
We are getting smaller 
BY KENNY LAPINS 

SPECIAL TO THE KENOSHA NEWS On a recent ride to school, my daughter, Abigail, pointed at clouds out the window and said, "Daddy, look, crepuscular rays!" It seems, despite the fact that I am more permissive than I should be about enforcing a restricted television viewing diet, my efforts to cultivate her interest in science are paying off. 
This has been a priority of mine from the beginning. I made sure that Abigail and her little sister Rachel knew what a sphygmomanometer was and how to pronounce it while they were still in preschool. And not just because American students rank 21 out of 30 in science literacy among developed countries. 
Their scientific proficiency is important to me because we live in an amazing time to be interested in science, especially astrophysics. The news in just the past few months has been full of Earth-shattering discoveries. 
On its way to Mars, scheduled to land on the red planet on Aug. 6, is a science rover called Curiosity. Its mission: search for the chemical building blocks of life. But even as the Mars Science Laboratory zooms to its destination at 3,800 mph, Curiosity's hearty little brother Opportunity, already on the surface of the fourth planet, made a startling discovery of its own. 
Opportunity spotted what scientists have concluded is gypsum, a hydrated mineral we use to make drywall. The lead scientist on the project said there is "no ambiguity" now that water once flowed on Mars. 
In addition to all this Mars drama, another NASA endeavor, the Kepler space telescope's search for planets outside the Solar System, has yielded results. Kepler scientists announced the discovery of Kepler-22b, a planet with an orbit inside its sun's "habitable zone," the area that is neither too hot nor too cold to support life like ours. They estimate the average temperature on this planet to be 72 degrees as a matter of fact: a nice spring day. 
I used the term "Earth-shattering" to describe the recent discoveries made by NASA because that is just what they are. Each day, we humans and the planet we live on get a little less significant, a little less central, a little smaller. 
Prior to the 1400s and 1500s, with the discoveries of Nicolaus Copernicus and Galileo Galilei, the Earth was believed to be the center of everything, based on the Bible and simple observation. The Sun and planets revolved around us, making us the most important thing in the universe. We were masters of all we surveyed, and all we surveyed was all there was. 
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Our apparent decreasing uniqueness in the expanding universe is scary to some, even a threat. Galileo was convicted of heresy, forced to recant his observations by the Church, and sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of his life. To me, the fact my girls and I live on a planet that is merely one of countless many orbiting a comparatively small star in a galaxy just like so many others is much more interesting than the alternative. If WE are all there is, the universe would be lonely, and eventually we would discover all there is to know. How boring would that be? Instead, our smallness tells me we are part of a much bigger family of life in the universe and lots of new challenges will present themselves in time. 
The Voyager 1 spacecraft, launched in 1977, is just a few years away from leaving the solar system and heading off into interstellar space. In a recent interview on NPR, the lead mission scientist said, "No matter what you think you know, what there is to learn is even more interesting." 
For instance, let's say that in my daughters' lifetime Keppler-22b is confirmed to not only definitely exist but also to actually harbor life. It will be up to my kids and their scientific contemporaries to figure out how to travel the three quadrillion miles to get there and introduce themselves. 
But being small isn't so bad. Just like Alice was only able to pass through the door to Wonderland after she shrunk herself with a potion, our reduced stature in infinite space opens up endless possibilities. Plus, it underscores the greatest lesson my girls can learn from discovery upon discovery: humility. Whether looking up at the grandeur of crepuscular rays through a car window or peering into deep space with a radio telescope, my girls can learn that we are mere inhabitants of the Universe, not its masters. The Milky Way, the Solar System, and even Earth are NOT ours. We are temporary caretakers. Like Alice discovering and trying to decipher the mysterious characters she met on her adventures, my girls too can take an incredible journey through the looking-glass of science and try to understand 


