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Fundamentalist Propaganda?

Good grief! Is The Planetarian a professional publica-
tion for those of us who earn our livings in planetaria,
or has it become a journal of Christian fundamentalist
propaganda?

In the December 1990 issue I read the astonishing
statement by the editor, “Christ and Herod were real
people who were born and died on real dates,” when
there is certainly no convincing historical proof in the
case of the former. If the editor has made some such
earthshaking discovery, he should share it with the
world of theological and historical academe, not confine
it to the relatively obscure pages of our humble journal.

There follows a five page article, replete with 45
(count ‘em) footnotes, no doubt to create the illusion of
scholarly rigor, in which we nevertheless read, “.... his
[Jesus'] first miracle was done rather secretly ... “ and “
... he then openly taught and did miracles at Passover
..." I have no quarrel with anyone’s religious proclivi-
ties, but it is reprehensible to present items of religious
faith, i. e., miracles, as historical fact. Neither Josephus
nor Suetonius, who wrote more extensively and con-
temporaneously about the century in question than did
the anonymous author (s) of the Gospels, seem to have
noticed this alleged troublesome miracle-worker. Fur-
thermore, none of this has any discernable relevance to
the planetarium, unless it be to try to legitimize the
annual trotting out (by some) of the pedagogically irre-
sponsible S. O. B. (“Star of Bethlehem”) shows to help
pay the rent.

Next we learn that it was Galileo, not the dimwitted
and dogmatic Church authorities, who was to blame for
that sorry episode in the history of intellectual inquiry.

I can hardly wait for the next issue to see whether
there will be an article on “scientific creationism”, or
perhaps to learn why God “made the stars also” after
He had created the sun, moon and earth—or even to
discover the answer to the ultimate mystery of where
the wives of Cain and Abel came from.

No wonder we are rearing a nation of scientific illit-
erates! ‘

James H. Sharp
Albert Einstein Planetarium
Washington D.C.

Holy cow! I've been called anti-religious and anti-
Christian, but it’s a new experience to be called a fundamen-
talist! Oh, the abuse.

Ironically, the issue of Nature that arrived the same
day as the above letter contains an article in the “Scientific
Correspondence” section (Vol. 348, p. 684) in which a Cam-
bridge metallurgist and an Oxford astrophysicist use lunar
eclipse observations to attempt to date the crucifixion. In their
footnotes (added, no doubt, to create the illusion of scholarly
rigor) they cite references in the Quarterly Journal of the
Royal Astronomical Society and the Philosophical Trans-
actions of the Royal Society. Here, it seems, are three more
upstart fundamentalist journals whose propaganda contrib-
utes to scientific illiteracy.

I feel no need to justify publishing these articles, but I
offered the authors the opportunity to do so. John Pratt
declined “to dignify such vitriolic invective with a reply.”
John Appeldoorn writes:

Galileo’s niche in the history of science is secure,
but he did have his faults, and he did make serious mis-
takes, though we may not like to be reminded of them.

If Mr. Sharp wants to take issue with the facts of
Galileo’s life as I have presented them, he should be
more specific, and give some counter-evidence. It serves
no purpose to pretend that Galileo was merely an inno-
cent victim, or to sweep his shortcomings under a rug.

Moon Phase Dial Info Wanted

For several years I have used a very useful device, a
“Moon Phase Dial.” It consists of two parts which are
connected by a paper fastener, and it is used to compute
moon phase rising and setting times. I am trying to
locate the source of this dial. My copy says “Washing-
ton County Planetarium” on it. Does anyone know
where the Washington County Planetarium is and who
invented this dial? I would like to give credit to the orig-
inator and ask permission to have it incorporated into
activities I will be distributing. If you have information
on it, please contact me.

Katherine Becker
5103 Burt St.
Omaha Nebraska 68132

Seat Orientation

We may change our seat orientation in the next year.
We are considering having all the seats face the console.
Since many of our lessons are for school groups, this
would allow our lecturers to have better control of stu-
dent behavior by being able to shine a flashlight into the
eyes of a misbehaving student. We use our planetarium
for teaching regular astronomy classes, too. The instruc-
tor has to move from in front of the students for regular
discussion to the console to use the instrument and
other equipment. A console orientation allows the
instructor to teach and operate the equipment from one
location. We are interested in hearing from others who
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have used this arrangement and are able to gauge its
success.

Jeffrey L. Hunt, Planetarium Director

Waubonsie Valley High School

2590 Route 34

Aurora, Illinois 60504

708-851-7900

fax 708-844-0269

The Astronomers

In the December 1990 issue you graciously included
my letter to the editor in which I described the upcom-
ing Astronomers PBS TV series and asked for contribu-
tions to a resource list.

Rita Mortenson at the Kansas City Museum was the
only contributor so far, so I put together a list. Would
you please announce that it exists, and ask people to
send a stamped, self-addressed envelope to me here at
The Adler if they’d like a copy, and I'll send them one.

High school and junior college teachers can also
write for the poster, curriculum and resource guides
and career brochure to Ms. Judy Ravitz, KCET, 4401
Sunset Blvd., Los Angeles, California, 90027.

I've seen the 12-minute tape of series highlights,
and the visual effects are gorgeous (computer-
generated imagery). If you want to borrow a copy of
the tape, contact Sarah Lesch, of the Lippin Group, at
213-965-1990.

April Whitt

The Adler Planetarium
1300 S. Lake Shore Dr.

Chicago, Illinois 60605

Safe Eclipse Viewing

Seven safety and astronomy organizations have
formed a coalition to produce three documents to
ensure safe observations and precautions for the July 11,
1991, solar eclipse. These include a media release, a bro-
chure for the general public on safe observing, and an
information sheet for educators planning to instruct oth-
ers in safe observing practices.

A direct mail campaign will distribute these materi-
als to about 2,000 planetariums, museums, astronomy
clubs and universities. While the media release and the
brochure will only describe indirect methods of solar
viewing, the information sheet will list approved direct
viewing methods. Any educator or organization who
has not received these materials in the direct mail cam-
paign by May 1, 1991, should send a self-addressed,
stamped, business-size envelope and $1.00 (for postage
and handling) to:

Safe Eclipse Viewing
National Safety Council
Department PR-28

444 North Michigan Avenue
Chicago, Iilinois 60611
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From the
Editor’s Keyboard

I’d like to announce two important additions to the
editorial staff.

Alan Davenport, Director of the Planetarium at the
University of Maine, in Orono, will take over the script
section beginning with the next issue. It's an important
column, and I wish him well. If you have ideas about
scripting matters, please direct them to Alan.

And Charles Hemann of the University of Arkansas
Planetarium in Little Rock, Arkansas, will assume the
Computer Corner with the next issue. Likewise, please
direct computer-related items to him. Keith Johnson
understandably predicts that his new duties as Secre-
tary-Membership Chairman will consume all of his dis-
cretionary time. I'd like to thank him for four years of
delightful contributions.

No associate editors live outside the United States.
This is very simply because no persons from outside the
United States have volunteered to participate! If you
would like to help, please let me know.

Classified Ads

Send Classified Ads to the Editor (see page 3 for
address). There is no charge for non-commercial
listings.
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