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Letters
to the
Editor

‘94 Conference Dates

I have a strong personal conviction that the coming 1’5
Conference, hosted by Mike Hutton in Cocoa, Florida in
1994, will better serve IPS members and be a much better
conference if it is held in October instead of the planned
time in July. I sought and received the approval of then-
IPS President Terence Murtagh to survey the membership
on the idea of moving the conference dates to the Colum-
bus Day weekend. Mike helped to write the opinion poll
question.

Your opinion please. Should we have IPS '94 in
Cocoa, Florida during Space Week and the 25th anniver-
sary of the moon landing (July 20) or should it be moved
to Columbus Day (second Monday) weekend in October?

If we have our Conference during Space Week (July),
we have the advantage of being part of the celebration and
may have access to big name speakers.

If we have our Conference around Columbus Day
(October) we will have better weather (cooler and dryer),
the hotels will be less crowded (we can obtain a better
room rate), we will have much easier access to the nearby
Space Camp and the Kennedy Space Center (both of
which will be running at capacity during July), the host
planetarium’s new building will be more complete and
operating more smoothly, we can negotiate a better rate
for a pre[post conference visit to Disney World, including
a behind-the-scenes tour, and we may be able to charter
the cruise ship Oceanic for part of our conference.

Realizing that many IPS members are public school
employees, we hope that if the conference is staged in
October, that you will be able to obtain the needed two
additional days away from school for your professional,
biennial conference in 1994.

—— Let’s move the Conference to October, 1994.

——— Let’s leave the Conference at the originally
proposed time in July, 1994.

About half the IPS membership responded to the poll,
giving it 99% validity for the entire membership, and 61%
voted for moving the dates to October.

This percentage is not in the minutes of the Council
meeting, where the poll was considered, and the Council
vote was unanimous against moving the dates. Council
has, of course, the total responsibility for this decision, but

I am amazed that it ignored the wishes of a clear majority

of its members and I want the membership of IPS to know
what has happened.

Don Hall

Strasenburgh Planetarium

Rochester, New York

Astronomists?

I think that Katherine Becker and Dave Hostetter (Jane’s
Corner, December 1991) have missed a plausible definition
of the word “astronomists.” Could this be a combination of
an astronomer and an optimist? Thus it would mean those
who gaze skywards hopefully and would apply to a whole
range of astronomers from those who go out night after
night to those who travel half way round the globe to see
an eclipse.

Incidentally, the “check spelling” facility on my com-
puter queries the word “astronomist.” Should I now add it
to its dictionary?

Ian Giddings
Gallowgate, Aberdeen, UK

Christmas Star Shows

Should I be pleased or upset with your references to my
letter to the editor about my concern with Christmas Star
shows in your article “In Defense of Christmas Star
Shows” (December 1991)?

I take great issue with you when you categorize me as
being a part of a small vocal group of creationists. I agree
that my referenced letter was ambiguous about presenting
all the facts. Yes, you printed what I wrote, but I am sorry
that I did not put my complete thoughts in that letter. You
have a record of attacking the intentions of other people
who disagree with your conjunction hypothesis.

I respect Carl Wenning’s work and his dedication to the
planetarium profession. We have had repeated and lively
conversations about the star. He has done the research. I've
asked a few probing questions and he has supplied
answers to his satisfaction. Are we conspiring creationists?
No. Do I believe his glory hypothesis? No. I added his
glory hypothesis to Christmas Star presentations along
with the meteor, comet, and conjunction. Then I offered
reasons why all of them are unsatisfactory. The glory
hypothesis is unscientific. Unlike the conjunction hypothe-
sis, the glory cannot be tested. When I said “offer all the
ideas ...” that is what I meant. In my humble opinion,
there are no current explanations that fit the observations,
regardless of the names of prestigious astronomers you
invoke!

Furthermore, after you wrote your editorial comment in
vol 12, #2, I sent you another letter and some position
papers I wrote against teaching creation-science in the
schools. I've been an outspoken critic of the cries for equal
time and balanced treatment in the local media for over a
decade. I wrote letters, against a balanced treatment law, to
my state legislators when the topic came before the Illinois
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legislature several years ago. Apparently, those documents
were Jost in the mail as you said you never received them.
At a later date when I asked you to print the letter you said
that my response was no longer timely and that it would
not be printed.

I have an alternative to the Christmas Star show. I've
called it Rites of the Season. Carl and I cannibalized part of
an Abrams script that we initially used for a Christmas star
show. Over time I realized that I needed another December
show, because of my ethical concerns about how to present
the show without giving support to astrology and religion.
I developed Rites of the Season from parts of the joint script
by relating the many holidays of the year with astronomy.
Dave Linton of Parkland College revised Rites for his the-
ater and even presented it to the GLPA conference when
we met there in 1989. 1 am sure that the conferees who
heard my reasons for working with Rites of the Season
would say that I'm not a creationist, but quite the contrary.
Carl made a major rewrite of it for his 1990 production.

If you or anybody wants to use the Christmas Star as
promotion to raise revenues, at least be honest and say that
you need the money. I readily accept that as a reason.
Make it part of your statement of mission in a similar fash-
ion that light shows are used: Raise revenue, expose another
group to the planetarium, etc. Present the Christmas show
because a segment of your population demands it, it fills
your theater, and boosts revenue. I will never argue
against multipurpose uses for anybody’s dome, especially
when I see many colleagues trying to make it through diffi-
cult economic times. :

You exploited my incomplete letter, especially when
you had personal knowledge of my anti-creationist opin-
ions. If I were in your position (and I'm not after it) of writ-
ing and editing a feature article for a major publication in
our field, I would refrain from insulting colleagues who
disagree with my opinions. I will remain active on this
issue, when appropriate, and other difficult questions that
affect our profession. I won’t ask for a retraction because of
your history in The Planetarian is to personally attack any-
body who disagrees with your conjunction hypothesis and
then get the last word because you are the editor.

Jeffrey Hunt

about the role of religion and myth in civilization suggest-
ed by Mickey Schmidt (p. 30) sounds interesting and suit-
able, it is so far from the Christmas shows that are given or
are likely to be given on a widespread basis that I doubt its
relevance to the discussion of “Star of Bethlehem” shows.

The notion that even you think that it is better than 50-
50 that no actual astronomical event occurred (p. 23: “Per-
sonally, I feel there is a slightly more than even chance that
[“popular poetry” invented later to improve the story] is
the correct explanation for the star) only emphasizes, in my
view, the misleading nature of the “Christmas show” to
most visitors.

I think you underestimate how bothersome it is to non-
Christians to have a “Christmas show,” and therefore how
important it is to stay clear of seeming to endorse or to
emphasize the majority religion. The Letter to the Editor in
the same [December] issue replying to someone who
didn’t understand the importance of the distinction
between Jesus, a person, and Christ, an ecclesiastical title,
shows further how narrow the proper path is and illustra-
tes to me that planetarians should just stay away from it.

I think that attendance will increase during the Decem-
ber school vacations no matter what you show. A show
entitled “winter solstice” should do well, as would ones on
many other astronomical topics. Why not try a “winter sol-
stice” show one year!

Jay Pasachoff
Williams College
Williamstown, Massachusetts
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