for power, but perhaps, most importantly, and least explicit, it was a human mission for 

understanding. 

 

 
 
Figure 1. Gene Cernan and Jack Schmitt photographed by Ron Evans during Apollo 17's journey 
back to Earth. 35mm image from film magazine 163/TT, AS17-163-24149, December 1972, 
Project Apollo Archive. 
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Figure 2. Apollo 17 astronaut Eugene Cernan on his third and final lunar excursion (EVA) in a 
photo taken by astronaut Harrison Schmitt. Cernan and Schmitt are the last humans to walk on 
the moon. Hasselblad image from film magazine 140/E, AS17-140-21391, December 19672, 
Project Apollo Archive. 
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CHAPTER II: 
THE PROJECT OF SPACE TRAVEL 

 
Formed as it was in the minds of heroic voyagers who were also men, it may remake our 
image of mankind. 

-- Archibald MacLeish 
 
 

Seeing Earth from space altered the Apollo astronauts’ sense of being through an 

overpowering experience because of the sheer project of space travel. The moon is the only place 

beyond Earth where humans have set foot. All of them were Apollo astronauts as no one has 

walked on the moon since the Apollo program’s end in 1975, the same year the Vietnam War 

concluded. American identity is implicitly, more often overtly, linked to the idea of Manifest 

Destiny. In the case of the Apollo missions, this idea can be placed at the forefront as space is the 

‘final frontier.’70 The mission to the moon widely demonstrated American power and freedom, 

breaking the boundaries of Earth itself for the first time in human history. But the Apollo 

missions as an accomplishment proved to humanity that we as a species could go anywhere and 

do anything. The world was one, especially during Neil Armstrong’s first steps on the moon: 

Apollo 11 was, or had the potential to be, a rebirth and a reconfirmation of America’s 
sense of manifest destiny, which would be achieved through science and technology… It 
also celebrated knowledge, with the American people fulfilling the scientific curiosity of 
all people.71 
 
As the previous chapter makes clear, the Apollo program was a project that matched 

Earthbound American expeditions throughout history. The project of spaceflight provides a lens 

into what we as a species as well as the explorers themselves were seeking to achieve. The 

astronauts follow pioneering predecessors. They are as Wilson describes, “descendants of 
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Columbus” who “partook of the long tradition in American culture that combined exploration 

with scientific curiosity.”72 America has a history of being hungry for knowledge, often to a 

fault. But in the case of the Apollo program this hunger for knowledge was a tribute to seeking 

not only scientific truth, as Wilson argues,73 but also an unexpected philosophical and 

ontological truth that speaks to the limits, capability, and newfound freedom of humankind. The 

astronauts did not just explore uncharted land but also the uncharted universe, thus celebrating 

the freedom and limitlessness of the human body and mind. This is what marks the manned 

Apollo missions as a project: the celebration of humankind’s freedom not just physically but also 

mentally and spiritually. The sheer fact that these travelers are American expresses the persistent 

theme of civil religion that this was the distinctive God-given destiny of the American nation.74 

America proved with the Apollo missions that given the freedom, humanity is capable of 

anything we set our minds to doing. A now common expression was released into the vocabulary 

of everyday people: “If we can put a man on the moon, why can’t we…” The limits are 

boundless, as we suddenly were no longer constrained by even our atmospheric threshold. Even 

the Apollo astronauts recognize this new cosmic freedom: 

03 16 50 56 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
This is a pretty - - 
03 16 50 57 – CC (CAPCOM) 
All systems are GO, Apollo 8. 
03 16 50 58 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Look at that, look at that, Frank. 
03 16 50 59 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Thank you. 
03 16 51 00 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Look at the earth. 
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03 16 51 03 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Yes. 
03 16 51 04 – CMP (James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Setting? 
03 15 51 05 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Yes. 
... 
03 16 51 20 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
You don't see that very often, do you?75 
 

Quite literally, no human had ever seen the Earth setting across the moon. The massive effort in 

science and technology marks the uniqueness of the Apollo missions as a project. Because 

science and technology are major factors in American identity and tools for global power, they 

are related to the American sense of destiny expressed in our civil religion.76 The Apollo 

program is a most extreme case of scientific and technological power. The technical means 

needed to achieve spaceflight were achieved through motivation driven by America’s need to 

pursue and fulfill the scientific curiosity of all people. The Apollo program was not just a project 

for America to fulfill manifest destiny but also a project to enlighten the human race. The start of 

this enlightenment, the realization that humans are capable of venturing outside our planet, 

begins with the Apollo astronauts. In the mission transcripts they are in awe of this reality. 

 In the onboard voice recording of the Apollo 8 in 1968, the crew muses on their journey 

in their down time. Much like the general public, these Apollo astronauts find it difficult to 

fathom the reality of their location: 

03 08 54 56 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
(Singing) 
 
 

                                                
75 William A. Anders, CAPCOM, Frank Borman, and James A. Lovell, “Apollo 8 Onboard Voice 
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03 08 55 42 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
Well, did you guys ever think that one Christmas you’d be 
orbiting the moon? 
03 08 55 51 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Just hope we are not doing it on New Year’s. 
03 08 55 54 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
Hey, hey, don’t talk like that, Bill; think positive.77 
 

Even the astronauts orbiting the moon find it hard to believe they would ever get to this point, in 

this case of the Apollo 8 orbiting the moon. And in the context of 1968, the Apollo missions 

truly were a feat that were not only elaborate but also far-fetched. 1968 was a year that 

challenged the world and “shattered America”: the Cold War, the Vietnam War, the Women’s 

Rights Movement and the Civil Rights Movement in the U.S. were all at the forefront of the 

American and global consciousness.78 The year 1968 saw North Korea capture the USS Pueblo 

sparking an 11-month crisis, North Vietnam launch the Tet Offensive against the U.S. and South 

Vietnam, violent clashes between police and student protesters in Mexico city leaving thousands 

dead, the Prague Spring, the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy 

within two months of each other, as well as countless other violent anti-war and civil rights 

protests and clashes across cities in the U.S. and around the world.79 

While the Apollo missions involved visible material artifacts, scientific knowledge, and 

were clearly in part a fight for global power against the Soviet Union, they were also in fact 

provoked and manifested more social and philosophical implications. The Apollo 8 mission in 
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particular was the first to open up the cosmos for human exploration. After the tumultuous events 

of 1968, Apollo 8 closed out the year with hope for humanity. The Apollo astronauts were 

acutely aware of this. At the furthest distance from Earth’s conflicts, onboard their tiny 

spacecraft, they received news of global events: 

01 16 02 29 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Okay. The big news right now, on the wires, is that all 82 
crewmen of the Pueblo have been returned. They walked 
across the Bridge of Freedom Monday night. 
01 16 02 42 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Wonderful! 
01 16 02 48 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Said it took about 30 minutes for all 82 men to come across 
the Bridge of No Return and that’s the one separating North 
and South Korea. They started across about 11:30 a.m. and 
were over by about noon, and they brought the body of the 
crewman that was killed, also.80 
 

From high above where they could see no conflict, no war, no physical boundaries or borders, 

the Apollo astronauts heard the news of the USS Pueblo crew’s safe return after being captured 

and tortured by North Korea for 11 months. The families of Apollo 8 sent a message to Navy 

Commander Lloyd Bucher, Captain of the USS Pueblo. Penned by astronaut Frank Borman’s 

wife Susan, it reads: “You have been in our thoughts and our prayers. Your reunion has brought 

great joy into our heart this Christmas day. Our best to you personally and to all of the families 

under your command.” The message was signed, “Families of the crew of Apollo 8.”81 
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The Apollo 8 mission was symbolically and literally a source of unity for humanity. 

Frank Borman recalls a telegram he received after the mission that let him know how crucial 

their successful journey really was for everyday people: 

We got millions of telegrams after we landed, but the one I remember most was, 
‘Congratulations to the crew of Apollo 8. You saved 1968.’ We didn't save it [ourselves] 
— but a lot of the people who made Apollo work saved it.82 
 

The Apollo 8 mission was “the first time humans travelled to another planetary body, the first 

time the Saturn V rocket was used, the first time humans didn’t experience night, and sunrises, 

and sunsets, the first time humans saw Earthrise, the first time humans were exposed to deep-

space radiation. They traveled farther than ever before.”83 The crew’s accomplished firsts were 

stunning not only in the context of the global events that transpired in 1968 but also were 

stunning in the context of human capability. 

CAP COM frequently read the news to the Apollo astronauts during each mission. 

However, global conflict and current events were not the only news they received. If anything 

reminds us of the humanity of these astronauts, it is their desire to hear the game scores. 

01 23 08 54 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
What’s the news this morning? 
01 23 08 58 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Give you some scores if you would like. 
01 23 09 02 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Go. 
01 23 09 05 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Any particular ones you’re interested in? 
01 23 09 09 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
USC, UCLA. 
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01 23 09 47 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Okay. Wait, Penn State beat UCLA 21 to 6. 
01 23 09 57 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Boo. 
01 23 10 03 - CC (CAPCOM) 
And USC beat Stanford 27 to 24. Oklahoma beat Houston 21 to 
17. 
01 23 10 14 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
That’s a surprise. 
01 23 10 19 – CC (CAPCOM) 
And here is a good one. Ohio State beat Purdue 13 to 0. 
01 23 10 25 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Who beat Purdue? 
01 23 10 47 - CC (CAPCOM) 
Ohio State. 
01 23 10 31 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Eat 'em up, Buckeyes.84 
 

Even as they became the first humans to pass the far side of the moon, they were still concerned 

with the game scores. These men embarked on what is largely considered to be humankind’s 

greatest technical advancement but still needed the comfort and familiarity of news from home. 

They reacted much the same as they would in any other context, yet they were in an environment 

not yet known to man. The Earth was still moving and people were still progressing. Onboard the 

Apollo 7, the crew heard news from a different kind of new scientific technology: 

01 23 14 45 – CC (CAPCOM) 
And, Apollo 7, just continuing with the morning news – 
basically, the headlines this morning are all about 
the rendezvous. They had another heart transplant in 
Houston early this morning. It is going well at last 
report.85 
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Advances in treatment and surgical methods culminated in the world’s first successful heart 

transplant by a South African doctor in December 1967, and doctors in Houston were trying to 

match that technology in the U.S.86 However, Americans and all people across the globe were far 

more concerned with the men in space. The abstractness of spaceflight made Apollo far more 

than just a scientific and technological advance. There is a reason why the expression goes, “If 

we can put a man on the moon, why can’t we…” and not, “If we can transplant a heart, why 

can’t we…” While the program did not directly save lives or end wars, Apollo was a vehicle for 

social and psychological ambition largely to educate the consciousness of the broader 

population.87 The utter magnitude of the Apollo missions’ importance to humanity is revealed in 

the mission transcripts as they hear news from home, planet Earth. The news from Earth in 

contrast with their project went unmatched – Apollo was a central human project.  

 The Apollo astronauts also heard news of their own expedition. In their lonely, isolated, 

distant spacecraft their home planet reacted to their journey. Onboard the Apollo 8, the 

astronauts still remain humble: 

01 01 09 11 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Okay. I’ve got a Haney special here for you. The 
Interstellar Times latest edition says the flight to the 
moon is occupying prime space on both paper and television; 
it’s THE news story. The headlines of the Post says “Moon, 
here they come”. We understand that Bill Anders will be in 
private conversation or communication today with an old man 
who wears a red suit and lives in the North Pole. A suspect 
in the Miami kidnapping was captured late yesterday, and 
the 11 GI’s that have been detained 5 months in Cambodia 
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were released yesterday and will make it home in time for 
Christmas. 
01 01 09 57 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Roger. With reference to the first, we saw him earlier this 
morning, and he was heading your way.88 
 
The Apollo astronauts will not know this celebration until they return. From the distance 

of space, they can only see their home in context of the cosmos. In their reactions to global news, 

the more everyday parts of life normal life on Earth are put into perspective of the universe. This 

solidifies their altered ontological framework: how can they grapple with the news of 

international discord and global events while all they can see is a small blue orb? The astronauts 

react strongly to what they are experiencing in real time. The view of their planet from high 

above. This is because what they are experiencing is not like an Earthbound mission, it is 

spiritual in a new and different way. With their senses of being as U.S. astronauts, patriots, 

communicators of space and the moon, they now transition into religious pilgrims and devotees 

to the prospect of life in space. 
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Figure 3. Apollo 11 astronaut Edwin (“Buzz) Aldrin, Jr. prepares to deploy the first Early Apollo 
Scientific Experiments Package (EASEP) on the surface of the moon. Hasselblad image from 
film magazine 40/S – EVA, AS11-40-5942, July 1969, Project Apollo Archive. 
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Figure 4. Astronaut Walter Cunningham, Apollo 7 lunar module pilot, photographed during the 
Apollo 7 mission. Hasselblad image from film magazine 4/N - Earth Orbit, AS07-4-1584, 
October 1968, Project Apollo Archive. 
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CHAPTER III: 
SPACE EXPLORATION AS A LEAP TO FAITH 

 
For the first time in all of time men have seen it not as continents or oceans from the little 
distance of a hundred miles or two or three, but seen it from the depth of space; seen it 
whole and round and beautiful and small as even Dante -- that "first imagination of 
Christendom" -- had never dreamed of seeing it; as the Twentieth Century philosophers 
of absurdity and despair were incapable of guessing that it might be seen. 

-- Archibald MacLeish 
 
 

The moon is sacred geography, spaceflight is a pilgrimage, and the Apollo astronauts are 

spiritual pilgrims. While not often implicitly associated, religion and space exploration are two 

kindred products of humankind. The intersection of religion and space in scholarship community 

has been and is small, but the research, studies, and conclusions reached are powerful in 

understanding the significance of ontological being in the new era of space exploration. These 

scholars, theologians, anthropologists, philosophers and the like who have explored the 

intersection of religion and space have collectively presented a solid case for their connection on 

multiple levels. Historical evidence from Paleolithic, Megalithic, Stone Age, and still today’s 

dominant present cultures have proven that not only awareness but also divine interaction with 

the cosmos has been a consistent human trend.89 Symbols and imagery of the sky and celestial 

bodies evoke religious symbols and imagery. The mysteriousness of the cosmos has provided 

humankind with a canvas to imagine supernatural and holy scenes, which with simple 

contemplation provoke a religious experience. The metaphor of ‘the mission’ to outer space can 

be matched to ‘the journey’ to higher awareness. If simple reflection of the cosmos can spur a 

sense of transcendence, a postulation, then entering outer space must intensify this notion to a 

further extreme. This higher awareness leads to a cosmic sense of being that circles back to 
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appreciation of life’s connectedness to the universe. Human space travel’s most significant 

relation to religion is that both unify humanity while at the same time extend ontological sense of 

being to what is ‘higher.’ This chapter will seek to make the connection between space 

exploration and religion and relate this connection to the Apollo astronauts’ shift in their 

ontological being as shown in the mission transcripts. 

Human behavior and interaction with the cosmos tie into what is commonly seen in 

religious practice. Roger D. Launius finds religion and space exploration share the following 

characteristics: 

(1) a distinctive world view with doctrines or traditions based on faith, rather than 
knowledge, including a salvation ideology; (2) identification of revered leaders and 
condemned villains; (3) sacred texts; (4) commonality of rituals, rules, and shared 
experiences; (5) attention to the divine, holy, mysterious, sacred, and sublime; and (6) 
tight group identity and internalist social organizations.90 

 
These characteristics are significant in viewing human spaceflight as a mainstream religious 

concern, and argument well made by Launius. However, Launius speaks very little of the 

sublime experience had by the Apollo astronauts themselves. The Apollo mission transcripts are 

not specifically religious in nature. The astronauts occasionally reference God and their 

spirituality by giving thanks and praying. Apollo 15 astronaut James Irwin claims that he solved 

a technical issue by consulting with God instead of Houston while on the moon.91 However, the 

Apollo 15 mission transcripts do not document Irwin’s prayers to God out loud.  

Some Apollo astronauts do reference and thank God while on their missions which 

demonstrates their faith as well as a desire to look to and credit a higher power for their 

successful flights. However, the conversations that take place onboard the spacecraft show their 
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experience went beyond mainstream religious denomination and their respective beliefs. Many 

conversations previously stated reveal instances of what is seemingly every day more mundane 

aspects life that have a heightened intensity due to nature’s awe-inspiring being. The intensity of 

what the Apollo astronauts encountered goes beyond what would be akin to a religious 

experience not only due to the physicality of their journey but also to the unprecedented 

magnitude of viewing the Earth as a whole. 

 The Apollo missions are a sacred pilgrimage, the pilgrims being the astronauts and the 

sacred space being outer space and the moon. Their pilgrimage is a transition that results in their 

new ontology or new cosmic sense of being. The Apollo program organized and executed a 

‘mission,’ a ‘voyage,’ to a powerful geography. The use of ‘mission,’ ‘voyage,’ or ‘journey’ 

serves as a metaphor for the journey to higher awareness and as a powerful symbol for spiritual 

practitioners and astronauts alike.92 Many use ‘the journey’ or the ‘path’ to describe the process 

of awakening to enlightenment. Pilgrimage to a holy place is to take a physical trip that 

reinforces a spiritual journey, a time-honored tradition in many cultures.93 Pilgrimage can be 

defined as any travel with a religious purpose in mind, usually but not always to a place 

considered to be sacred.94 Dr. Deana L. Weibel equates astronauts to pilgrims through the lens of 

objects in outer space. She argues that there are three kinds of objects in pilgrimage: objects that 

are brought by a pilgrim to leave behind to represent the community that he or she comes from, 

objects brought back from a pilgrimage‘s sacred geography as gifts or mementos, and objects 
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brought to the sacred place and then brought back which share the experience and power to 

which they have been exposed.95 

The project of space travel places an important weight on material items taken back from 

the journey, chiefly moon rocks. The moon rocks and moon dust brought back from the Apollo 

missions educate scientists, geologists, and the general public on the composition of the moon. 

They also retain the essence of the moon, a symbol of the place itself and the embodiment of it.96 

When faced with the project of spaceflight, a project so powerful it makes human beings feel 

small and insignificant, a method of regaining control and understanding is projecting meaning 

onto objects and material items.97 The Apollo astronauts brought back these objects as well as 

tales of their experience in order to share a critical perspective of human positionality in the 

universe. 

Anthropologists Victor and Edith Turner, scholars of Catholic pilgrimage, believe that 

sacred spaces allow pilgrims to feel closer to God and the supernatural in influential ways.98 

Weibel uses the Turner’s framework and defines “spiritual magnetism” as “the power of a 

pilgrimage site to attract devotees.”99 Outer space and the moon are entirely uncharted territories, 

and “although space isn’t ‘geography’ in the same way as a river or a mountain, the celestial 

bodies have frequently been regarded as sacred, holy, or supernatural. In this way, then, they 
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have ‘spiritual magnetism.’”100 The Apollo astronauts feel this close to some holiness, even in 

jest: 

08 20 34 25 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
We have a feeling you are believing that some of these 
experimenters are holier than God down there. We are a heck 
of a lot closer to Him right now. 
08 20 34 39 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Roger. (Chuckle)101 
 

The Turners compare pilgrimage to the idea of a ‘rite of passage,’ which sociologist Arnold van 

Gennep defines as a ritual that enacts cultural transformation. An example of this would be 

turning a child into an adult, or a single person into a married person. They further claim that 

pilgrimage follows the same basic steps as a rite of passage: separation of the pilgrim from the 

rest of his community, transition and transformation through a challenging experience, and 

reincorporation of the pilgrim into his society with a new status.102 

05 07 27 12 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Great. A most fantastic voyage. 
05 07 27 24 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Sure was. 
05 07 27 27 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
We're not through yet. We've still got 100,000 miles to 
go.103 
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The Apollo astronauts are selected and thoroughly trained to be sent on this daring pilgrimage, 

these space missions, and return with a transformed sense of being.  Their journey is a 

pilgrimage and a rite of passage that transforms them into holding a new cosmic sense of being. 

 Space and religion are connected by symbolism around the idea of the holy, the meanings 

we as human beings place onto their characteristics. A vital link can be found in lunar 

symbolism: “It was through lunar symbolism that religious man was led to compare vast masses 

of apparently unrelated facts and finally to integrate them in a single system.”104 The cycles of 

the moon are symbolic in various ways to human beings. Lunar symbolism encompasses the 

ideas of “cycle, dualism, polarity, opposition, conflict, but also of reconciliation of contraries, of 

coincidentia oppositorum,” that are either “discovered or clarified by virtue of lunar 

symbolism.”105 Contradictions can be established or resolved in contemplating the moon as well 

as the very human fear of confronting death. Many religions hold the central theme of 

confronting one’s own death, followed by rebirth. And in spaceflight, as White argues, “the 

experience of one’s fears at lift-off, followed by the transition into a wholly different world in 

orbit, mirrors the death/rebirth cycle.”106 

 Onboard the Apollo space crafts the astronauts never mention fears they have in terms of 

potential risk or fatal disaster. If these highly trained astronauts were afraid of dying, a natural 

human response, they did not talk about it while the mission was taking place. However, there is 

evidence of the Apollo astronauts’ contemplation of death during their excursion despite their 

extensive technical checklists. While the Apollo 15 astronauts Dave Scott and Al Worden were 

                                                
104 Eliade, 156. 
 
105 Eliade, 156 
 
106 White, 26. 
 



49 
 
 

finishing up their tasks on the lunar surface, Scott secretly placed a small aluminum sculpture 

alongside a plaque bearing the names of the fourteen space travelers who had lost their lives in 

the line of duty.107 The sculpture and plaque were approved from top NASA management, but 

the placement of the memorial was kept secret from others until after the mission’s 

completion.108 This act of memorialization was a recognition of the ultimate risk taken to reach 

the moon. Scott had contemplated death before the Apollo 15 mission which culminated in honor 

of the space travelers who had confronted death. 

 The moment astronaut Dave Scott placed the memorial on the lunar surface is 

documented in the Apollo 15 mission transcript. Without celebration or even acknowledgement, 

Scott hides the tribute from Houston: 

06 23 43 30 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Dave, give me a call on your present activity. 
06 23 43 36 – CDR-EVA (David R. Scott) 
Oh, just cleaning up the back of the Rover, here, a little, 
Joe.109 
 

Dave Scott lies to keep the memorial a secret. Years later, Scott recounts his decision: 

We made a plaque for all the astronauts and cosmonauts that had been killed. And a little 
figurine, a Fallen Astronaut, and we put it right by the Rover. You can see it in the 
picture. That was just a little memorial, in alphabetical order. In relative terms, we had 
both lost a lot and, interestingly enough, we didn't lose any more after that until 
Challenger. That's what I was doing when I said I was cleaning up behind the Rover. Jim 
knew what I was doing. We just thought we'd recognize the guys that made the ultimate 
contribution… We felt satisfied in doing it. Several good guys didn't get to go.110 

                                                
107 Rose Eveleth, “There Is a Sculpture on the Moon Commemorating Fallen Astronauts,” Smithsonian 

Magazine, January 7, 2013, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/there-is-a-sculpture-on-the-moon-
commemorating-fallen-astronauts-358909/. 

 
108 Eveleth, “There is a Sculpture on the Moon Commemorating Fallen Astronauts.” 
 
109 CAPCOM and David R. Scott, “Apollo 15 Air-to-Ground Voice Transmission,” NASA Johnson Space 

Center History Portal, recorded August 1, 1971, published July 2010, tape 108/35, 1149, 
https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/history/mission_trans/AS15_TEC.PDF.  

 
110 David Scott, interviewed by Eric M. Jones, 1996, “The Hammer and the Feather,” Apollo Lunar Surface 

Journal, https://www.hq.nasa.gov/alsj/a15/a15.clsout3.html.  



50 
 
 

 
Scott views death during the pilgrimage to the moon as the “ultimate contribution,” transcending 

these fourteen astronauts as martyrs. There is no doubt that death or fear of confronting death 

had crossed the Apollo astronauts’ minds at one point in time. However, the way that Dave Scott 

chose to memorialize the “Fallen Astronauts” on the lunar surface further reveals the spiritual 

magnetism and holiness the moon holds. 

 
 

Figure 5. Fallen Astronaut statue and the name plaque on the surface of the moon to 
commemorate the astronauts and cosmonauts who have died in the advancement of space 
exploration. Hasselblad image from film magazine 88/TT - EVA-3, AS15-88-11893, August 
1971, Project Apollo Archive. 
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The Apollo astronauts’ experience is unique in the sense that no other human being has 

fully understood their journey as it would be impossible to recreate on Earth. The physical 

extremes that define the Apollo missions are daunting to even describe. To experience them 

firsthand is literally otherworldly. White argues that “being in space will transform a person’s 

fundamental reality in ways that are not now possible on the surface of Earth.”111 White breaks 

down what he argues are the four core components of their experience: changed perceptions of 

space; changed perceptions of time; silence; and weightlessness.112 The astronauts describe 

changes in spatial perceptions throughout the mission transcripts. For example, onboard the 

Apollo 8 there was much difficulty with physical and spatial orientation: 

03 14 43 53 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Okay, you’re not – Are you under me? 
03 14 43 54 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Yes. 
03 14 43 55 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you. I didn’t. Huh? 
Good. 
03 14 44 11 – CMP (James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Look for hardware junk that’s floating around. 
... 
03 14 46 05 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Yes. Hey, look at that - Earthshine from somewhere. Oh, my 
gosh, look you can see the - Hey, look right ahead there. 
There's a star. 
03 14 46 18 – CMP (James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
I can't tell. 
03 14 46 20 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Son of a bitch, we're going backwards.113 
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NASA Johnson Space Center History Portal, recorded December 24, 1968, published July 2010, day 4, 201, 
https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/history/mission_trans/AS08_CM.PDF.  
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In addition to the Apollo astronauts having to adjust themselves spatially, their language changes 

to one that measures time in orbits. From outside of the Earth’s orbit, they saw no sunsets or 

sunrises that would assist them in understanding time framework on Earth the way humans do 

regularly. 

00 00 44 22 – CMP (Donn F. Eisele) 
Oh, that's weird. I see two points of light on the ground. 
Looks like the stars are going through the earth again. 
00 00 44 29 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
Yes, I see it. (Laughter) 
00 00 44 30 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Yes, I see it too. 
00 00 44 31 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
It's a trick of that simulator. 
00 00 44 39 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
(Laughter) Oh, it's a piece of cake up here, isn't it? 
00 00 44 41 – CMP (Donn F. Eisele) 
Oh, it's a good feeling. 
00 00 44 46 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
You know, I have the feeling that I'm upside down. 
00 00 44 48 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
That's good, 'cause you are. (Laughter) 
00 00 44 50 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
You'll notice the curvature of the earth is a little bit 
flatter than what we saw in the simulator. 
00 00 44 53 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Yes.114 
 
Through their physical journey to the moon, the Apollo astronauts reached 

transcendence. Mircea Eliade claims that transcendence is “revealed by simple awareness of 

infinite height.”115 These men traveled not only the furthest, but also the highest of any human 

being in history. ‘Most high,’ as Eliade argues, spontaneously becomes an attribute of divinity. 

                                                
114 Donn F. Eisele, Walter M. Schirra, Jr., and R. Walter Cunningham, “Apollo 7 Onboard Voice 

Transcription,” NASA Johnson Space Center History Portal, recorded October 12, 1968, published July 2010, day 1, 
18, https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/history/mission_trans/AS07_CM.PDF.  
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And the higher regions inaccessible to man acquire the “momentousness of the transcendent, of 

absolute reality, of eternity.”116 The Apollo astronauts not only reached transcendence but also 

reveal it in a distinctly spiritual way, as Eliade claims, “what is ‘above,’ the ‘high,’ continues to 

reveal the transcendent in every religious complex.”117 While the astronauts were aware of their 

height physically their minds were also awakened to new cosmic infinite heights that reveal their 

new sense of being. 

The Apollo missions were in part motivated by curiosity, to answer the question: What is up 

there? Physical, mental, and spiritual exploration of all kinds function as an ongoing generator of 

metaideas and metaexperiences, restoring vision and purpose to a social system, and thereby 

supporting its evolution, much like an organized religion would for a society.118 No humans on 

Earth understood the concept of the holy and spiritual nature of space better than the astronauts 

themselves: “Being in space will transform a person’s fundamental reality in ways that are not 

now possible on the surface of Earth.”119 According to Eliade, a religious person lives in an open 

world and their existence is open to the world.120 Because of this a religious person is “accessible 

to an infinite series of experiences that could be termed cosmic. Such experiences are always 

religious, for the world is sacred.”121 The Apollo astronauts are pulled to the moon not only by 

their patriotism, ambition, skills, and willingness to take the ultimate risk, but also they are 

pulled by spiritual magnetism. They left the Earth with little expectation of what they would 
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experience ontologically on their pilgrimage. They were the first and few to reach the Mecca that 

would change and define the way they saw not only themselves individually but also the 

universe and Earth’s position within it. Lunar pilgrimage is cosmic, religious, and sacred. 

 

 
 
Figure 6. The sun reflects off of Apollo 12 astronaut Alan Bean, photographed on the lunar 
surface. Hasselblad image from film magazine 46/Y - EVA-1, AS12-46-6818, November 1969, 
Project Apollo Archive. 
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Figure 7. The sun peeking out from behind the Earth. Hasselblad image from film magazine 
148/NN - Earth, LM Inspection, Orbital, AS17-148-22613, December 1972, Project Apollo 
Archive.  
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CHAPTER IV: 
MOON OF MAGNIFICENT DESOLATION AND THE GOOD EARTH 

 
No longer that preposterous figure at the center, no longer that degraded and degrading 
victim off at the margins of reality and blind with blood, man may at last become himself. 

-- Archibald MacLeish 
 
 

If even simple reflection of the cosmos can spur a sense of transcendence, then entering 

outer space must intensify this notion to a further extreme. Reflection of the universe, as Eliade 

argues, “is total awareness on man’s part; beholding the sky, he simultaneously discovers the 

divine incommensurability and his own situation in the cosmos. For the sky, by its own mode of 

being, reveals transcendence, force, eternity. It exists absolutely because it is high, infinite, 

eternal, powerful.”122 The Apollo astronauts, based on Eliade’s theory, are transcendently aware 

of their place in the universe. However, they also discover this divine “incommensurability,” 

which is defined as irrational and having no common measure.123 It is impossible immediately to 

explain the power of their experience. The proof lies in the inability of the Apollo astronauts 

within the mission transcripts to verbalize what they are thinking, feeling, and seeing directly. 

Immanuel Kant defines the sublime as an idea or concept that “cannot be unfolded or 

explicated.”124 This chapter will define the sublime as encountered by the Apollo astronauts 

which goes beyond a religious experience and demonstrate the evidence of this within the 

mission transcripts. 

                                                
122 Eliade, 119. 
 
123 Merriam-Webster defines “incommensurable” as: lacking a basis of comparison in respect to a quality 

normally subject to comparison; Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/incommensurable.  
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While religious in nature, the Apollo astronauts’ experience goes beyond the spiritual 

alone. They went on a journey that was spiritual, philosophical, transcendent, cosmic, and 

inconceivably vast. Yet the Apollo astronauts, much like the prospect of space travel itself, 

contradict the cosmic level experience by their fascination and awe of their home planet Earth. 

Their experience demonstrates the vastness of the universe which only made the Apollo 

astronauts feel a strengthened connection with life on Earth. As Eliade explains, “Through his 

concern with hierophanies of life, through discovering the sacral fertility of the earth, and 

through finding himself exposed to religious experiences that are more concrete (more carnal, 

even orgiastic), primitive man draws away from the celestial and transcendent god.”125 Much 

like the way Rudolf Otto describe the sublime, it “circumscribes and extends us beyond 

ourselves.”126 The Apollo astronauts went on a mission to explore and discover the moon but 

what they really discovered was the Earth. The Apollo mission transcripts hold an abundance of 

evidence that these astronauts have encountered the sublime through incommensurability. 

The Apollo astronauts had varying first impressions of the moon. The astronauts 

generally found the moon to be unwelcoming and relatively boring. Apollo 8 astronaut Bill 

Anders said, 

03 08 11 10 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
It certainly looks like we're picking the more interesting 
places on the moon to land in. The backside looks like a 
sand pile my kids have been playing in for a long time. 
It's all beat up, no definition. Just a lot of bumps and 
holes.127 
 

                                                
125 Eliade, 126. 
 
126  Otto, 42. 
 
127 William A. Anders, “Apollo 8 Air-to-Ground Voice Transcription,” NASA Johnson Space Center 

History Portal, recorded December 24, 1968, published July 2010, tape 54, 3, 
https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/history/mission_trans/AS08_TEC.PDF.  
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Apollo 8 astronaut Jim Lovell said, 

03 13 44 28 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
We don’t know if you can see it from the TV screen, but the 
moon is nothing but a milky white – completely void. 
03 13 44 58 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
The moon is a different thing to each of us – each one 
carries his own impression of what he’s seen today. I know 
my own impression is that it’s a vast, lonely, forbidding-
type existence, or expanse of nothing, that looks rather 
like clouds and clouds of pumice stone, and it certainly 
would not appear to be a very inviting place to live or 
work. 
... 
03 13 50 08 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
Actually, I think the best way to describe this area is a 
vastness of black and white, absolutely no color. 
03 13 50 22 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
The sky up here is also rather forbidding, foreboding 
expanse of blackness, with no stars visible when we're 
flying over the moon in daylight.128 
 

The moon to the Apollo astronauts was not what caught their eye. The moon from our 

perspective on Earth is seemingly quite different from that of the Apollo astronauts in terms of 

aesthetics. A conversation between Apollo 8 astronaut Frank Borman and CAPCOM in Houston 

highlight this difference in perspective: 

03 12 29 24 – CC (CAPCOM) 
They told us that there is a beautiful moon out there. 
03 12 29 32 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Now I was just saying that there’s a beautiful earth out 
there. 
03 12 29 36 – CC (CAPCOM) 
It depends on your point of view. 
03 12 29 40 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Yes.129 

                                                
128 James A. Lovell, Frank Borman, and William A. Anders, “Apollo 8 Air-to-Ground Voice 

Transcription,” NASA Johnson Space Center History Portal, recorded December 24, 1968, published July 2010, 
tape 57, 5, https://historycollection.jsc.nasa.gov/JSCHistoryPortal/history/mission_trans/AS08_TEC.PDF.  
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The Apollo astronauts were less interested in the moon than they were with their home 

planet. In a twist of events, the men who set their sights on the moon could not take their eyes off 

of the Earth. Mission control frequently asks the astronauts to describe what they see, and the 

descriptions are seemingly point blank in today’s context: 

02 06 35 12 – CC (CAPCOM) 
... We would like you, if possible, to go into as much of a 
detailed description as you poets can on the various colors 
and sizes of those things and how the earth appears to you, 
in as much detail as you can possibly muster. Over. 
...   
02 07 10 15 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
What you’re seeing, Mike, is a – Houston, what you are 
seeing is the Western Hemisphere. Looking – at the top is 
the North Pole; in the center – just lower to the center is 
South America – all the way down to Cape Horn. I can see 
Baja California and the southwestern part of the United 
States... 
02 07 12 17 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
Okay. For colors, waters are all sort of royal blue; 
clouds, of course, are bright white; the reflection off the 
earth is – appears much greater than the moon. The land 
areas are generally a brownish – sort of dark brownish to 
light brown in texture...130 
 

Apollo 8 Astronaut James A. Lovell is literally attempting to describe the world from a view no 

one else has seen before. While he describes the regions, colors, and even weather patterns he 

sees from the spacecraft window, there is no way to verbally encompass the profound view 

because it is incommensurable. The astronauts are not equipped with the language to describe the 

magnitude of what they see fully because before then no one had seen the Earth as a whole. Yet 

the astronauts often express their desire to share their experience with others, such as the crew of  

 

                                                
130 CAPCOM and James A. Lovell, “Apollo 8 Air-to-Ground Voice Transcription,” NASA Johnson Space 

Center History Portal, recorded December 23, 1968, published July 2010, tape 37, 7, 
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Apollo 7: 

00 00 52 01 – CMP (Donn F. Eisele) 
It's too bad that everybody can't see this. 
00 00 52 06 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Yes, it's a shame. 
00 00 52 09 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
Few nice guys like me want to hang around and go again. 
(Laughter) 
00 00 52 14 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
You got that now, huh? (Laughter) 
00 00 52 19 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
It's kind of hard to get rid of it. 
00 00 52 20 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
I noticed you weren't terribly excited about that RED down 
there, but I – 
00 00 52 25 – CDR (Walter M. Schirra, Jr.) 
No, I told you I get GO fever. (Laughter) 
00 00 52 30 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
I can't think anything more natural. 
... 
00 00 52 51 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Roger, Apollo 7, this is Houston. Reading you loud and 
clear. 
00 00 52 54 – LMP (R. Walter Cunningham) 
Roger, read you same. We're having a ball.131  
 

The Apollo astronauts truly experienced a “had to be there” moment as shown in the mission 

transcripts. They recount what they see but they are not able to describe the experience beyond 

colors and continents. This is an example of Rudolf Otto’s “creature-feeling,” which he defines 

as “the emotion of a creature, submerged and overwhelmed by its own nothingness in contrast to 

that which is supreme above all creatures.”132 Otto explains that creature-feeling reflects an 

inexpressible, incommensurable, unfamiliar, extraordinary and overpowering power that must be 

                                                
131 Donn F. Eisele, R. Walter Cunningham, and Walter M. Schirra, Jr. “Apollo 7 Onboard Voice 

Transmission,” NASA Johnson Space Center History Portal, recorded October 11, 1968, published July 2010, day 1, 
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experienced to understand.133 The Apollo astronauts were submerged into the dark emptiness of 

space, presented themselves before the absolute might of the cosmos which “cannot be expressed 

verbally, and can only be suggested indirectly through the tone and content of a man’s feeling-

response to it.”134 

 For the Apollo astronauts to have an instance of creature-feeling, Otto claims, it must be 

the effect of an “immediate and primary reference to an object outside the self” that he labels 

“the numinous.”135 The numinous for the Apollo astronauts is the Earth, the moon, and the 

greater cosmos. The inability to point to what “object” is numinous only further proves the 

overpowering experience beyond our apprehension. Much like Eliade and the coincidentia 

oppositorum of duality and lunar symbolism, Otto emphasizes the dual character of the 

numinous object. Otto cites qualities that “combine in a strange harmony of contrasts” such as 

the daunting and the fascinating.136 The Apollo astronauts are in awe and wonder of humanity’s 

fragility within the powerful cosmos. Their creature-feeling is one that makes them conscious of 

their inferiority to the universe and other holy celestial bodies such as the moon and sacred 

Earth, while simultaneously makes them the most high, boundless in their unprecedented 

otherworldly journey. 

Because they could not find the words to describe the sublime or their creature-feeling, 

the astronauts rely on their other set of eyes: the camera. The Apollo 8 crew took the iconic 
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“Earthrise” photo of the Earth rising above and beyond the surface of the moon. The crew knew 

that this sight could not be captured by words, leading them to rush to their camera: 

03 03 47 30 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Oh, my God! Look at that picture over there! Here's the 
earth coming up. Wow, is that pretty! 
03 03 47 37 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Hey, don't take that, it's not scheduled. 
03 03 47 39 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
(Laughter) You got a color film, Jim? 
03 03 47 46 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Hand me that roll of color quick, will you - - 
03 03 47 48 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Oh man, that's great! 
03 03 47 50 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Hurry. Quick. 
03 03 47 54 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Gee. 
03 03 47 55 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
It's down here? 
03 03 47 56 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Just grab me a color. That color exterior. 
... 
03 03 48 01 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Hurry up! 
03 03 48 06 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Got one? 
03 03 48 08 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Yes, I'm looking for one. C 368. 
03 03 48 11 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Anything, quick. 
03 03 48 13 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Here. 
03 03 48 17 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Well, I think we missed it. 
03 03 48 31 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Hey, I got it right here! 
03 03 48 33 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Let - let me get it out this window. It's a lot clearer. 
03 03 48 37 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Bill, I got it framed; it's very clear right here. You got 
it? 
03 03 48 41 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Yes. 
03 03 48 42 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Well, take several of them. 
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03 03 48 43 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Take several of them! Here, give it to me. 
03 03 48 44 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
Wait a minute, let's get the right setting, here now; just 
calm down. 
03 03 48 47 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Calm down, Lovell. 
03 03 48 49 – CMP (and James A. Lovell, Jr.) 
Well, I got it ri - Oh, that's a beautiful shot.137 
 

The Apollo 8 crew in this moment encountered the sublime. Otto argues that the numinous is 

much like the sublime as they share the condition of surpassing or threatening to surpass the 

bounds of human understanding.138 Both concepts also remain “unexplicated” by an element of 

mystery.139 Both concepts also exhibit dual characters as Otto explains, “It is at once daunting, 

and yet again singularly attracting, in its impress upon the mind. It humbles and at the same time 

exalts us, circumscribes and extends us beyond ourselves, on the one hand releasing in us a 

feeling analogous to fear, and on the other rejoicing us.”140 

 The creature-feeling experienced by the Apollo astronauts quite literally circumscribed 

and extended beyond humanity. The Apollo astronauts orbited our planet and crossed every 

continent and ocean. They then launched to the high reaches of the moon traveling beyond our 

planet’s atmosphere. This dual character also applies in a more abstract form as the astronauts 

were spatially isolated and experiencing these views first-hand yet at the same time were able to 

see the entire globe as a whole that held everything they have ever known and loved. The Apollo 
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astronauts were alone and in the company of all humanity. They were awakened to this creature-

feeling but unable to communicate it. 

 
 
Figure 8. Earthrise, taken on Christmas Eve, 1968, by Apollo 8 astronaut William Anders. 
Hasselblad image from film magazine 14/B - Lunar Orbit, Trans-Earth Coast, AS08-14-2383, 
December 1968, Project Apollo Archive. 
 

They wanted to capture their experience because no words could come to mind. They 

wanted to capture their experience because they wanted to share the sublime with the rest of 
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humanity. When faced with choice of showing either the Earth or the moon to the viewers at 

home, the lunar explorers of Apollo 8 chose their home planet: 

02 05 27 08 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Okay. First a question. Are you planning to show us TV 
pictures of the earth today? 
02 05 27 18 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Well, that is what we want to do. It seems that would be 
the most interesting thing we can show you, but we – you 
know, we had trouble with the lens. 
02 05 27 25 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Well, okay, that’s good. All this procedure that I am going 
to give to you here is relative to what we hope are fixes 
to the lens and for looking out your rendezvous window at 
the earth. And all the gimbal angles and all that good 
stuff is based toward looking out the window at the earth 
rather than at the moon. Over.141 
 

 In contrast to the darkness of space and the bleak surface of the moon, the Earth is a 

bountiful, colorful planet full of life. The Apollo astronauts’ encounter with the numinous and 

sublime manifests in the realization of connectedness throughout the universe. More importantly, 

this spurs a realization of connectedness throughout humanity. The mission transcripts evoke this 

realization, as it cannot be directly verbalized while experienced. The subtle evidence that the 

Apollo astronauts are becoming conscious to this concept comes across in the distinctly religious 

elements of the flights. On Christmas Eve, 1968 the crew of Apollo 8 orbited the moon while 

reading passages from Genesis that were broadcasted to television sets across the globe: 

03 14 04 47 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
We are now approaching the lunar sunrise, and for all the 
people back on earth, the crew of Apollo 8 has a message 
that we would like to send you. 
03 14 06 56 – LMP (William A. Anders) 
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 
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face of the waters. And God said, "let there be light." And 
there was light. And God saw the light and that it was 
good, and God divided the light from the darkness. 
03 14 07 29 – CMP (James A. Lovell) 
And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called 
Night. And the evening and the morning were the first day. 
And God said, “let there be a firmament in the midst of the 
waters. And let it divide the waters from the waters.” And 
God made the firmament and divided and divided the waters 
which were under the firmament from the waters which were 
above the firmament. And it was so. And God called the 
firmament Heaven. And the evening and the morning were the 
second day. 
03 14 08 07 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
And God said, “let the waters under the Heavens be gathered 
together into one place. And let the dry land appear.” And 
it was so. And God called the dry land Earth. And the 
gathering together of the waters called the seas. And God 
saw that it was good. And from the crew of Apollo 8, we 
close with good .0night, good luck, and Merry Christmas and 
God bless all of you-- all of you on the good Earth. 
... 
03 14 10 26 – CDR (Frank Borman) 
Did you read everything that we had to say there? 
03 14 10 34 – CC (CAPCOM) 
Loud and clear. Thank you for a real good show.142 
 

The Apollo 8 astronauts use not just religious language but a religious passage that serves as 

testimony for their greater, even cosmic level appreciation for the Earth and all its people. 

 The Apollo astronauts themselves were asked by mission control in Houston to describe 

their experience in spaceflight; however, these men were unable fully and directly to verbalize 

what they were truly seeing and feeling: the feeling of their ontological being and entire 

worldview shifting. Their words were sheer accounts of precisely what they were viewing from 

the spacecraft window. The frequent “beautiful,” “pretty,” “magnificent,” or “wonderful” would 

come through the radio transmission, but given the overwhelming liminal state the astronauts 
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were in, one might expect them to make bold and profound observations. This occurrence is due 

to the fact that during the formidable journey, the Apollo astronauts were overwhelmed by the 

sublime. The Apollo astronauts expected their mission to be a discovery of the moon, a foreign 

celestial body, but in turn discovered they were looking back at their own home, planet Earth. In 

this surprising condition, a consciousness was awakened that provided them with the knowledge 

of humankind’s place and responsibility in the universe. The Apollo astronauts were newly 

aware of the luck and fragility of our planet and the connectedness we as a species have with the 

rest of the universe.  
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Figure 9. View of the Moon from the Apollo 10. Hasselblad image from film magazine 35/U - 
Lunar Orbit, Trans-Earth Coast, AS10-35-5255, May 1969, Project Apollo Archive. 
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Figure 10. View of the Earth from the Apollo 10. Hasselblad image from film magazine 35/U - 
Lunar Orbit, Trans-Earth Coast, AS10-35-5179, May 1969, Project Apollo Archive.  
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CHAPTER V: 
THE RETURN FROM HEAVEN, COSMIC DOGMA 

 
To see the earth as it truly is, small and blue and beautiful in that eternal silence where it 
floats, is to see ourselves as riders on the earth together, brothers on that bright 
loveliness in the eternal cold -- brothers who know now they are truly brothers. 

-- Archibald MacLeish 
 
 

The Apollo astronauts were not able to verbalize directly the sublime, numinous creature-

feeling they experienced while onboard their space crafts. However, once they landed and were 

not in the midst of their experience, there was an unmistakable shift in their language when 

describing their experience and relationship with the cosmos. They use colorful language, make 

grand comparisons, and reflect on the literal unearthly height. While on their missions, these 

Apollo astronauts described what they saw using colors and shapes, they now begin or at least 

attempt to describe what they really saw: the sublime. More importantly, they relay what the 

sublime taught them. The Apollo astronauts write in memoirs, express in interviews, and even 

become activists and promoters of the dogma that was born from their mission. They teach 

humanity that (a) communicating the sublime and profoundness of space is incommensurable; 

(b) humanity has great luck in having a planet that sustains us and it is important to maintain it; 

and (c) traveling beyond our atmosphere and seeing the Earth as a whole can get us closer to 

defining humanity’s purpose in the infinite and interconnected universe. 

 In the mission transcripts, the Apollo astronauts’ attempt and failure to verbalize directly 

what they see and feel is proof that communicating the sublime and profoundness of space is 

incommensurable. The Apollo astronauts traveled to the moon and were met with the greatness 

of the universe. While in flight they had difficulty describing their feelings, after having time to 

reflect on what they saw and where they were the Apollo astronauts speak in profound and 
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eloquent ways of the feeling that only they have experienced. Apollo 11 astronaut Neil 

Armstrong, the first man to walk on the lunar surface, writes: 

‘It suddenly struck me that that tiny pea, pretty and blue, was the Earth. I put up my 
thumb and shut one eye, and my thumb blotted out the planet Earth. I didn't feel like a 
giant. I felt very, very small.’143 
 

The Apollo astronauts after landing are better able to express how their experience shrunk their 

perceptions of themselves. In comparison to the Earth the astronauts felt diminutive, but in 

comparison to the infinite universe the astronauts felt minute. They are struck with this 

newfound sense of being as small and powerless. Armstrong understood this after having the 

time to reflect as not a reason to sit back but rather as a reason to move forward. He claims, 

“Mystery creates wonder and wonder is the basis of man's desire to understand.”144 

 This new consciousness of our physical smallness also led the Apollo astronauts to 

recognize how overwhelmed they felt while in spaceflight. Commander of the Apollo 8 Frank 

Borman says: 

‘I think the one overwhelming emotion that we had was when we saw the earth rising in 
the distance over the lunar landscape . . . It makes us realize that we all do exist on one 
small globe. For from 230,000 miles away it really is a small planet.’145 
 

The Apollo astronauts look back at the Earth in a liminal state and are unable to communicate 

how our home planet is monstrous to us but is miniature from their perspective. Now we are 

aware that in the context of the universe our planet is microscopic, but the full weight of this 

                                                
143 Neil Armstrong, quoted in David Wismer, “’Pilots Take No Special Joy In Walking. Pilots Like Flying.’ 

(And Other Memorable Quotes From Neil Armstrong),” Forbes, August 26, 2012, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidwismer/2012/08/26/pilots-take-no-special-joy-in-walking-pilots-like-flying-and-
other-memorable-quotes-from-neil-armstrong/#16040962f7b0.  

 
144 Neil Armstrong, quoted in Wismer, “’Pilots Take No Special Joy In Walking. Pilots Like Flying.’ (And 

Other Memorable Quotes From Neil Armstrong).” 
 
145 Frank Borman, quoted in NASA, Chronology on Science, Technology, and Policy, Science and 

Technology Division, Library of Congress, 10 January 1969, https://history.nasa.gov/AAchronologies/1969.pdf.  
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knowledge experienced by the Apollo astronauts firsthand is profound and baffling. All of their 

training and preparation for their missions could not have prepared them for this, they were even 

surprised at what they felt, as Apollo 11 astronaut Michael Collins expressed, “Oddly enough the 

overriding sensation I got looking at the earth was, my god that little thing is so fragile out 

there.”146 

The inability to communicate the feeling of their experience while it was occurring is not 

only a result of the Apollo astronauts feeling small, but also a result of them feeling spread out 

and connected with the universe. As Apollo 14 astronaut Edgar Mitchell observes: 

‘There was a startling recognition that the nature of the universe was not as I had been 
taught… I not only saw the connectedness, I felt it… I was overwhelmed with the 
sensation of physically and mentally extending out into the cosmos. I realized that this 
was a biological response of my brain attempting to reorganize and give meaning to 
information about the wonderful and awesome processes that I was privileged to 
view.’147 
 

Some Apollo astronauts, such as Edgar Mitchell, are attuned to their lack of expression in 

spaceflight and credit that to the seemingly irrational reality. Mitchell claims that while returning 

from the moon, he, 

‘. . . suddenly experienced the universe as intelligent, loving, harmonious. It occurred 
when looking at Earth and seeing this blue-and-white planet floating there . . . seeing that 
there was a purposefulness of flow, of energy, of time, of space in the cosmos, that it was 
beyond man’s rational ability to understand, that suddenly there was a non-rational way 
of understanding that had been beyond my previous experience.’148 

  

                                                
146 Michael Collins, quoted in In the Shadow of the Moon, directed by David Sington (Discovery Films, 

2007), https://www.amazon.com/gp/video/detail/B01M35RQSM/ref=atv_dl_rdr.  
 
147 Edgar Mitchell, quoted in “Astronaut Quotes,” Overview Institute, 2018, 

https://overviewinstitute.org/astronaut-quotes/.  
 
148 Edgar Mitchell, quoted in George A. Ellis, A Symphony of Silence: An Enlightened Vision (Charleston: 

CreateSpace Independent Publishing, 2015), 218. 
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 The Apollo astronauts return after time to contemplate what they saw and in a poetic 

fashion they fully recognize that they have come back changed. Apollo 15 astronaut James B. 

Irwin notes: 

‘The Earth reminded us of a Christmas tree ornament hanging in the blackness of space. 
As we got further and further away, it [the Earth] diminished in size. Finally it shrank to 
the size of a marble, the most beautiful you can imagine. That beautiful, warm, living 
object looked so fragile, so delicate, that if you touched it with a finger it would crumble 
and fall apart. Seeing this has to change a man, has to make a man appreciate the creation 
of God and the love of God.’149 
 

From this realization of the grandness of our universe, the Apollo astronauts return with a 

perspective that not only dwarfs our planet but also dwarfs our problems. They have seen with 

their own eyes that humanity has great luck in having a planet that sustains us and want the rest 

of the world to recognize that it is important to maintain it. Frank Borman states, “The view of 

the Earth from the Moon fascinated me -- a small disk, 240,000 miles away . . . Raging 

nationalistic interests, famines, wars, pestilence don't show from that distance.”150 Michael 

Collins emphasizes this concept of looking back at the Earth as well, saying, “We could look 

toward the moon, toward Mars, toward our future in space, or we could look back toward the 

Earth, our home, with the problems spawned over a millennium of human occupancy.”151 

 Especially in the context of the late 1960s in the U.S., the new perspective gained by the 

Apollo astronauts is one that expands their sense of being as citizens of the universe. They 

understand now that the problems on Earth are unimportant in the grand context of the cosmos. 

Apollo 14 Edgar Mitchel felt particularly emotional on this issue, declaring, “From out there on 

                                                
149 James B. Irwin, quoted in C.C. Gaither and Alma E. Cavazos-Gaither, eds., Astronomically Speaking: A 

Dictionary of Quotations on Astronomy and Physics (New York: Taylor & Francis Group, 2003), 262. 
 

150 Frank Borman, quoted in Ellis, 218. 
 

151 Michael Collins, quoted in White, 112. 
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the Moon, international politics look so petty. You want to grab a politician by the scruff of the 

neck and drag him a quarter of a million miles out and say, ‘Look at that, you son of a bitch.’”152 

 With their new cosmic sense of being, the Apollo astronauts generally agree that viewing 

the Earth as a whole from space can create a shift in consciousness that may lead toward world 

peace. Apollo 17 astronaut Gene Cernan said, “You . . . say to yourself, that’s humanity, love, 

feeling, and thought. You don’t see the barriers of color and religion and politics that divide this 

world. You wonder, if you could get everyone in the world up there, wouldn’t they have a 

different feeling?”153 Cernan is confident that having the firsthand experience of space travel 

outside of low-Earth orbit changes the perception of domestic divisions. Michael Collins was 

asked the difference between unity and world peace and whether or not space exploration helps 

to accomplish either. Collins responded, 

‘Yes [they are different] . . . Another sense of it is this: we made a trip around the world 
after Apollo 11. People came up to us and said, ‘We did it!’ Not “You Americans did it.” 
They felt that “we humans” had done it. It was a short-lived attitude, but something like a 
lunar landing can have that kind of effect.’154 

 
Collins believes that seeing pictures of the Earth as a whole is not enough to fundamentally 

change one’s sense of being on a planetary level.155 One must be there and experience it 

firsthand to receive the full implications of the experience. 

 
 Traveling beyond our atmosphere and seeing the Earth as a whole transformed the Apollo 

astronauts’ sense of humanity’s place in the universe and what we can and should be doing as 

                                                
152 Edgar Mitchell, quoted in “Edgar Mitchell’s Strange Voyage,” People Magazine, April 8, 1974, 

https://people.com/archive/edgar-mitchells-strange-voyage-vol-1-no-6/.  
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citizens of the universe. They return with a new dogma that they wish to impart on our species. 

Neil Armstrong wishes for us to embrace mystery and solve the issues of Earth because there is 

so much beyond ourselves we have yet to explore, saying in a joint meeting of Congress: 

‘In the next twenty centuries . . . humanity may begin to understand its most baffling 
mystery—where are we going? The earth is, in fact, traveling many thousands of miles 
per hour in the direction of the constellation Hercules—to some unknown destination in 
the cosmos. Man must understand his universe in order to understand his destiny. 
Mystery, however, is a very necessary ingredient in our lives. Mystery creates wonder 
and wonder is the basis for man’s desire to understand. Who knows what mysteries will 
be solved in our lifetime, and what new riddles will become the challenge of the new 
generation? Science has not mastered prophesy. We predict too much for the next year 
yet far too little for the next ten. Responding to challenges is one of democracy’s great 
strengths. Our successes in space can be used in the next decade in the solution of many 
of our planet’s problems.’156 
 

Armstrong bestows his new cosmic sense of being onto members of Congress to motivate them 

to continue pushing for exploration as it may answer the questions humankind has wondered 

about our place in the universe and our purpose here on Earth. He also emphasizes the idea of 

freedom and of extending our perspective: “In my own view, the important achievement of 

Apollo was a demonstration that humanity is not forever chained to this planet, and our visions 

go rather further than that, and our opportunities are unlimited.”157 

 In their newfound articulation of their experience traveling to the moon, the most present 

commonality between Apollo astronaut dogmas is their reflection of seeing the Earth. Their 

training and preparation exclusively points to exploration of the moon and lunar surface, but to 

their surprise, they almost learned more from the Earth. The language that they use to describe 

                                                
156 Neil Armstrong, quoted in US House of Representatives, Joint Meeting of the Two Houses of Congress 

to Receive the Apollo 11 Astronauts, Congressional Record, September 16, 1969, 
https://www.hq.nasa.gov/alsj/a11/A11CongressJOD.html.  

 
157 Neil Armstrong, quoted in US House of Representatives. 
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Earth is beautiful and poetic unlike the language they used while in spaceflight. Edgar Mitchell 

describes the experience of looking back at the Earth fluently: 

‘Suddenly, from behind the rim of the Moon, in long, slow-motion moments of immense 
majesty, there emerges a sparkling blue and white jewel, a light, delicate sky-blue sphere 
laced with slowly swirling veils of white, rising gradually like a small pearl in a thick sea 
of black mystery. It takes more than a moment to fully realize this is Earth . . . home.’158 

 
There is indeed a vast difference between a sublime experience and the communication of it. The 

Apollo astronauts are forced into press and interviews and consistently being asked, “What was 

it like?” when there is still difficultly in accurately describing the actual experience of seeing the 

Earth as a whole from the darkness of space. However, when they return they are not only 

equipped with the language it takes to describe what they saw but also equipped with the lessons 

they learned from their experience. They learned that we on Earth are lucky to have a planet that 

sustains us, and instead of taking part in war and destruction, we should further expand out into 

the universe because we have the freedom and the resources to learn from it. This has the 

potential to define our species’ purpose in the infinite and interconnected universe. As Apollo 15 

astronaut Alfred Worden learned while he was in space, “Now I know why I’m here. Not for a 

closer look at the Moon, but to look back at our home, the Earth.”159 

 

                                                
158 Edgar Mitchell, quoted in “NASA Administrator Remembers Apollo-Era Astronaut Edgar Mitchell,” 

NASA, February 5, 2016, https://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasa-administrator-remembers-apollo-era-astronaut-
edgar-mitchell.  

 
159 Alfred Worden, quoted in “Alfred M. Worden,” International Space Hall of Fame at the New Mexico 

Museum of Space History, http://www.nmspacemuseum.org/halloffame/detail.php?id=84.  
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Figure 11. Sporting reading glasses, Walter Cunningham takes notes from space. Hasselblad 
image from film magazine 4/N - Earth Orbit, AS07-4-1586, October 1968, Project Apollo 
Archive. 
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Figure 12. Apollo 9 astronaut David Scott gazes at planet Earth from the porch of the 
Command/Service Module (CSM) nicknamed “Gumdrop,” seen with the open hatch. Hasselblad 
image from film magazine 20/E - Earth orbit, EVA, AS09-20-3065, March 1969, Project Apollo 
Archive. 
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EPILOGUE 
 

 Space and celestial bodies are dramatic geographies with dramatic symbols, and sacred, 

holy, and supernatural associations. While space and religion are clearly interconnected, space 

and space travel have deeper implications and strong potential for uniting the human race. The 

Apollo astronauts, isolated in the dark and desolate far reaches of space, saw all the goodness 

and life accumulated onto one round mass floating singularly. When reflecting on this 

perspective it is difficult to not think about how serendipitous, to an absurd extreme, it is that the 

contents of that blue marble should be our species. Even as far as the Apollo astronauts could 

see, we are the lucky ones. We must not take for granted the Earth that sustains us. We must act 

as a capable species to protect our only known sustainable residence. 

The contents of this thesis has proven that the Apollo program was a quintessentially 

human project that aimed to and succeeded in establishing a means for a global civil religion 

under a new cosmic sense of being—one that has the potential to unite our species under the 

concept of our shared humanity and positionality in the universe. Every existing thing in the 

universe is interconnected, proving that human beings have the propensity to dispel any 

boundary, any difference, any hatred or absurdity that sets us apart. The Apollo astronauts saw 

the Earth as a whole, could hide it behind their thumbs, and knew that peace was and always will 

be possible. 

It is surprising that more scholarly work on the Apollo mission transcripts has yet to 

come to fruition, as these documents are not only historical but also rich in potential 

philosophical and anthropological findings. The Apollo missions are worth studying as interest 

in returning to the moon has had a recent surge. NASA released a statement in September 2018 

stating: 
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Although Americans first walked on its surface almost 50 years ago, our explorers left 
footprints at only six sites, during a total of 16 days on the surface. The next wave of 
lunar exploration will be fundamentally different. NASA is building a plan for Americans 
to orbit the Moon starting in 2023, and land astronauts on the surface no later than the 
late 2020s. This will be the first chance for the majority of people alive today to witness a 
Moon landing – a moment when, in awe and wonder, the world holds its breath.160 
 

Humans will soon return to the moon. In this preparation it may be critical that more scholars 

study specifically the Apollo mission transcripts in order to analyze the cognitive and ontological 

effects of space travel beyond low-Earth orbit. After more humans make the journey to the moon 

in the new context of the 21st century, we will better understand the consequences that seeing 

Earth as a whole from space can have on a person’s ontological sense of being. But as of now, 

only the few privileged individuals who left the Earth’s pull, the Apollo astronauts, understand 

that transformation. Even the more than 500 people who have been to space since the end of the 

Apollo program have not left low-Earth orbit and have not seen the Earth as a whole. This is why 

the Apollo mission transcripts bring a nuance and added profoundness to the wisdom the Apollo 

astronauts impart on the global population upon return. 

 If this thesis were to be expanded as a larger research project, it would include analysis of 

the other Apollo missions that did not fit the scope of a year-long project. These transcripts can 

also be examined and compared to other spaceflight missions that did not leave low-Earth orbit 

such as the Gemini missions of 1965 and 1966, or the more recent ongoing International Space 

Station missions. The future of space exploration holds other important points of study relevant 

to this thesis, most significantly SpaceX’s Elon Musk teaming with Japanese billionaire Yusaku 

Maezawa to orbit the moon as early as 2023. SpaceX will provide their BFR spaceship-rocket 

combo and Maezawa will bring six to eight artists including musicians, film directors, painters, 

                                                
160 “NASA Unveils Sustainable Campaign to Return to Moon, on to Mars,” NASA, ed. Karen Northon, 

September 26, 2018, https://www.nasa.gov/feature/nasa-unveils-sustainable-campaign-to-return-to-moon-on-to-
mars.  
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fashion designers, and poets for the project they label #dearMoon.161 This truly fulfills Apollo 8 

astronaut Frank Borman’s request, “What they should’ve sent was poets, because I don’t think 

we captured in its entirety the grandeur of what we had seen.”162 

 Our new era of space exploration tells us that space and the moon are for everyone. Not 

just the American patriots, the “can-do, top-gun, right-stuff pilots,” but also the artists, thinkers, 

creators.163 It is important that not only the study of space continue but also the exploration of 

space. Beth Moses, Chief Astronaut Instructor for Virgin Galactic and first women to make a 

spaceflight on a commercially launched vehicle, said: 

‘One of the things that I believe in is that if a greater slice of humanity can experience 
spaceflight, it will translate to untold benefits and changes on Earth. What if every world 
leader saw Earth from space? It might be a more gentle, kind planet.’164 
 
After my analysis of the Apollo mission transcripts and documenting their transformation 

from astronauts and explorers to poets and mystics, I hope to see the increase in space tourism 

and subsequent reflection on the lessons human beings can bring back. In the words of Apollo 

astronaut Gene Cernan: 

‘You can’t return home without feeling that difference… You wonder, if only everyone 
could relate to the beauty and the purposefulness of it, the reality of the infinity of time 
and space, how our star moves through time and space with such logic and purpose.’165 

 

                                                
161 Amy Thompson, “SpaceX Will Send Yusaku Maezawa (And Artists!) To the Moon,” Wired, September 

18, 2018, https://www.wired.com/story/spacex-will-send-yusaku-maezawa-and-artists-to-the-moon/. 
 

162 Earthrise, directed by Emmanuel Vaughan-Lee (Go Project Films, 2018), 
https://www.earthrisefilm.com/.  

 
163 Schwartz, 99. 
 
164 Alex Ruppenthal, “Former NASA Engineer’s Interesting Take on Women in Science,” WTTW, May 11, 

2017, https://news.wttw.com/2017/05/11/former-nasa-engineer-s-interesting-take-women-science.  
 
165 White, 23. 
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As a species, we must listen to the dogma of the Apollo astronauts. Through their experience 

they have transformed into poets and mystics with a new cosmic sense of being. This perhaps 

allows them to understand better the answers to humanity’s collective purpose not just as a 

planetary species but a cosmic species. The future of space exploration and of humanity’s next 

destination in the cosmos may rely on these poets. 

 

 
 
Figure 13. Within the Mobile Quarantine Facility, Apollo 11 astronauts (left to right) Michael 
Collins, Edwin E. Aldrin Jr. and Neil A. Armstrong relax following their successful lunar landing 
mission. NASA. 
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A REFLECTION: 
RIDERS ON EARTH TOGETHER, BROTHERS IN ETERNAL COLD 

 
Archibald MacLeish166 

 

Men’s conception of themselves and of each other has always depended on their notion 

of the earth. When the earth was the World -- all the world there was -- and the stars were lights 

in Dante’s heaven, and the ground beneath men's feet roofed Hell, they saw themselves as 

creatures at the center of the universe, the sole, particular concern of God -- and from that high 

place they ruled and killed and conquered as they pleased. 

And when, centuries later, the earth was no longer the World but a small, wet spinning 

planet in the solar system of a minor star off at the edge of an inconsiderable galaxy in the 

immeasurable distances of space -- when Dante’s heaven had disappeared and there was no Hell 

(at least no Hell beneath the feet) -- men began to see themselves not as God-directed actors at 

the center of a noble drama, but as helpless victims of a senseless farce where all the rest were 

helpless victims also and millions could be killed in world-wide wars or in blasted cities or in 

concentration camps without a thought or reason but the reason -- if we call it one -- of force. 

Now, in the last few hours, the notion may have changed again. For the first time in all of 

time men have seen it not as continents or oceans from the little distance of a hundred miles or 

two or three, but seen it from the depth of space; seen it whole and round and beautiful and small 

as even Dante -- that “first imagination of Christendom” -- had never dreamed of seeing it; as the 

Twentieth Century philosophers of absurdity and despair were incapable of guessing that it 

might be seen. And seeing it so, one question came to the minds of those who looked at it. “Is it 

                                                
166 Archibald MacLeish was an American poet, writer, lawyer, politician, veteran, and three-time Pulitzer 

Prize winner. This reflection was written for and published by The New York Times on Christmas Day, 1968. The 
night prior, the astronauts of Apollo 8 read passages from Genesis in a live television broadcast as they orbited 
moon for the first time in human history. 
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inhabited?” they said to each other and laughed -- and then they did not laugh. What came to 

their minds a hundred thousand miles and more into space – “half way to the moon” they put it -- 

what came to their minds was the life on that little, lonely, floating planet; that tiny raft in the 

enormous, empty night. “Is it inhabited?” 

The medieval notion of the earth put man at the center of everything. The nuclear notion 

of the earth put him nowhere -- beyond the range of reason even -- lost in absurdity and war. 

This latest notion may have other consequences. Formed as it was in the minds of heroic 

voyagers who were also men, it may remake our image of mankind. No longer that preposterous 

figure at the center, no longer that degraded and degrading victim off at the margins of reality 

and blind with blood, man may at last become himself. 

To see the earth as it truly is, small and blue and beautiful in that eternal silence where it 

floats, is to see ourselves as riders on the earth together, brothers on that bright loveliness in the 

eternal cold -- brothers who know now they are truly brothers.167 

 

 

  

                                                
167 Archibald MacLeish, “A Reflection: Riders on Earth Together, Brothers in Eternal Cold,” The New York 

Times, December 25, 1968. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Figure 1. Gene Cernan and Jack Schmitt photographed by Ron Evans during Apollo 17's journey 

back to Earth. 35mm image from film magazine 163/TT, AS17-163-24149, December 
1972, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 2. Apollo 17 astronaut Eugene Cernan on his third and final lunar excursion (EVA) in a 

photo taken by astronaut Harrison Schmitt. Cernan and Schmitt are the last humans to 
walk on the moon. Hasselblad image from film magazine 140/E, AS17-140-21391, 
December 19672, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 3. Apollo 11 astronaut Edwin (“Buzz) Aldrin, Jr. prepares to deploy the first Early Apollo 

Scientific Experiments Package (EASEP) on the surface of the moon. Hasselblad image 
from film magazine 40/S – EVA, AS11-40-5942, July 1969, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 4. Astronaut Walter Cunningham, Apollo 7 lunar module pilot, photographed during the 

Apollo 7 mission. Hasselblad image from film magazine 4/N - Earth Orbit, AS07-4-1584, 
October 1968, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 5. Fallen Astronaut statue and the name plaque on the surface of the moon to 

commemorate the astronauts and cosmonauts who have died in the advancement of space 
exploration. Hasselblad image from film magazine 88/TT - EVA-3, AS15-88-11893, 
August 1971, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 6. The sun reflects off of Apollo 12 astronaut Alan Bean, photographed on the lunar 

surface. Hasselblad image from film magazine 46/Y - EVA-1, AS12-46-6818, November 
1969, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 7. The sun peeking out from behind the Earth. Hasselblad image from film magazine 

148/NN - Earth, LM Inspection, Orbital, AS17-148-22613, December 1972, Project 
Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 8. Earthrise, taken on Christmas Eve, 1968, by Apollo 8 astronaut William Anders. 

Hasselblad image from film magazine 14/B - Lunar Orbit, Trans-Earth Coast, AS08-14-
2383, December 1968, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 9. View of the Moon from the Apollo 10. Hasselblad image from film magazine 35/U - 

Lunar Orbit, Trans-Earth Coast, AS10-35-5255, May 1969, Project Apollo Archive. 
 
Figure 10. View of the Earth from the Apollo 10. Hasselblad image from film magazine 35/U - 

Lunar Orbit, Trans-Earth Coast, AS10-35-5179, May 1969, Project Apollo Archive. 
 
Figure 11. Sporting reading glasses, Walter Cunningham takes notes from space. Hasselblad 

image from film magazine 4/N - Earth Orbit, AS07-4-1586, October 1968, Project 
Apollo Archive. 
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Figure 12. Apollo 9 astronaut David Scott gazes at planet Earth from the porch of the 

Command/Service Module (CSM) nicknamed “Gumdrop,” seen with the open hatch. 
Hasselblad image from film magazine 20/E - Earth orbit, EVA, AS09-20-3065, March 
1969, Project Apollo Archive. 

 
Figure 13. Within the Mobile Quarantine Facility, Apollo 11 astronauts (left to right) Michael 

Collins, Edwin E. Aldrin Jr. and Neil A. Armstrong relax following their successful lunar 
landing mission. NASA. 


