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I am not a believer in any existing religion. As I get older, though, I become increasingly appreciative of people who are, particularly after I’ve picked up again my long-gone attention to astronomy. (Thanks, Taksun.)

Look up to the sky in a clear night. You would wonder how such a glamourous universe came about. Your fascination would multiply if you visit the astronomy websites I have sampled under “Interesting Links”, particularly the NASA one. The photos of all these amazingly beautiful and intriguing cosmic objects, from stars, nebulae, to our Milky Way, other galaxies, supernovae, red giants, white dwarfs, and black holes etc. simply overwhelm you. 

Such a feeling of glamour is highly deceptive. Don’t feel proud if you can recognize “constellations” (visual groups of “stars” in our sky that gave birth to so many famous legends in the East and the West). Our galaxy, the Milky Way, is rotating “horizontally”, carrying with it our sun (which is just one of its 500 billion stars) and our poor little planet, Earth. Which means our vintage point to the universe is ever changing. Many popular constellations (with cosmic elements not even in our own or near galaxies) will be difficult to recognize in the thousands and tens of thousands of years to come. That might not bother you or me at all but at least think about what it means.

Moreover, despite the multi-colour, acrobatically formed swirling or non-swirling sky objects, captured most scintillatingly by the Hubble Space Telescope (HST) circulating in the outer space, the density, or the lack of density, of the universe is horrifying. Consider the sizes of and the distance between our sun and the star nearest to it: it is just like having two oranges (now forget their sizes), one in California, and the other in Newfoundland! How they could say hello to each other is anybody’s guess. (This is a false question: there are no planets on the other side.) It’s our illusion, or the poor human eyes, that pack the universe together.

Don’t misunderstand. The universe is really full of dramas. If two galaxies, each with billions of stars, collided and generated all sorts of cosmic phenomena, what adjective can we use? Boring?

My point is simply that there is a huge, and most probably unbridgeable, gap of interpretation and comprehension for us human souls. The popular theory of the “origin” of the universe is that of the “big bang”, at about time 10-43 s; and recent Gamma ray research suggests that the universe is expanding, defying the “Einstein constant”. The farthest galaxy we can observe is about 15 billion light years away (I may be outdated.). So the universe was born 15 billion years ago, out of the deep blue?

Whether the fine prints are accurate or not doesn’t matter at all. We are observing the “border” of the universe as it was 14 billion years ago. (The difference of 14 versus 15 billion light years is too technical to present here, and I don’t understand the technicalities anyway.) And it could be 16 or 17 billions in 10-20 years of our earth time. Who knows? Where exactly is the “border”?

Even worse, what exactly does the universe look like now? That question is un-answerable by humans on earth, who “see” the sky through light. We only have some ideas about our nearest star more than four years ago. (Fortunately, our sun is just 8 minutes away.) 15 billion light years? God knows.

It must be a tremendously powerful God, able to have created and managed such an amazing universe, which is apparently expanding. It just can’t be an accident. But God should be totally beyond our human imagination—and I have been a subscriber for a long time to ecological theism, which is not an existing religion. 

What “He” sees is not what we see. Nevertheless, those believers who add “human elements” to their religions at least get the question right. And they form a much warmer and more soothing environment than that in which professional astronomers typically work. How lonely the latter are in the near-zero-density cosmos.

**Big news (8/9/01): According to the International Herald Tribune of yesterday, scientists have found compelling evidence, by luck, that there is really a massive black hole in the core of the Milky way, our galaxy. Black holes are dead stars’ graveyards: having no outward energy, they can’t be seen except when they suck in something nearby with utmost ferocity, turning it momentarily into glamourous ashes, hence revealing their awesome presence. The hole in the heart of our galaxy could be just about the size of the Earth’s orbit around the sun, but with a mass of 2.6 million suns! Stay away!
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