Perspectives

Saturn's Rings Short-Lived and Young

Crestionists have long argued that
the rings of Saturn are less than 1
million years old, in spite of
evolutionists clams that the planet is
4.5-5.0 hillion years old, the same as
therest of the Solar System.* Therings
are made up of rock and ice fragments
that are being drawn closer and closer
to Saturn's surface by the planet's
gravitationa pull.

Astronomers have long believed
that Saturn's rings were formed when
amoon or comet about 200 km across
was shattered by animpact closeto the
planet, leaving a mass of debris. This
impact, it is suggested, happened no
more than 100 million years ago.?

It was in 1852 that Otto Struve
noted in the Memoirs of the St
Petersburg Academy of Sciences®
there had been changes in the widths
of theringsand aprogressive decrease
in the width of the gap between the
planet and the inner edge of ring B,
relative to the combined width of ring
A. Old drawings and descriptions were
used to evduate thisratio — Huygens
(1657), Huygens and Cassini (1695),
Bradley (1719), Herschel (1799) and
W. Struve (1826) — resultsindicating
arapid approach of the inner edges of
theringstoward Saturn, whilethe outer
edge of the outermost ring (ring A) hed
changed little.

Now an international team of
scientigts (French, US and Canadian)
using the Hubble Space Telescope have
shown that the innermost rings are
losing water ‘relatively rapidly’.
Indeed, the water is disappearing 'so
fast', the team believes that it would
al have gone dready if the rings were
more than about 30 million years old.*

News of therings mortdity didn't
come as a surprise to the scientific
community.>  Astronomers had
suspected that the rain of microscopic

CEN Tech.J.,vol. 11, no. 1, 1997

meteorites that pelts every body inthe
Solar System was rapidly eroding the
rings, and they aready had theindirect

evidencethat ring debrisisfdling into

the planet. But thisfirgt direct evidence
of theinfal could tell astronomersjust
how fadt the rings are eroding, placing

direct bounds on the lifespan of

Saturn'srings— and, by extension, the
less showy rings of the other giant

planets.

Thus, astronomers now believe
that water evaporates from the particles
making up the rings when micro-
meteorites crash into them. The fate
of the water molecules depends upon
their charge and distance from the
planet. Neutral molecules fal back
onto the rings surfaces, but charged
(ionised) particles spiral aong
magnetic field lines. Beyond the outer
edge of the inner ring, the fidd lines
carry them away from the planet, but
at lower dtitudes the fied lines guide
them down to Saturn. 'This result is
the first evidence of significant water
precipitation flux from the rings of
Saturn onto its atmosphere.”®

Determining just how fast ring
water issreaming into Saturn and thus
how long the rings have been around

Saturn's rings are lit up clearly by sunlight in
this Voyager 2 photograph of the planet taken
on August 4, 1981 from 13 million miles (almost
21 million kilometres) away.

will take more work and some
caculaions of how fast the water is
being removed from the stratosphere.”

A high flux would be the most direct

evidence that Saturn's rings are 'short-

lived'. If Saturn's spectacular rings are
'very young® and ‘short-lived’, then

it's 'only by luck’, they sy, that they

are around for us human beings to

marvel at. Furthermore, the
‘catastrophic event' needed to make

rings as massive as these -- the
shattering of asmall moon by a comet

or the disruption of a passing giant

comet by Saturn's gravity — is only

likely to happen just onceinthe planet's
life-time, sy the scientists.

This redlisation that the dazzlin%
rings of Saturn could be a'rare sight'
does not bother us. The evidence is
increasingly mounting that the Genesis
Flood was accompanied by
catastrophism throughout the Solar
System (for example, impact
cratering), and thus we would expect
Saturn's rings to be 'very young'. So
itisn't by 'luck’ that we are hereto see
them, since they are a spectacular
reminder of God's judgment of His
crestion.
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