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2e: 
How is language used in science and religion? 


Lesson 2: Student Extension Worksheet

A search for the unknown

The poem you saw or have read was written by Sir Robert Boyd CBE, FRS.
He was the founding director of the Mullard Space Science Laboratory, University College London, and Professor of Astronomy at the Royal Institution of Great Britain.

“During the War, I worked on the detection of hidden enemy ships and, when peace came, I studied the invisible electrified layers in the atmosphere.  I devised techniques to investigate these layers which, by good fortune, were just what was needed when satellites became available.  In 1962 I used those techniques in Ariel 1, the first British instrumented satellite, which carried a detector for the Sun’s rays that affect these invisible layers.

“Puzzling data had been reported which suggested that non-solar sources of X-ray radiation existed in the universe.  I proposed a search for X-ray ‘stars’ and started work on the first cosmic X-ray-reflecting telescope.  In the meantime, simple detectors on rockets found stronger sources and their identification became urgent.  X-ray astronomy was born, and rapidly revolutionised our picture of the skies.

“Unlike the unchanging constellations, X-ray ‘stars’ appeared and disappeared in weeks, some pulsated regularly, others flared intermittently.  The brightest source of radiation held a thousand times more power in X-rays than the total power of our sun.  Many were associated with black holes or neutron stars, a hundred thousand times smaller than the sun and knowable only from the dramatic effect of their huge gravitational fields.

“As this unexpected story unfolded, I often thought back to 1959, when I first proposed a search for the totally unknown.  As a Christian I worship a God, knowable only from his dramatic effect in Christ, in history and in human lives, and I thought how getting to know him had changed my whole world-view.”

Extract from ‘God and the Scientists’ by Michael Poole

Questions to consider:

1 Explain to a partner your thoughts about Sir Robert Boyd’s poem about the creation of the world as well this quotation from him above.

2 If you were to meet him, what questions would you want to ask him?

3 Do you think that Sir Robert Boyd takes the Genesis story literally?  Explain the reasons for your view.
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