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"IF I ASCEND THE HEAVENS" 

November 17, 1957 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

A tew ot us have seen the Russian satellites orbiting above our heads. •ore ot 

us have heard rebroadcasts of the radio sounds which they signal back to earth. 

These two tl.ying objects moving about our earth at incredible speeds signalize dra

matically the dawning ot a new age. It will be oa]Jed the age ot space flight. it 

will be the age in which previously earth-bound man will cut ott this earth limi

tation and will begin to adventure into and pioneer some or the rrmtiers ot the 

universe. It seems that in the history ot human invention man's fancy, man's 
out-runs 

imaginatim,/his capacity to produce. Well over three thousand years ago, Greek 

legend tells us of a master mechanic, J>aedalua, created the first successful man 

flight, This very mechanic was imprisoned by the king of Crete, but the usual 

avenues ot escape were closed to hill. He resolved to try and .tly over his guards 

and thus escape the prison house. He took the feathers ot many birds and he 
birdlike 

fashioned them into a pair of/wings held together by clay and by wax, and he put 

these wings upon his shoulders and arms and upon the shoulders and arms ot his son 

Icarus and they began to fly, and escape this prison. And the legend tells us that 

Daedalus did indeed success~y escape from Crete as tar as Sicizy by air. Only 

his son failed in the flight, because he attempted to fly too high into the heavens, 

and the heat or the sun's rays burnt the waa which was holding the wings together 

and he plunged into the sea. And according to tradition, these winga which Daedalus 
the prison at 

used to escape from/Crete were dedicated at the temple of Apollo in Sicily, kept 

there by the altar as reminder to man of this great accomplishment not to be re

peated for sane three thousand years. And after three thouaarxi years of thinking, 

ot imagining, after men like the universal genius Leonardo da Vinci had actually 



sketched a workable scheme tor a flying machine, man within our lifetime, at least 

within the lifetime or some who are here, learnt the art of ~ng, and now va 

think nothing of spanning this continent in a matter of hours. 

Space flight grew in much the same wq. For a century now, we have bean told 

by the writers of science fiction about new worlds into which we can ascend. It ii 
' 
I a century exactly since Mr. Jules Verne wrote a very beautiful and imaginative story 

about a rocket train to the moon. And he and Mr. B. G. Wells and their many, many 

co-authors in the field of science fiction made our minds familiar vi th the geography 

ot other planets, with Martian men, and with sane of the scientific difficulties ot 

space travel. And we all remember, I think, with tolerant good ht,111or that day some 

twenty years ago when Mr. Orson Welles produced near-panic on the eastern seaboa-rd 

of our country when in a very realistic radio broadcast he described the landing 

upon the fields and marshes of New Jersey of some thousands of men from M.-s. Most 

of us, as. late as October third of this year consigned most of this discussion 

about the possibilities of apace fiigh,to the area of science fiction. It was a 

literary conceit. It was a product of man's imagination, and 'We felt it had little 

real possibility of being made part of the program of our daily lives. October 

tour we awoke, and we awoke to a new age. Sputnick I was flying above our head• 

• at eighteen thousand or near to eighteen thou.sand miles per hour. It took it les1 

than ninety minutes to circumnavigate the globe. This year, which had seen ua 
, generations 

enjoy the limitations or •everal k,o, which thought that it was still a matter of 

dare 'Whether a man could oirawnnavigate the globe in forty dqa, thia generation, 

this year we had to accustom. ourselves to the possibility of circling the earth in 

a matter ot minutes. We awoke in a new age, the dawning of a new century. We a.oke 

to many new problems and concerns nth which I should like to deal this morning. 

What will this new age mean for man? It will mean first ot all, I think, that 

we will have to accustom ourselves to entirely new concept ot distance and of 1peed. 



Some ot us are still •qed at the possibility of boarding a flight here in 

Cleveland and three or four hours later arriving at our Pacific coast.. We are 

overwhelmed by the speed of the Sputniok, close to eighteen thc~usand and some 

miles. And yet we will have to accustom ourselves to even greater speed, and 
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and even more telescoped distarices, because the scientists are telling us that in 

the years ahead, through means of new paver propulsions, through ions and by means 
sane day 

ot photons, man vill •-- learn to travel at speeds close to the speed of sound, 

close to 186,000 miles per second. And Venue, our nearest planet, which is twenty

five millions of miles away at the nearest point between its orbit and ours, and 

Mars, which is thirty-five millions of miles awq, will seem to be as close to us 

as Tokyo ar IDndon or Rome. And the nearest star, which is twnty-fi ve tril l:i on, 

two hundred billions of miles from this earth, can be reached in a matter of years, 

rather than of centuries. Man will begin to explore first the near reaches of 

this universe of ours, and then he will probe ever turther into the mysterioua 

unknown which surrounds our earth. It promises to be a peat and wonderful age 

in which to live, tar us and tor our children and tor our children's children. 

None of us . can conceive of what this new age will mean for man. None of us lmovs 
,.. 

about the new discoveries .about the fundamental laws of the universe, those laws 

which govern the moveme~t of the most gigantic ot galaxies . o~ mill.ions of stare 

and the movements and genesis and decay of the most minute sub-atomic particle. 

PrincipaU,y, this new ~e vill bring to us in this generat,ion ne·11 knowledge, 

because the satellites and the rockets and the space ships will be used first and 

foremost tor research. We will be told a great deal about the nature of the atmos

phere which surrounds our world. We will learn a great deal more than we now know 

about that which causes our weather to change. Long range weather forecasting 

will become a matter ot d•t-ailed accuracy, and one can imagine the great blessing 

and boon that this will be to man. We will be less and lesa subject to the appar

ent whims or nature. Scientists tell us we will be able to predict years ot 
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drought and years of excessive rain, the genesis of the tremendous tropical storms 

which so disturb that part of tbs world. We may even learn how to make the great 

deserts blossan and the trozen north-lands grow again with greenery. We will 

learn a great deal about the use of our radio and television waves, how to make it 

possible for them to travel unimpeded and unintertered with through our space. 

We will be able to map the mineral resources ot this world and to map accurately 

the topography or our earth. We will learn a great deal more about that mysterious 

tarce which ve call radiation. Medical science especially will be interested in 

. the ef'fect of cosmic radiation, of all types of short wave radiation upon human 

tissue, am in these studies they may find cures tar the diseases which still 

baffie the medical research person - cancer, the IJ\Y&terious process ot debility 

and senility and death, decay - all these will be searched out, and undoubtedly 

startling new discoveries will shower down upon us. frult this age promiaea to 

be one of great boon and great blessing to our earth. It will be possible tor 

ur, to travel· out into apace. It will be possible for us to search out answers 

to questions which still intrigue us. And probably the first question which each 

of us mu!t ask and will ask is "Is there other life in this universe of ourat Ia 

man unique? Does life exist only upon this earth, or are there other planets 
. in 

circling ar~d other suns in this galaJcy" ar/any other on which there is life 

such as we know? Will this life be primitive, much like the life which Coluabua 

found upon 'the shores of North America when he discovered this coutinent, or will 

it be a type of life higher than man, superhuman, vi th a higher degree of culture 

and civilization than the human species has developed?" We do not now know. The 
' 

most powertul telescopes which we have been able to devise will never be able to 

tell us, because they cannot magnify sutrieientl.y even the closast planets to 

answer this question tor ua. We do not now know, but as we read the literatures 

of the physic~sts and the ·biologists and the a.atronomera, one is struck by the 

almost unanimous affirmative answer which they give to us on this question. Yes, 



they do believe that life exists elsewhere in this globe. They argue £ran the 

lave of probability. They tell us that this universe and the stars or which it 

is composed, the great solar syst81'l8 ot which it is composed, came to be in rather 

uniform ways, following basic laws ot nature. And just as it was possible ror our 

sun to develop planets which circled around it within its gravitational field, so 

in our own Mil.ky Way gal1.117, where there are hundred millions or suns similar to 

oura, there are probably ndllions of planets also similar to ours, with temperature 

ranges, vith atmospheric conditions much like that which features this earth. They 

tell us that there is lite elsewhere in the universe. Mr. bed Hoyle, a noted 

British astronomer, estimates that in the Milky Way alone, in this galu;y or which 

our sun is just one small star, there are probably a billion planets somewhat 

similar to the earth on which life can exist. And there are in this heavens of 

ours hundreds upon thousands or multi-million star galaxies, each with its own 

potential for holding life, Yes, the scientists believe that we will find lite as 

we course out into the universe, but we will not lmov until we travel, research, 

~d report. 

What ot our own sal.ar system? Is there lite ~ aey of the other planets • 

which circle this globe? Again we do not knov. Scientists tell us that the 

planets which are closer than Venus to the sun are too hot to sustain lite, and 
' . 

the planets ·which are .further than Mars from the sun are too cold to sustain life. 

Venus is the planet moat like ours in size and in shape. Some believe that it haa 

an atmosphere capable of sustaining life. But in one of the miracles ot scientific 

ingenuity the atmosphere which surrounds Venus has been researched, and we know 

that it consists primarily of carbon dioxide, where our atmosphere, our air, con

sists primarily or nitrogen. So if there is lite, it is lite which will have to 

have developed ditferent systems or breathing than those to which we are accustomed. 

Is there life? We do not lmov. We shall have to go to se~. Maire, the ~lanet 

immediateq outward from us frC111 the sun, seems to orr~r a more prard.sing prospect. 



The great telescopes of Mount Palanar have told us that Mars has two polar caps 

of snow, much like the poles which top and bottom this earth. They seem to see 

on Mars patches of red and of green enlarge and decrease, apparently with the 

seasons, and sane scientists have said that these represent some form of simple 

vegetation, expanding into more northerly and southerly regions during the summer 

months ot Mara and contracting during its colder periods. The famous canals of 

Mara are held by sane to be watersheds, carrying the water which would be necessary 

to irrigate large areas and permit them to grow vegetation. Is there lite? We do 

not lmow. There is the possibility of life - that is certain, but we shall have to 

go and w shall have to see. And the amazing thing about this new age is that soon 

we will have the capacity to go, and to research, to .find out, because ve will have 

developed the powerful propellants which will permit a space ship ar an unmanned 

rocket to break out or the earth's gravitational field, and we will have solved, 

scientists tell us, within a matter of years, the many troubling technical scientific 
still 

problems which/impede the actual sending out ot such ships, because we will have to 

experiment successfully and solve the problems of the weightless isolation of the 

universe and ot its intense cosmic radiation and of its unrelieved darlmesa. But 

these aercmautical engineers, these scientists and physicists tell us that these 

problems can and will be solved, and our generation is not one which will again 

close its ears to auoh prediction. The first trips, the first trips which these 

manned or unmanned rocket ships will take, will be to our own planet, to the moon. 

You -may recall reading in the papers just last week that there was a great deal of 

speculation that the Soviet Union would send a rocket missile to the moon on the 

anniversary, on the fortieth anni varsary of the Bolshevik revolution. Obviously 

they have it in their potential to send such a rocket ship there now. We certajnly 
. 

are not tar behind. It will be only a matter of years, perhaps, until a ship, 

manned by' men, is sent out to our moon and circumnavigates it and returns to ut1. 

But va lmov that there is no lite on the mocn. To go to the moon is s:hnply a 
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research advantage. We want to know its mineral composition, ita geoaraphy and 

its topograpey. We want to tab a look at the back of the moon, which aan has 

•ver seen. It vill afford ua another' point ot reference in space from which to 

make accurate astronomical observations. And I think _,.di this research potential 

of the space age is the tirat potential which man vill realize, because space 

flight will be used in the decades ahead and possibly in the centuries ahead 

primarily as the instrument ot research rather than a means of transport. 

We have spoken already of sane of the benefits and boona which earth-bound 

man will gain from this research. We cannot predict othera. But it is interesting 

to remember that the satellites were first sent into apace as a research complement 

to the intemational geophysical year, as a means of studying certain pi-edetermined 

problems to which the scientists nc,w want an answer. And they will find the 

answer, and their answer will bring healing and blessing unto man. But it will 

bring also danger and tension to our society-. Every ne11· age has dawned uneasily. 

It is not easy to accC11111odate a pat:tern ot living, economic and political routine• 

to new invention. You will recall that when the first steam engines were intro

duced into the factories of England during the early days ot the industrial 

revolution the workers organized theuelves into mobs and ravaged the countryside, 

breaking into the factories and bnak:1ng these engines in order to, or ao the7 

thought, protect their jobs. I • reminded of the line from the Boole of Proverbs, 

"In much visdan is much vexation. He who increases wisdan increaaea also his 

sorrow". For trtlq our pot:ential for sorrow, for human anguish, is greatly in

creased by- this dawning age. Not only the overwhelming tear that the new rockets 

will carrr a var-head rather than a research-bead, but also the tear that this 

new age will bring about the end of the great democracy in which we live. Demo

cracy vill be greatly threatened by the economic and by the political ran.iticationa 

of space flight. It will tend to concentrate paver into the hands of the few. It 



• 
will inevitably tend to f'orce government to underwrite research, because no 

single institution, no single pocket can absorb the high cost of' such research. 

And where there is government subsidy, there is always the danger of governmental 

control. Scientific know-how will bring power to a few, and our society will have 

to learn to accanmodate itself to the institutes and the pressure groups which the 

scientists will inevitably develop. We will have to develop a modus vivendi by 

which our traditional civil rights, the tradition or principles or humane living 

and the high standard of living which we have adopted, can be accormnodated, can be 

developed, and can be enlarged in the new age. And I do not believe that this 

problem will be easily solved. We have already seen some of the pressures which 

impinge upon our society because of this space fiight. Already our school systems 

are being subjected to great pressure to increase the amount of science in their 

curriculum and in their requirements. Already we are wrestling with the problems 

ot making the scientist more of a status figure in our civilization so that we can 

attract more ot our bright young men and young women into this field. Already we 

are creating jobs in our government which give to scientists untrained in tields 

or govemment though highly trained in t.,heir own specialties great power, great 

control over the .tuture val.rare of our nation. And these presaures will increase 

and double and redouble themselves, and we have to ask ourselves whether man can 

control his scientific creatic:n, or whether we have breathed life into a Golum, 

into a scientific monster who will overwhelm us, and instead of bringing us 

blessing, bring us only hurt. 

I feel, I think I know, deep down in my heart, that man haa the capacity, the 

courage, the understanding, the wisdau to accarmodate his society to the new age u 

he has acconmedated every previous society to ever., previm• scientific invention. 

But I do lmow this - that it will require the concentrated and cop~rative efforts 

or men or good will in every country in every walk of life. They must be determined, 



they must be fixed in their purpose, they must be dedicated to the basic 

principles of humane rights and civil rights. Together they can create a 

paradise here on earth. It they do not work together, we can create a holo

caust here on earth. I f'eel that man himself senses this power which he nov 

has to create a good lite and not to fall into the catac:cy-sm, the caverns of 

defeat. 

Think of man. Think that in the calendar of world history man came into 

this warld but a minute, two minutes ago. Look at him then. He stands before 

you naked, toollesa, homeless, fireless. He has no po_wer save that which he haa 

in his own two hands. He has no civilization save sane instinctive ability to 

garner ro ,
1 
which per.mi.ts him to survive. This is the man who tamed the wild 

animals that he might ride them and use their power. Who cultivated the wild 

grains and brought sufficient food to his families and to his clans. Who fash

ioned the natural ores of our vorld into tools of great precision and great 

usetu.lne·••• Who taned his own wild passions and learned the arts of community 

living. This is the man who learned to use fire, who learned to use the metals, 

who learned to sail the seu, vho created great religions to sustain him and to 

encourage him, who created great works of beauty to enthrall him and to ennoble 

him. Who fashioned the disciplines of medicine to heal him and to give succor 

and sustenance to his bod7. Who began to think about his world, to raise himself 

above the tears with which he was born, the limitations with which he was born, 

the ignorance into which he waa born, and to create for himself a civilization 

whose breadth and whose depth can but amaze but enthrall. Often he was stopped 

tor a moment. Tyranny and ignorance, selfishness and short-sightedness, all these 

stood as obstacles in his path. But somehow, in every age, in some way, new lite, 

the new light ot knowledge, the new light ot learning, the new light ot technique 

and ot know-how, insight into his 0111'1 situation, into the situation in which he 
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t 'aud himself the world, vaa added bit by bit to the storehouse ot world lmowledge. 

' ID it,1 pursuit he cros•d oceana and deserts, vast uncharted Ngiona. He braved 

1N•t peril, and nov he atanda before you, poet, author, healer, scientific geniua~ 

11111 man who has cane so tar lack the courage am the ability and the w:!JJ1ngnesa 

to sustain what he baa achieved, to take a new invention as radical as was the 

«1GDtrol of tire or the development ot the simple hatchet or ot the steam engine or 

ot the plane, and use these tor his benefit rather than tor his hurt. I think that 
can and 

11811/~ll shov the courage and the willingness to sacrifice, ve shall bring blessing 

in this new age. And as he walks down the way into the future, man ot the space 

age will find that he does not walk alone. God, as always, walks at his side. Am 

I think that this man ot the twentieth century and ot the twenty-first century 

will be more conscious of the sustaining power ot God than was man of our century 

and of the last century. Because as he probes into the universe, as he sees and 

is awed by its overwhelming power, by its expandi~ infinity or distance, by the 

hundreds upon mj]J1ons upon billions upon trillions - our language lacks the 

correct words ot planets and or stars which inhabit it - as he understands the 

secret ot the power which moves it, orderly, purposefully, through time, this man 

can but be amazed at the power of the God who created it, vho tashioned it and 

gave it form and purpose. He will be closer to God than perhaps we are, locked 

into our cities, away from the fields, away tran nature, and not open again as he 

will be to the mysterious tremendull, the holiness, the universal power which is 

revealed in the heaven■• 

Man• s mind cannot comprehend the heavens beyond. And as the space~man probes 

these ne-w frontiers he will find that always beyond him there are areas yet to be 

researched, frontiers yet to be broached, ivateries yet to be explained, power and 

purpose yet to be exposed. He will live cloae to God, he will teel God's benign 
and 

purpose :m His love, and drinking tran this new-found fO\D'ltain of faith, faith in 

himself and in his God, I am confident that he can make the space age into a ~ 
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blessed age for man. Be must learn - he must learn to cast aside all philo

sophies or despair, all theologies vhich limit man's power, which speak of man 

as impotent, inable, imaqual to the task. He must cast aside all atheistic 

philosophies and agnostic philosophies which do not give him the sense of 

cooperative power with God. He will do so. He will find again the value of 

the two basic principles on which our faith is based - f'aith in man, who is little 

lower than the angels though h6 is limited by his own humanity, and faith in God, 

creator and sustainer or the universe, who spoke and it was, who gave us life 

because it is good. 

Amen. 
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