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“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” 

- Matthew 24:35 (ESV) 

-  

With their backs to the floor, the instrument panel overhead obscured the men’s vision of 

the overcast, winter sky.
1
 Cramped inside the command module just beneath the tip of the 

dormant Saturn S-1B rocket which pierced the sky at 223 feet in the air,
2
 the oxygen-saturated 

cabin lay still over the massive engines capable of breaking free from earth’s grip.
3
 This evening, 

the fuel tanks were empty. On January 27, 1967, this routine test offered little more than hour-

long delays over both the breathable air supply and radio communication system problems.
4
 

Suddenly, the Command Module’s atmosphere ignited in a burst of gut-wrenching color. 

Out of the silence, operators heard the radio crackle from the cabin: “Fire!” 

The men were trapped. Inside the Manned Spacecraft Operations building, Deke Slayton 

watched a camera feed of the command module window as astronaut Ed White, the first 

American to spacewalk,
5
 scrambled to unscrew the bolts sealing the hatch shut.

6
 There was no 
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hope. “[S]econds after the fire started neither Ed White nor any other human being would have 

been strong enough to open it. As the fire progressed the buildup of hot gases sealed the hatch 

shut with thousands of pounds of force. As it was, White never had a chance even to undo the 

bolts.”
7
 

Gus Grissom, Roger Chaffee, and Ed White were the first to give their lives in the 

fledgling space program. Investigation of NASA revealed both deep existential and systemic 

problems. Numerous changes were made to avoid a repeat disaster. Despite the setback, Neil 

Armstrong’s boot would touch the surface of the moon less than two and a half years later.
8
 

Before his death, White mentioned to a reporter that he hoped one day to carry a Bible to 

the moon. Out of respect for White’s legacy, Reverend John Maxwell Stout, a
 
NASA chaplain 

and White’s personal friend, determined to make his wish a reality.
9
 

 

The Chaplain 
 

Born in Fort Worth in 1922, John Stout served during World War II as an “executive 

officer of an artillery battalion.” There, “Stout watched as his chaplain was wounded in battle. In 

an early religious calling, Stout stood in for his fallen chaplain until a replacement could be 

found.” After the war, he and his wife taught math and engineering at a school in China, only to 

be driven out during a communist takeover. Relocating to Brazil, Stout headed the “Analytical 

Chemistry and Engineering Design departments at Lavras University.” When many of the 

missionaries nearby died during a yellow fever pandemic, the Stouts filled in and helped manage 

churches, schools, a hospital, and an orphanage that were all part of the ongoing Christian 

outreach. He and his wife even spent time reaching native tribes in the Amazonian jungle. Mr. 
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Stout eventually attended seminary in Texas, and then returned to Brazil where—along with his 

evangelistic efforts—he began developing the International Observatories of Satellites and was 

the first man to photograph the Russian’s “Sputnik” in space.
10

 Stout eventually began working 

for NASA, forming the “Association of Space Support Chaplains” and also advancing the field 

of information science. 

Stout knew Ed White personally and helped create the Apollo Prayer League after the 

1967 fire to pray for astronauts and engage in humanitarian efforts.
11

 Stout wanted to send a 

Bible to the moon in keeping with White’s wishes, but knew given the exorbitant cost of lifting 

any amount of weight to space that taking a Bible to the moon would require special technology 

weighing as little as possible. Fortunately, that technology had been in development for nearly 

one hundred years. 

 

The World, Too Small for the Naked Eye 
 

At first, critics dismissed the “puerile” novelty. Adapting the discoveries of John 

Benjamin Dancer,
12

 who in turn benefitted from the work of Louis Daguerre and William Fox 

Talbot
13

—two of the first to make significant advances in photography
14

—Rene Dagron 

managed in 1864
15

 to develop photographs in a space only a few millimeters wide.
16

 Though at 
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first the photographs were considered little more than a transitory source of entertainment, when 

the Franco-Prussian war exploded, the technology was appropriated for clandestine 

communications. After Dagron escaped Paris under siege in a balloon, he mounted a 

communication initiative using pigeons to deliver messages between Paris and Tours on 

microfilm.
17

 The technology’s newfound significance precipitated its adaptation by George 

McCarthy in the 1920’s for maintaining bank records, and in the 1930’s for keeping newspaper 

and other print materials on file. In the 1940’s, the military co-opted microfilm for both 

espionage and the transmission of letters to soldiers.
18

 

By the time Reverend Stout began searching for a Bible to be taken to the moon, the 

technology was advanced enough to reduce a 1,245 page Bible to a 1.5 inch
2
 microform to be 

read at 200x magnification.
19

 

 

To the Moon and Back 

 

Apollo 12 proved the first mission to tote a diminutive King James Version to the moon. 

By accident, however, the Bible was left on the command module instead of descending with the 

lunar module to the moon’s surface. Stout tried again with Apollo 13, to whose astronauts 

congressman George H.W. Bush presented 512 of the Bibles funded by the Apollo Prayer 

League. When Apollo 13’s mission went sour, 100 of these Bibles were placed on the lunar 

module of Apollo 14, and 200 were stored in the command module. At last, the Bibles descended 

to the surface of the moon. 

On February 5, 1971 at 4:18am, astronauts Alan Shephard and Edgar Mitchell 

depressurized the cabin and opened the hatch of the lunar module for the first of two walks on 

the lunar surface.
20

 At that moment, the “The Bibles were… directly exposed to the Moon’s 

environment,” sitting “within the ‘Antares’ on the lunar surface under the one-sixth gravitational 

pull of the Moon.”
21

 The Bibles eventually re-entered earth’s atmosphere at 25,000 miles per 
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hour and were framed in brilliant “24 karat gold and accented with pave diamonds and a 

Brazilian garnet.” 

The story of the “Apollo Bible” in Houston Baptist University’s Dunham Bible Museum, 

then, is one birthed in tragedy but filled with intrepid exploration. It is a story of innovation on 

the smallest of scales, and of men seeking to honor God’s Word despite setbacks. By choosing to 

send these Bibles to the moon at Reverend Stout’s prompting and in memory of astronaut Ed 

White, NASA affirmed that the Bible is more than a historical book. Its message is important for 

all time and bears significance for all of God’s creation.  
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