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In this perspective, biology and religion draw closer together. Israel is the
rose of Sharon, blooming in the desert, the shoot budding forth out of the stump
of Jesse. The root meaning of “Israel” is to struggle. Life is gathered up in the
midst of its throes, a blessed tragedy, lived in grace through a besetting storm.
Israel’s founding historical memory is the Passover observance, a festivai of the
renewal of spring and of exodus releasing life from the powers that suppress
it. Christianity intensifies this renewal in adversity with its central symbol: the
cross. There is dying and rising to newness of life. Life is cruciform.

The grass, the flower of the field, is clothed with beauty today and gone
tomorrow, cast into the fire. The sparrow is busy about her nest, and sings, and
falls, noticed by God. There is trouble enough with each new day, and, beneath
that, some providential power by which life persists over the vortex of chaos.
We find life handed on, through ills and all, by wisdom genetically pro-
grammed, as well as in the cultural heritage of our forebears. The secret of life
is only penultimately in the DNA, the secret of life ultimately is this struggling
on to something higher. We dimly comprehend that we stand the beneficiaries
of a vast providence of struggle that has resulted in the panorama of life. Just
that sense of ongoing life, transcending individuality, makes life at the species
level a religious value. Speciation lies at the core of life’s brilliance, and to
confront an endangered species, struggling to survive, is to face a moment of
eternal truth.

Nature, law, and grace

Paradoxically, past the suffering, life is a kind of gift. Every animal, every plant
has to seek resources, but life persists because it is provided for in the system.
The swarms of creatures are not so much an ungodly jungle as a divinely
inspired Earth. “Design” is not the right word; it is a word borrowed from
mechanics and their machines. Genesis is the better word, with “genes” in it,
the gift of autonomy and self-creation. Designed machines to not have any
interesting history; clocks have no story lines. But organisms must live biog-
raphies, and such a story continues for several billion years. Such an Earthen
providing ground is, in theological perspective, providential. Providential ad-
ventures do not so much have design as pathways. In grace accompanying a
passage through history, there must be a genetic pathway available along which
there can be a lineage of descent, ascent, exploration, and adventure. Monothe-
ists who take genesis seriously do not suppose a Deux ex machina that lifts
organisms out of their environment, redesigns them, and reinserts them with an
upgraded design. Rather they find a divine creativity that leads and lures along
available routes of Earth history.
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Laws are important in natural systems, but natural law is not the complete
explanatory category for nature, any more than are randomness and chance. In
nature, beyond the law is grace. There is creativity by which more comes out
of less. Science prefers lawlike explanations without surprises. One predicts,
and the prediction comes true. But, nevertheless, biology is full of unpre-
dictable surprises. Our account of natural history will not be by way of implica-
tion, whether deductive or inductive. There is no covering law (such as natural
selection), plus initial conditions (such as trilobites), from which one can
deduce primates, any more than one can assume microbes as a premise and
deduce trilobites in conclusion. Nor is there any induction (expecting the future
to be like the past) by which one can expect trilobites later from procaryotes
earlier, or dinosaurs still later by extrapolating along a regression line (a
progression line!) drawn from procaryotes to trilobites. There are no humans
invisibly present (as an acorn secretly contains an oak) in the primitive eu-
caryotes, to unfold in a lawlike way. All we can do is tell the epic story —
eucaryotes, trilobites, dinosaurs, primates, persons who are scientists, ethicists,
conservation biologists — and the drama may prove enough to justify it.

In only seeming contrast to Adam and Noah, who are trustees of the creation,
Job rejoices in how the nonhuman creation is wild, free from the hand of man.
“Who has let the wild ass go free? Who has loosed the bonds of the swift ass,
to whom I have given the steppe for his home, and the salt land for his dwelling
place? ... He ranges the mountain as his pasture, and he searches after every
green thing” (Job 39.5-8). [Even in Biblical times, the wild ass was an en-
dangered species; nevertheless it persisted in Palestine until 1928, when it
became extinct.] “Is it by your wisdom that the hawk soars, and spreads his
wings toward the south? Is it at your command that the eagle mounts up and
makes his nest on high? On the rock he dwells and makes his home in the
fastness of the rocky crag. Thence he spies out the prey; his eyes behold it afar.
His young ones suck up blood; and where the slain are, there is he” (Job
39.26-40.2). “The high mountains are for the wild goats; the rocks are a refuge
for the badgers. . . . The young lions roar for their prey, seeking their food from
God. ... O-Lord, how manifold are thy works! In wisdom hast thou made them
all” (Psalm 104.18-24). .

Though outside the hand of man, the wild animals are not outside either
divine or biological order. The Creator’s love for the creation is sublime
precisely because it does not conform to human purposes. That God is personal
as revealed in human cultural relations does not mean that the natural relation-
ship of God to hawks and badgers is personal, nor should humans treat such
creatures as persons. They are to be treated with appropriate respect for their
wildness. The meaning of the word “good” and “divine” is not the same in
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nature and in culture. Just as Job was pointed out of his human troubles toward
the wild Palestinian landscape, it is a useful, saving corrective to a simplistic
Jesus-loves-me;-this-I-know, God-is-on-my-side theology to discover vast
ranges of creation that have nothing to do with satisfying our personal desires.

‘What the wildlands with their swarms of species do “for us,” if we must
phrase it that way, is teach that God is not “for us” humans alone. God is “for”
these wild creatures too. In Earth’s wildness there is a complex mixture of
authority and autonomy, a divine imperative that there be communities (ecosys-
tems) of spontaneous and autonomous (“wild”) creatures, each creature defend-
ing its form of life. A principal insight that Biblical faith can contribute to
conservation is to take the concept of wildlife “sanctuaries” in national policy
to its logical and religious conclusion. A wildlife sanctuary is a place where
nonhuman life is sacrosanct, that is, valued in ways that transcend human uses.
In that sense Christian conviction wants sanctuaries not only for humans, but
also for what wild lives are in themselves and under God. Since there is hardly
a stretch of landscape in our nation not impoverished of its native fauna and
flora, we want sanctuaries especially for endangered species.

Religious persons can bring a perspective of depth to biological conserva-
tion. Species are a characteristic expression of the creative process. The swarms
of species are both presence and symbol of forces in natural systems that
transcend human powers and human utility. Generated from earth, air, fire, and
water, these fauna and flora are an archetype of the foundations of the world.
We want a genetic account in the deeper sense. The history of Earth, we are
claiming, is a story of the achievement, conservation, and sharing of values.
Earth is a fertile planet, and in that sense, fertility is the deepest category of all,
one classically reached by the category of creation. This creative systemic
process is profoundly but partially described by evolutionary theory, a histor-
ical saga during which spectacular values are achieved and at the core of which
the critical category is value, commonly termed “survival value,” better inter-
preted as valuable information, coded genetically, that is adapted for, apt for
“living on and on” (survival), for coping, for life’s persisting in the midst of its
perpetual perishing. Such fecundity is .not finally understood until seen as
divine creativity.

This history has been a struggling through to achieve something higher, to
better adapted fit and more complex and diverse forms, and there is no par-
ticular cause to assume that the grim accounts of it are the adult, biologically
correct ones, and the gracious, creative, charismatic ones childish, naive, or
romantic. Or, shifting the meaning of “romantic” to its original sense, life is a
romance, an epic of vital conflict and resolution producing rich historical
novelty.
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Religious conservation biologists

Whatever you may make of God, biological creativity is indisputable. There is
creation, whether or not there is a Creator, just as there is law, whether or not
there is a Lawgiver. Some biologists decline to speak of creation, because they
fear a Creator lurking beneath. Well, at least there is genesis, whether or not
there is a Genitor. Ultimately, there is a kind of creativity in nature demanding
either that we spell nature with a capital N, or pass beyond nature to nature’s
God. Biologists today are not inclined, nor should they be as biologists, to look
for explanations in supernature, but biologists meanwhile find a nature that is
super! Superb! Science teaches us to eliminate from nature any suggestions of
teleology, but it is not so easy for science to talk us out of genesis. What has
managed to happen on Earth is startling by any criteria. Biologists may doubt
whether there is a Creator, but no biologist can doubt genesis.

Emst Mayr, one of the most eminent living biologists, concludes, “Virtually
all biologists are religious, in the deeper sense of the word, even though it may
be a religion without revelation. . .. The unknown and maybe unknowable
instills in us a sense of humility and awe” (Mayr, 1982, p. 81). “And if one is
a truly thinking biologist, one has a feeling of responsibility for nature, as
reflected by much of the conservation movement” (Mayr, 1985, p. 60). “I
would say,” concludes Loren Eiseley, at the end of The Immense Journey, “that
if ‘dead’ matter has reared up this curious landscape of fiddling crickets, song
sparrows, and wondering men, it must be plain even to the most devoted
materialist that the matter of which he speaks contains amazing, if not dreadful
powers, and may not impossibly be . .. ‘but one mask of many worn by the
Great Face behind’” (Eiseley, 1957, p. 210).

Annie Dillard, a poet, once found herself terrified at the evolutionary ordeal,
although she too can, in other moments be amply religious about it. Over-
looking the long, odious scene of suffering and violence, she cries out: “I came
from the world, I crawled out of a sea of amino acids, and now I must whirl
around and shake my fist at that sea and cry shame” (Dillard, 1974, p. 177).
Must she? There is nothing shameful about amino acids rising out of the sea,
speciating, swarming over Earth, assembling into myriads of species, not the
least of which is Homo sapiens, with mind to think and hand to act. If I were
Aphrodite, rising from the sea, I think I would turn back, reflect on that event,
and rather raise both hands and cheer. And if I came to realize that my rising
out of the misty seas involved a long struggle of life renewed in the midst of
its perpetual perishing, I might well fall to my knees in praise.

J. B. S. Haldane was asked by some theologians what he had concluded from
biology about the character of God. He replied that God had an inordinate
fondness for beetles, since he made so many of them. Haldane went on to say
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that the marks of biological nature were its “beauty,” “tragedy,” and “in-
exhaustible queerness” (Haldane, 1932, pp. 167-169). My experience is that
this beauty approaches the sublime; the tragedy is perpetually redeemed with
the renewal of life, and that the inexhaustible queerness recomposes as the
numinous. “Nature is one vast miracle transcending the reality of night and
nothingness” (Eiseley 1960, p. 171).

Biology produces many doubts; here are two more. I doubt whether you can
be a conservation biologist without a respect for life, and the line between
respect for life and reverence for life is one that I doubt that you can always
recognize. If anything at all on Earth is sacred, it must be this enthralling
creativity that characterizes our home planet. If anywhere, here is the brooding
Spirit of God. Whatever biologists may make of the mystery of life’s origins,
they almost unanimously conclude that the catastrophic loss of species that is
at hand and by our hand is tragic, irreversible, and unforgivable. Difficult to
join though biology and theology sometimes are, they are difficult to separate
in their respect for life. Earlier we worried that the processes of creation might
be ungodly. But faced with extinction of these processes, biology and theology
quickly couple to reach one sure conclusion. For humans to shut down Earth’s
prolific creativity is ungodly.
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