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Fig. 1. Standing diversity through time for families of marine vertebrates and
invertebrates, with catastrophic extinctions numbered (Raup and Sepkoski 1982,
1502). Reprinted with permission from Science 215:1501-03. Copyright ©1982
AAAS.
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Fig. 2. Species diversity changes in vascular plants (Niklas 1986, 385). Copy-
right ©1986 Springer-Verlag. Reprinted with permission.
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Against this background, we acknowledge the current fashion among
social constructionists and postmodernists to think that any such increase
of complexity or diversity is just British aristocrats reading their metaphys-
ics back into nature. A scholar’s chosen opinions reflect his or her social
and cultural climate as much as they do what is objectively there in the
fossil record. One takes one’s mood from whatever spirits are at large on
the contemporary academic landscape, insist the social constructionists
(without conceding that they too are among such spirits).

On this point philosophers of science and even the paleontologists them-
selves may nowadays join the social constructionists. Michael Ruse insists,
“Evolution is going nowhere—and rather slowly at that” (1986, 203).
Although most paleontologists over the last century have seen progress in
evolutionary history, this is pseudoscience, an overlaying of European ide-
ologies onto ‘the fossil record (Ruse 1996, 526).

Stephen Jay Gould, the most visibly outspoken paleontologist of the
last century, insists that belief that there is “inherent, stately progress as a
hallmark of life’s history” is foolish prejudice. “The history of life . . . is
not going anywhere intrinsically” (Gould 1980a, 31-32). “We are the
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Fig. 3. Changes in the composition of vertebrate orders and numbers of insect
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accidental result of an unplanned process . . . the fragile result of an enor-
mous concatenation of improbabilities, not the predictable product of any
definite process” (Gould 1983, 101-2). Biology has no covering law, or
trend, enabling one to say that microbes, or mammals, or human beings
could statistically be expected. Evolutionary theory offers no explanation
of the crucial journey; indeed, it claims that there is none, that the results
are random. All that is selected for is the capacity to survive, unrelated to
any increase of worth or value.
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Fig. 4. Number of major families of fossil animals increasing through time.
(Newell 1963, 80). Reprinted with permission.
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remarkable processes, if you wish (perhaps rather like Wilson with his “mi-
raculous flower,” Gould with his “holy” evolutionary history, or Dennett
with his “sacred world”), but do not try to detect God the Father transcen-
dent to this serendipity. Rather, celebrate nature as the source of this ser-
endipitous process—like gravity, except negentropic. This bioforce pulls
things upward to higher and higher forms.

Kaufman then finds himself “in face of mystery” (1993) and marvels at
the serendipity on Earth. But serendipity is not an explanatory concept.
It just baptizes the natural phenomena with a fairy tale word.! It puts the
spectacular creative events down to extraordinarily good luck. If we are to
have a real explanation, we need to detect something “extra” lurking within
the serendipitous process. We can say, if we like, that with the appearance
of life, or photosynthesis, or warm-blooded animals, or endoskeletons, or
fat cells, or immunoglobin molecules, or psychological inwardness, there
is just serendipity, more serendipity, cascading serendipity. But that is not
an explanation; it is a confession that we do not have any adequate expla-
nation. Nothing we know in science, certainly not in biology and just as
doubtfully in physics, authorizes any scientific theory of nature that is “up
to” these events that are the surprising facts of natural history. If you wish
a nature with that power, you must be religious about it.

Neither physical nor biological discoveries of pathways of development
do much to make nature self-explanatory. We find causes necessary but
not sufficient. The rejoinder to Where is the Presence? is Where is the
explanatory adequacy of a self-contained physics or a self-contained biol-
ogy? Evidence that nature is not self-explanatory can be seen at all its
creative loci. Three especially dramatic places: (1) In physics, once upon a
time there was the origin of matter-energy. (2) In biology, once upon a
time there was the origin of life, first during the era of chemical evolution,
with the elaboration of life over many subsequent millennia. (3) In neuro-
biology, once upon a time there was the origin of subjective life, of felt
experience. Each time, there is created something novel. Perhaps at the
origin of life and the origin of mind we can give some story of the assembly
of parts, how possibly this novel event came to take place historically. But
these are never why-necessarily explanations; we are always getting conclu-
sions that exceed what is precontained in the premises.

The secular autonomy that once seemed to banish any Presence turns
out to veil a kind of haunting incompleteness. True, there are always some
causes behind effects, but these nevertheless have surprising, serendipitous
effects that the causes never seem to completely specify. The stream steadily
rises above its source. The effects over time, whether probable or improb-
able, initiate events the likes of which have nowhere been seen before.

In this deeper sense, says Ernst Mayr, though hostile enough to tradi-
tional monotheism, “virtually all biologists are religious, in the deeper sense
of the word, even though it may be a religion without revelation. . . . The
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unknown and maybe unknowable instills in us a sense of humility and
awe” (1982, 81). “I would say,” writes 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,
210). The molecular self-assembling of organisms over evolutionary his-
tory is a sort of self-actualizing, but it is also a response to the brooding
winds of the Spirit moving over the face of these earthen waters.

Once]J. B. S. Haldane found himself in conversation with some theolo-
gians and was asked what he had concluded from his long studies in biol-
ogy about the character of God. He replied that God had an inordinate
fondness for beetles. God must have loved beetles, he made so many of
them. But species counts are only one indication of diversity, and perhaps
the fuller response is that God must have loved life, God animated such a
prolific Earth. Haldane went on to say that the marks of biological nature
were its “beauty,” “tragedy,” and “inexhaustible queerness” (Haldane 1932,
167-69). This beauty approaches the sublime; the tragedy is perpetually
redeemed with the renewal of life, and the inexhaustible queerness recom-
poses as the numinous.

Biology produces many doubts; here are two more. I doubt whether
one can be a biologist without a respect for life, and the line between re-
spect for life and reverence for life is one that I doubt that we can always
recognize and one that is more important than we think. If anything atall
on Earth is sacred, it must be this enthralling creativity that characterizes
our home planet. If anywhere, here is the brooding Spirit of God.

NOTE

This article is a version of an address given at the American Academy of Religion in Atlanta,
Georgia, November 2003.

1. The word serendspity was coined by Horace Walpole after the characters in the Persian fairy
tale The Three Princes of Serendip who were always making fortunate and unexpected discoveries
by accident.
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