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side chapels. Not far from the elevator which , for a 
fee takes tourists to the tower, they came upon a 
cha~el be i ng used for storing chairs and cleaning 
equipment. The sun was shining through the stained 
glass window above the chapel, giving the usual male
in-bathrobe - with-sheep picture a radiant glow . The 
gothic letters at the bottom of the window read San 
Bernardo. It was only then that Andy noticed the 
saint's brownish-red hair to which the halo added a 
golden sheen, and also the crack in the stained glass 
which caused a straight, dark line to run across the 
figure's left cheek. 

Rollin W. Workman 

3 
The Faint Light of a Million Stars 

Tom Blakeley and his wife Sallie sent us this 
Christmas Card last year: 

December 23, 1999 

Dear Susan and Tony, 

Here we are in St. Barts. Decided to blow 
the travel budget for the next millennium. Brought 
along Sallie's kids. Walt came in from NYC and 
Gretchen and family from Boise. We have a villa on the 
spine at the northeast end of the island with a 
breathtaking view of the ocean to about 270°. Our 
Brady Bunch is getting along well enough. I am content 
to bring in the new millennium in this absurdly 
precious island. At night, the faint light of a 
million stars pours down upon us. 

Love to All, Merry Xmas and 
happiness for the next 1,000 years, 

Tom & Sallie Blakeley 
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That's all we'll hear from Tom Blakeley this time 
around. After Tom Blakeley's school days in October, I 
figured you, I - and Tom - needed a rest. But I do 
want to talk about Tom's Christmas card - what it says 
and what it doesn't say. 

You'll notice that while Tom's thoughts were 
millenarist, he said nothing about going to church on 
Christmas. Some of you remember that Tom went to 
Midnight Mass in 1997, his first Christmas in Sante Fe, 
but found it a very dry experience. The following 
year, he and Sallie dodged Mass with his parvenue 
sister Caroline and took a midnight walk with the dogs, 
Caroline's Schnauzer, Beauregard and Sallie's 
deerhound, Samantha. 

Samantha passed away earlier this month, December, 
2000, as we learned in a phone call from Tom and 
Sallie. Samantha was a special dog and we felt 
Sallie's pain. It only reverberated in our minds with 
recent losses we have sustained, and coupled with Tom's 
almost naively hopeful card of the year before, led me 
to think those thoughts we all have, but so seldom talk 
about: Where is Samantha now? And all of those who 
have gone before us? What does the future portend 
besides the shapeless dark? 

At the outset, let me say "I don't know" is my 
answer to each of these questions. I am no longer 
conventionally religious, and believe neither in 
eternal life as we usually contemplate it, nor in a 
personal God. With all due respect, the biblical 
stories and motifs seems to me easier to accept on a 
metaphoric than a literal level. While they contain 
much that is true and that I accept as guide posts in 
my daily life, they seem to me to be tales literally 
directed to listeners of a different time and place. 

You may have noticed that Tom Blakeley ended his 
postcard with the line "The faint light of a million 
stars pours down upon us." Tom picked up this line 
from yours truly. The line ends each of the Tom 
Blakeley stories read here previously. I always send 
Tom a copy of what I've written about him, cUIU he tln.-ew 
the line back at me. "The faint light of a million 
stars" is a succinct if opaque metaphorical formulation 
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of my own philosophy. I have become more and more 
fascinated - a counter balance to my loss of youthful 
faith, perhaps - with reading of advances in our 
knowledge of the Universe, which has, of course , become 
much more expansive and complex in recent years . I am 
in awe of the vast universe that we are only now 
learning about in detail, but think that we only 
faintly understand it. Perhaps, however, its very 
size, age and shape give us some clues about the 
meaning of things. 

Fifty years ago, when I was a very young boy, the 
world was a much simpler place cosmologically and 
religiously. Raised in a conventional Catholic family, 
that dutifully trudged off to Mass every Sunday, we 
heard the priest rattle off Latin phrases that we did 
not understand and that he did not think too deeply 
about. The parish was the center of family and 
community life, and the words that came from the 
pulpit, if perfunctory and unlearned, seemed as Holy 
Writ to the humble members of the working class parish 
to which we belonged. We gathered every Sunday night 
at the house of an aunt or uncle. The Sunday night 
suppers were warm and cozy, even though I often had not 
yet done my homework and looked forward with dread to 
the morrow at my parochial school and the tender 
mercies o[ the nuns. Ac we played p~nny ante poker 
after supper, the conversation inevitably turned, with 
a mixture of skepticism and credulity, to what Father 
Bob or Jim or Fred had said that morning. The Catholic 
clergy was then largely an unlearned, myopic and 
xenophobic lot, as I learned to my dismay when I later 
attended a Catholic seminary for 5-1/2 long years. Be 
that as it may, the priests delivered simple doctrine 
for the members of their uneducated flock. After a few 
raised eyebrows and lots of shrugged shoulders, they 
were largely satisfied with it. 

Life was much simpler then in many other ways as 
well. One of the earliest books given me was a 
celestial geography of our solar system. As I recall, 
the book contained quite a bit of data as well as 
colorful illustrations of the planets and their 
satellites as the illustrator and author then thought 
them to be. The book summarized the received wisdom of 
that day about the cosmos. Of the nine planets, only 
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Saturn was known to have rings. Jupiter had mUltiple 
moons as did Saturn, but little was known about them. 
Pluto was a full fledged planet. There was speculation 
about life on Mars, Venus, the moon - who knew where? 

The science fiction of the time reflected these 
simple views. In my teens, I read three charming works 
of theologica l fiction by C.S. Lewis, better known as 
the author of The Screwtape Letters: Perelandra, Out 
of the Silent Planet and That Hideous Strenqth. They 
dealt with the birth of intelligent life on Venus, life 
on Mars and the primordial struggle between a good man 
who sounded much like Lewis and a bestial intelligence 
that acted like the devil. The books had the air of 
Fr. Brown mysteries, set in outer space. Not for 
Lewis, the incredible special effects, the noise, 
violence and vast journeys into deep space of Star Wars 
and its progeny. 

Not only in film and literature, but in reality it 
has all gotten much more complex. Jupiter has many more 
moons than previously thought . One, 10, has active 
volcanoes. Others have conditions in some respects 
like the conditions on earth eons before life began to 
emerge: water ice on Europa, an atmosphere of some 
sort on Ganymede. The giant planet itself is a gaseous 
ball like the sun, but perhaps too small to develop 
into a twin star as seems to be the case with many of 
the binary groups in galaxies throughout the Universe 
that we now can observe. Jupiter itself has rings, not 
readily visible from Earth. Pluto, some argue is not a 
planet at all, but a distant rogue asteroid. Uranus 
revolves clockwise on a horizontal axis rather than in 
the counter-clockwise motion on a vertical axis 
characteristic of the rest of the planets. Venus is 
forbiddingly hot, and Mars bleak and lifeless. Our 
moon is . dead as.a doornail. Paradoxically, this wealth 
of new lnfor~atlon has impoverished us in some ways. 
We are now.vlrtually certain that there is no life 
elsew~ere ln our sol~r system, and that the conditions 
for llfe as we know lt elsewhere would have to 
~eplic~te ?ur own conditions to a large degree, that 
lS, eXlst ln a n~rrow band some millions of miles from 
the sun/star, nelther too close in nor too far out. 
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Meanwhile, our picture of the envel?ping universe 
outside our solar system has changed radlcally and 
bewilderingly. The advent of The Hubble Space 
Telescope and other advances in astrological 
observation have increased our knowledge of what seems 
to be an ever expanding universe, literally and 
figuratively. Hardly a week goes by without news of 
some breathtaking revelation about the size, age or 
constitution of the universe . In recent years, we have 
been treated to news of the discovery of massive dark 
planets circling stars many light years away. At least 
50 have been found, and this literally only scratches 
the surface of what remains to be discovered. We have 
all see the dramatic computerized pictures of gas 
clouds millions of miles long and wide, enveloping 
stars still in formation, millions or billions of light 
years away. 

Only one more vignette, and then I will take this 
paper back to earth , where it belongs. One night 20 
years ago, a not so young post doc named Alan Guth (he 
was on his 4th post doctoral appointment, and wondered 
if he'd ever get a full-time job) , was sitting in his 
kitchen, doing some figures. He was killing time - his 
wife was off at school taking a night class. As he 
worked his math calculations, he remembered a lecture 
he had attended a year or so before, and instantly saw 
that his calculations supported the physical theory of 
the formation of the universe that the lecturers had 
advanced, a refinement of and enlargement on the "big 
bang" theory that many of us have studied. 

Out of this collocation was born Guth's 
inflationary theory, which quickly led to a tenured 
position at MIT for him and a new vision of the first 
moments of the universe for us. According to the 
inflationary theory, in the first moments of the 
universe, some 14 billion years ago, when all matter 
was incredibly densely packed together, anti-gravity 
forces caused the universe to start to fly apart. And 
in the first trillionth of a trill ionth 0f a second, 
the universe expanded by a factor of 10 75 . That is 10 
x 10, 75 times. This was an acceleration exponentially 
larger than formerly thought, and has led to 
speCUlation that the universe itself is much vaster 
than supposed and conceivably could be infinite. 
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As a boy in the early 1950s, I alternately 
thrilled to think of life on Mars and Venus, and 
shivered outdoors at night with fear of vicious 
Martians arriving in flying saucers to exterminate me 
and all human kind for reasons undisclosed, perhaps 
just for the hell of it. The world out there was a 
small yet sometimes scary place. I thought and knew 
little about the stars, probably knowing less of them 
than might a Greek shepherd of 500 B.C. Now it all 
seems stupendous , and even more unsettling. The 
universe, we are told, is some 28 billion light years 
across, with a vast variety of galaxies, quarks, black 
holes, incredible supernovas and gas clouds, all to 
stagger the imagination. With all this, still no 
evidence of life out there anywhere yet - and the 
multitudinous galaxies are, we are told, receding from 
us at ever increasing speed. For all our advances, we 
seem more alone in a vaster dark than ever. 

At this point, I have to stop and say that these 
concepts, these numbers, volumes and ages are beyond my 
poor power to comprehend. In the midst of exploding 
theories about the expanding and eternal universe, I 
listen and watch in awe, and at the same time yearn for 
something more simple to contemplate. I have the 
nagging sense that we are just at the beqinning of an 
understanding of the vastness around us, and that our 
understanding of the cosmos in some years (or decades 
or centuries) may well be very different from what we 
"know" now. Yet again, such knowledge may elude us 
entirely. 

One of my few regrets in life is that I will 
almost certainly not live to see some truly marvelous 
things - genuine space travel to the nearest stars' 
speeds that will make such travel feasible' and th~t 
joy of joy to all Star Trek fans - "first ~ontact" with 
one of those alien civilizations that must be out there 
somewhere, AprilS, 2063 in Star Trek lore. I will be 
gone, and I think, not sitting on a cloud strumming a 
harp, bemu~edly watchi~g it all below, or'even 
contemplat~ng the multl-foliate rose with Dante 
A~ighieri . Nonetheless, at the same time that the 
dlscove~y of extraterrestrial life would shake the 
f~undatlo~s of many earth based religions, it would 
glve meanlng to the world above us. The eternal 
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silence of infinite space that te rrified Blaise Pascal 
would be broken. 

And yet even now the basic concepts of the 
prevailing theory of the big bang a d t e inflating 
universe lead to musings quite f amiliar to us, whose 
lives have been lived in what we now must call the last 
century. These modern theories, though delivered by 
some with great certitude, require quite a leap of 
faith. How did all the matter get to that one spot 
from whence it began to inflate some 14 billion years 
ago? Doesn't the fact that the spot reached a point of 
such density that it started to explode imply t hat this 
was the culmination of a process that started earlier? 
What is universe expanding into? The void? But if it 
expands into something, then how can it be void that it 
expands into? 

There must be scientific explanations for thAse 
simple questions, but to my untutored intellect, it is 
difficult to believe (a) that something comes out of 
nothing; (b) that time started out of timelessness; and 
(c) that being rubs shoulders somewhere with 
nothingness. (Excuse me, Jean-Paul Sartre ). By this 
point, the discourse commences to have a theological 
cast to the theologically inclined. I am reminded of 
the eloquent words of T.S. Eliot in the l ast of his 
Four Quartets, "Little Gidding": 

"We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time." 

At this point, a believer might argue with some 
emphasis, "If you don't believe in God creat ing the 
world out of nothing, how can one believe in science 
doing the same thing?" This is certainly a logical 
position, but the reverse is equally logical . If you 
can believe God can create something out of nothing, 
then I suppose you can believe science can as well. 

I don't know where this world came from, nor do I 
know where it is going. I app laud Dr . Guth and all the 
other explorers of mind and universe who are pushing 
back the frontiers of our abysmal ignorance of the 
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vastness around us. Meanwhile, the universe gets 
larger and more fascinating. The more that is 
discovered, the more wonderful, intricate and pervaded 
with form and intelligent plan it all seems to me. 

You will note that I avoid thinking about galaxies 
colliding or about matter being irretrievably sucked 
down the black holes that apparently festoon the 
universe. I keep coming back to the incredible amount 
of intricate structure that informs the universe, and 
cannot help but think this evidences an inherent 
intelligence in things. Can I totally escape the 
thought patterns the nuns beat into me? I suppose not. 

Full of doubt and wonder, like the Wisemen who 
looked to the sky to guide them to the babe in the 
manger, I continue to look to the stars, with hope and 
expectation of great things to come for us earthlings. 
Most positively, and with a holiday wish for all of 
you, I assert, that however faintly, the light of a 
mill ion, nay untold billions of stars pours down 
beneficently upon us. We are part of something vast 
and wonderful, and to that I bend the knee. 

Anthony G. Covatta 

MEMORIAL READ BY TAYLOR ASBURY 

HOLDEN WILSON, JR. 

January 8, 2001 Taylor Asbury 

Holden Wilson, Jr. was born in Cincinnati in 1928 
and lived here his entire life except to attend his 
beloved Miami University. Prior to that he attended 
Lotspeich School and Walnut Hills. He only had one 
employer, Merrill Lynch, where he started as their 
youngest broker ever at age 22. Consistently over the 




