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ground, life shines across the eons of natural history, perennially renewed in its
perpetual perishing. There is “abundant life” in the midst of death. This “secret
of life” continues to challenge both science and religion.

I closed the chapter on biology twenty years back:

To translate from evolutionary science to theology, just as the suffering at Calvary
was human, creaturely suffering, out of which new life on Earth was redemptively to
come, and yet, seen more deeply by Christian conviction, was the very suffering of
God for the creation, so in the natural course there is creaturely suffering, autono-
mously owned, necessitated by the natural drives, though unselected by those caught
in the drama. Yet this drive too may be construed, in the panentheistic whole, as the
suffering God with and for the creation, diffused divine omnipresence, since each
creature both subsists in the divine ground and is lured on by it. . ..

In some way that we mixedly believe and dimly understand, the biology of the world,
not less than the physics of the universe, is a necessary and sufficient habitat for the
production of caring sentience and, at length, of suffering love in its freedom. Life
is a paradox of suffering and glory, and this “secret of life” remains hidden in God,
unresolved by biochemistry or evolutionary theory. The way of nature is the way of the
cross; via naturae est via crucis. (p. 146)

Drawing the book to a close, I returned to this theme in my chapter on nature
and history:

Every life is chastened and christened, straitened and baptized in struggle. Everywhere
there is vicarious suffering. The global Earth is a land of promise, and yet one that has
to be died for. All world progress and directional history is ultimately brought under
the shadow of a cross. The story is a passion play long before it reaches the Christ.
Since the beginning, the myriad creatures have been giving up their lives as a ransom
for many. In that sense, Jesus is not the exception to the natural order, but a chief
exemplification of it. (p. 291)

That perspective has deepened. The story is of the evolution of suffering; this
too is among the emergents. In chemistry, physics, astronomy, geomorphology,
meteorology, nothing suffers; in botany life is stressed, but only in zoology does
pain emerge. Genes do not suffer; organisms with genes need not suffer, but
those with neurons do. Life is indisputably prolific; it is just as indisputably pa-
thetic (Greek: pathos), almost as if its logic were pathos. The fertility is close-
coupled with the struggle.

[ returned to this theme in closing my Genes, Genesis and God:

Suffering is a troubling fact, but the first fact to notice is that suffering is the shadow
side of sentience, felt experience, consciousness, pleasure, intention, all the excite-
ment of subjectivity waking up so inexplicably from mere objectivity. Rocks do not
suffer, but the stuff of rocks has organized itself into animals who experience pains and
pleasures, into humans whose Existenz includes anxiety and affliction. We may won-
der why we suffer, but it is also quite a wonder that we are able to suffer. Something
stirs in the cold, mathematical beauty of physics, in the heated energies supplied by
matter, and there is first an assembling of living objects, and still later of suffering
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subjects. Energy turns into pain. The world begins with causes, mere causes; it rises
to generate concern and care. . . .

Struggle is the dark side of creativity, logically and empirically the shadow side of
pleasure. One cannot enjoy a world in which one cannot suffer, any more than one
can succeed in a world in which one cannot fail. The logic here is not so much
formal or universal as it is dialectical and narrative. In natural history, the pathway to
psychosomatic consciousness, the only kind of experience we know, is through flesh
that can feel its way through that world. An organism can have needs, which is not
possible in inert physical nature. If the environment can be a good to it, that brings
also the possibility of deprivation as a harm. To be alive is to have problems. Things
can go wrong just because they can also go right. Sentience brings the capacity to
move about deliberately in the world, and also to get hurt by it. . . . The story is not
merely of goings on, but of going concerns, that is, of values that matter.

The system historically uses pain for creative advance. . . . Theologically speaking,
this position is not inconsistent with a theistic belief about God’s providence; rather,
it is in many respects remarkably like it. There is grace sufficient to cope with thorns
in the flesh (2 Corinthians 12:7-9). .. . The “birthing” metaphor is at the root of the
concept of “nature”; here creativity comes only with “labor” and “travail.” . . . In this
struggle there is something demanding appropriate respect, something inviting rever-
ence, something divine about the power to suffer through. The cruciform creation is,
in the end, deiform, godly, just because of this element of struggle, not in spite of it.
Among available theories, there is no coherent alternative model by which, in a pain-
less world, there might have come to pass anything like these dramas of nature and
history that have happened, events that in their central thrusts we greatly value. . ..

The view here . . . is a tragic view of life, but one in which tragedy is the shadow of
prolific creativity. (Rolston 1999, pp. 303-07)

I think I can argue my case here, but my argument is experiential, existen-
tial. When, each spring in the Rocky Mountains, I confront the pasqueflower, |
am moved by life beset by storms, persisting through winter, and flowering again
at Easter. Though plants do not suffer, plants are caught up in the struggle to
survive. [ confront this “cruciform creation,” life dying and regenerated through
death —nature as “via dolorosa.” I find an encouraging beauty in life’s perennial
regeneration. [ know the evolutionary science, I know there is life-death-life-death,
but when I encounter the lovely blossoms breaking through the snow, I take the
flower, a distributive token, as type for the collective Earth, with its millions of
species, continuing after a turnover of billions of species. I put that as my creed in
Natural History: “The Pasqueflower” (Rolston 1979).

The central fact of the matter biologically is the survival of life over millennia,
life-death-life-death-life-death; but such fact of the matter is ipso facto valuable,
vital. Nature produces matter and energy, then objective life, then subjective
life, then mind and culture. The latter movements are increasingly in a minor
key —and beautiful for the conflict and resolution. “Experiences of the power of
survival, of new life rising out of the old, of the transformative character of suffer-
ing, of good resurrected out of evil, are even more forcefully those for which the
theory of God has come to provide the most plausible hypothesis™ (p. 135).
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One must be in this river to sense the flow. “We must live at the eye of the
storm” (p. 344). This book, after two decades, will still invite you into a “participa-
tory universe.” I guarantee it.
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