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“Apollo 13 and the Church” I Cor. 12:12-27  9/25/16 

 On April 11, 1970 Apollo 13 lifted off from Cape Kennedy with three 

astronauts on board.  Its mission was to go to the moon, land two of the 

astronauts there and do some exploration.  56 hours into the flight, when 

the spacecraft was over 200,000 miles from the earth, an explosion 

occurred when the hydrogen and oxygen tanks were being stirred.  The 

crew temporarily lost contact with earth as gauges went wild and warning 

lights and alarms went off everywhere while the spacecraft rocked wildly.  

The resulting loss of oxygen and other functions left the astronauts with 

limited water and battery power.   

 Mission control quickly decided to abort the mission, but chose to 

have the spacecraft continue on its path to the moon, using the moon’s 

gravity as a kind of slingshot to catapult it back toward earth.  Because of 

limited power, the crew shut down the Command Module and used the 

Lunar module as a kind of lifeboat for the duration of the flight.  As the film 

“Apollo 13” depicted, there were numerous daunting obstacles that needed 

to be overcome to get the men safely back to earth.  We’ll talk about one of 

those a little later. 

 As I think about the story of Apollo 13, I am struck by several parallels 

to the contemporary church!  (I know, only a pastor would think of 

something like that!  But hear me out!)  First, like Apollo 13, we have a 
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mission.  Apollo 13’s mission was to land those astronauts on the moon 

and do some exploring and research there- a very challenging, complex, 

and dangerous mission.  We have mission, too.  God is at work bringing 

the values and actions of his kingdom to bear on the earth.  As Jesus 

taught us to pray in the Lord’s prayer, “thy kingdom come, thy will be done 

on earth as it is in heaven.”  God wishes to restore his creation, to redeem 

it, to fashion it into the kind of world it was intended to be- a world 

characterized by peace and justice, joy and love- just like heaven is!  

Bringing those things to earth is also a challenging, complex, and 

sometimes dangerous mission! 

 God’s strategy to accomplish this mission is found in the passage that 

Jane read in her Minute for Witness.  Jesus was instructing and 

commissioning his followers just before his return to heaven.  “18And Jesus 

came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 

given to me. 19Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 

them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and 

teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And 

remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matt. 28:18-20)  

That’s our mission, to make disciples- followers- of Jesus Christ, and to 

instruct them in the ways of Jesus, so they can participate in the emerging 

Kingdom of God here on earth.   
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 But, like Apollo 13, sometimes things don’t go according to plan and 

our mission becomes much more difficult and complicated.  When that 

oxygen tank exploded and systems all over the ship were compromised or 

shut-down, everything had to change.  As astronaut James Lovell famously 

said, “Houston, we have a problem.”  And when it comes to the church 

fulfilling its mission in 21st century America, the words, “Houston, we have a 

problem,” seem appropriate! 

 Far fewer people are attending church than in the past, especially 

young people.  There are many young people who have grown up with no 

church experience at all and little knowledge of the Bible or Christian faith.  

Subsequently, if they do show up for worship, they often have a hard time 

understanding what we’re doing, what we’re talking about, and why it’s 

relevant!  

 In addition, there have been rapid changes in our culture in areas like 

communication and education.  The problem is that most of our church 

programs were designed in the 1950’s or before.  They may no longer be 

effective in reaching younger people today.  Think about communication.  

Most young people communicate by texting or social media platforms.  It’s 

hard to get them to read letters or return phone calls or even emails, the 

primary ways the church communicates.  Or, consider financial support.  

The primary way we expect people to give to the church is with a check, yet 
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many of our younger members don’t even own a checkbook!    And 

younger people often develop community via social media, which is foreign 

to many of us. 

 And, think about the innovations in business over the past few years, 

with the emergence of businesses like Uber and Airbnb, which depend on 

individuals with a creative, entrepreneurial spirit who use new technology, 

rather than corporate executives sending down orders from above.  Many 

young people are comfortable with that model.  Churches haven’t adapted 

to that, either!  “Houston, we have a problem!” 

 Having said all that, you should know that I am still optimistic about 

the future of the church!  As Jesus reminded us, this is God’s work, not 

ours, and God is not about to let it fail!  The church has faced challenges in 

the past, including technological changes like the invention of the printing 

press, which made it possible for everyone to read the Bible for 

themselves, rather than depending on church professionals to read and 

teach it to them!  Imagine what a difference that made!  Then the 

Protestant Reformation turned church upside down in much of Europe, and 

sorting all of that out took centuries! 

 We don’t know what the church will look like a few years from now, 

but churches that survive will probably look different from how they look 

today.  They will find ways to engage people via social media.  They will 
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invite people in the community to join them in service and in promoting 

social justice, priorities for many of today’s young people.  They will allow 

more innovation and creative ministry to bubble up among members.  Like 

Apollo 13, they will need to adapt and innovate in order to complete their 

mission. 

 Finally, like Apollo 13, the church will need every member of its team 

to be engaged.  One of the major problems that faced Apollo 13 was the 

rising presence of carbon dioxide in the spacecraft.  They needed lithium 

dioxide canisters to filter out the CO2.  However, the only available 

canisters were designed for the Command Module and were incompatible 

with the fittings in the Lunar Module, where the astronauts were living.   

The canisters were square and the receptacles were round!  You may 

remember that famous scene in the movie where engineers dump out all 

kinds of odds and ends available to the astronauts on a table with the 

assignment to a build a way to fit the square canister into the round 

receptacle!  Those engineers on the ground were able to come up with a 

Rube Goldberg contraption, using lots of duck tape, plastic bags, and 

tubing that enabled the filters to be used.  They effectively communicated 

the design to the astronauts, who built the thing in space, saving their own 

lives. 
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 What struck me about this part of the story was the fact that every 

member of the NASA team was necessary in order to save the astronauts- 

engineers, administrators, scientists, doctors, communication specialists, 

and other astronauts.  Only by working together, using all their various 

abilities, were they able to complete their revised mission. 

 What a great parallel to the church!  In I Cor. 12, the Apostle Paul 

uses his favorite metaphor for the church, a human body.  He calls the 

church the body of Christ, with Jesus Christ as its head.  Listen to what he 

says,  

12For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members 

of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  14Indeed, the 

body does not consist of one member but of many. 15If the foot would say, 

“Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not 

make it any less a part of the body. 16And if the ear would say, “Because I 

am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less 

a part of the body. 17If the whole body were an eye, where would the 

hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of 

smell be? 18But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one 

of them, as he chose. 19If all were a single member, where would the body 

be? 20As it is, there are many members, yet one body. 21The eye cannot 

say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I 
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have no need of you.” 22On the contrary, the members of the body that 

seem to be weaker are indispensable,23and those members of the body 

that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less 

respectable members are treated with greater respect; 24whereas our more 

respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, 

giving the greater honor to the inferior member, 25that there may be no 

dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for 

one another. 26If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one 

member is honored, all rejoice together with it.27Now you are the body of 

Christ and individually members of it. (I Cor. 12:12, 14-27) 

 Here, Paul says a couple very important things about the church.  He 

notes that there is both individuality and unity.  In a human body, there are 

a variety of individual parts.   All of them are important.  Hands, feet, eyes, 

kidneys, and so on.  Paul even makes a little joke, inviting us to imagine a 

body that was just a giant eye or an ear!  Of course, all the parts of the 

human body are necessary.  If any of them fail to work, we say that the 

body is handicapped.  It’s the same way with the Body of Christ.  No one is 

just along for the ride!  We have a challenging mission, and we need each 

and every member to contribute his or her part if we are to be successful.  

God has given you particular gifts, skills, experiences, and temperament, 

not for your own benefit, but to benefit the Body of Christ!  God has led you 
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here to GPC for a purpose, and I hope you are willing to use your gifts to 

fulfill that purpose, to help us accomplish the mission. 

 Also notice that the members of the body care for one another.  If 

you’ve ever stubbed your toe, you know how the whole body quickly gets 

involved!  The mouth yells!  The other leg and foot start hopping around.  

The eyes look to assess the damage.  The hands massage the area.  The 

brain comes up with a plan to deal with the injury.  The whole body works 

together to take care of that one injured toe!  In the Body of Christ, the 

different parts care for one another, too.  And this church does that pretty 

well, with Deacons and pastors and Stephen Ministers and members 

working to care for one another during difficult times, and to celebrate 

together during good times. 

 Apollo 13 and the church.  We’ve got a mission- to bring the values of 

the Kingdom of God to our world.  We do that through inviting and teaching 

people to be followers of Jesus.  We face significant challenges as we do 

that, but God has given us all the resources we need to face those 

challenges.  And, just like everyone in NASA had an important role to play 

in getting the spacecraft safely back to earth, we need everyone in our 

church to play their part in helping us accomplish our mission.  Are you 

playing your part?  Are you willing to step up and join in? 


