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What the Heavens Declared
to aYoung Astronomer

How | learned that the same God who numbered
the stars knew and loved me personally.

By David Block
PHOTO BY ILAN GODFREY

grew up a Jewish boy in a South African gold-mining

town known as Krugersdorp. I remember sitting in shul

(synagogue), enthralled as our learned rabbi expounded

how God was apersonal God—he would speak to Moses,
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and to many others. Growing
up, I often pondered how I fit into all this.

By the time I entered the University of Witwatersrand,
Johannesburg, I was deeply concerned that Thad no assurance
that God was indeed a personal God. I was confident that he
was a historical God who had delivered our people from the
hands of Pharaoh. But he seemed so far removed from the
particulars of my life in Krugersdorp. Where was the person-
ality and the vibrancy of a God who truly could speak to me?
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SOMEONE WAS MISSING
Asastudent, Ibegan working toward a degree in applied math-
ematics and computer science. Over the course of my studies,
I became friendly with Lewis Hurst, then a professor of psy-
chiatryand genetics. He had a great interestin astronomy, and
we would discuss the complexities of the cosmos for hours at
atime. Whenever we met, I would delight in explaining basic
features of astronomy, such as black holes and quasars.
Intellectually, these were greatly satisfying years. Over
time, I became fascinated with the elegance of the mathemat-
ical formulation of general relativity, and at age 19 I submitted
my first research paper on that theme to the Royal Astro-

nomical Society of London. CONTINUED ON PRECEDING PAGE
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When it was published one year later, I
started receiving requests from obser-
vatories and universities for reprints or
printed copies (on the mistaken belief
that I was already a senior academic!).

But spiritually, this period was rather
dry.Iremember attending a meeting of
the Royal Astronomical Society graced
by Stephen Hawking. The atmosphere
there was intellectually stimulating, but
inwardly I could tell that something, or
someone, was missing. To be brutally
honest, I did not know God.

Back in South Africa, my friendship
with Professor Hurst grew, and I started
sharing with him my thoughts and feel-
ings about the cosmos. “The universe is
so beautiful,” I proclaimed, “both visu-
ally and mathematically.” The idea of
the universe being designed by a Mas-
ter Artist continued to resonate with
me, butIstruggled tofind evidence that
this artist had any interest in knowing
me personally.

“What concerns me, deeplyso,” I told
Professor Hurst, “is that the universe is
solarge, soimmense. I's physical reality
the sum total of our existence?” This was
aquestion on which I reflected often as
ayoung university student.

I shared further doubts: “Are we,”
as Shakespeare said in Macbeth, “just a
fleeting shadow that appears and then
disappears? What is our reason for liv-
ing? What is the purpose of life? Is it
possible to have a personal encounter
with the creator of the cosmos?”

Hurst listened intently. “There is an
answer to all the questions you are ask-
ing,” the professor said. “I am well aware
thatyou come from an Orthodox Jewish
family, but would you be willing to meet
with adear friend of mine, the Reverend
John Spyker?” A tone of gravity perme-
ated his voice.

My Jewish parents had taught me
to seek answers wherever they might
be found, so I consented to meet with
this Christian minister. Spyker had a
voice that commanded attention; he
spoke with authority. Taking the Bible
in hishands, he turned to the New Testa-
ment—to Paul’s letter to the Romans in
particular. In Romans 9:33, Paul affirms
that Y’shua (Jesus) is a stumbling stone

to the Jewish people but that those who
freely choose tobelieve in him will never
be ashamed.

(I've always appreciated how this
verse appears in The Message: “Care-
ful! I've put a huge stone on the road
to Mount Zion, a stone you can’t get
around. But the stone is me! If you're
looking for me, you’ll find me on the way,
not in the way.”)

Bydivine grace, suddenly everything
became perfectly clear. Y’shua was the
stumbling stone—my stumbling stone!
Jesus had fulfilled all the messianic
prophecies in the Hebrew Scriptures
(where the Messiah would be born, how
he was to die, and much else besides).
While most Jewish people today are still
awaiting the Messiah’s coming, I knew
I had found him, and that all T had to do
was respond to his free offer of grace.

Immediately, I asked Spyker to pray
for me, which he did. And on thatday, in
October 1976 at the age of 22, I surren-
dered my heart and myreason to Christ
Jesus. His Spirit spread through every
cell of my being.

Somehow, all the way back when I
aimed my first telescope at Saturn—and
when Ibeheld Saturn, with its tilted sys-
tem of rings, in all its majesty and splen-
dor—I suspected in my heart that there
existed not merely a Great Designerbut
apersonal God. But I hadn’t yet experi-
enced his still, small voice of forgiveness
and reassurance.

Reflecting on these moments now, I
realize they had been infused by God’s
grace. He had been planting spiritual
seeds every time I gazed up into the
heavens. It was as if Jesus were sit-
ting at my table—in my case, looking
over my shoulder as I peered through
my telescope—just as he had when he
accompanied his followers on the road
to Emmaus.

God had been
planting spiritual
seeds every time
I gazed up into
the heavens.

TREASURES OF DARKNESS
Becoming a Christian had a profound
effectonmy careerin astronomy. There
was something incredible about realiz-
ing that one of my main objects of study,
cosmic dust, is the very stuff from which
God fashioned all of humanity.

I took inspiration from God’s words
in Isaiah: “I will give you the treasures
of darkness and hidden riches of secret
places, that you may know that I, the
Lord, who call youbyyour name, am the
God of Israel” (45:3, NKJV). How excit-
ing it was to visit the world’s greatest
observatories and discover these trea-
sures in the starry vaults above.

In his essay “Nature,” Ralph Waldo
Emerson wrote: “If the stars should
appear one night in a thousand years,
how would men believe and adore;
and preserve for many generations the
remembrance of the city of God which
had been shown!”

One of my life’s great callings is to
show multitudes of people the vast dif-
ference between the truth of nature and
the nature of truth. The truth of nature
belongs to the physical, or scientific,
realm—in my case, the study of planets,
stars, galaxies, and our expanding uni-
verse. In contrast, the much broader
nature of truth includes both the phys-
ical and spiritual domains, where God
reveals the works of his grace.

Many years have transpired since
I stood alongside my first telescope in
Krugersdorp. Those were the days of
non-digital photography. Now allis digi-
tal. However, every time Ilook upon the
wonder of God’s creation—especially,
nowadays, from telescopes in space
transmitting images back to earth on
computer screens—I still see his won-
drous glory revealed.

AndIstillmarvel thata God so majes-
ticand powerful would know my name—
and love me as intimately as his own
begotten Son. CT
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