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“HOW DO WE SEIZE THE PAST?” muses the narrator in Flaubert’s Parrot. “We read, we learn, we 

ask, we remember, we are humble; and then a casual detail shifts everything.” And so it does. In our 

efforts to decipher Earth’s early biological history, minute details have repeatedly sparked revelation: 

here an exquisite cyanobacterium in billion-year-old chert, there a drop in the iron retained by ancient 

soils, and somewhere else a change in the fabric of carbonate minerals precipitated on the ocean 

floor—the world in a grain of sand if ever there was one. Individual details may seem trifling, but 

collectively they reveal the epic drama that carries us from Darwin’s warm little pond to his dilemma 

of Cambrian diversity, now seen in new light. From there, it is but a short hop to fish, to ungainly 

amphibians waddling across a Paleozoic swamp, to tiny mammals dodging the footfalls of dinosaurs, 

and to a species that can not only reconstruct its evolutionary past but contemplate similar histories on 

other worlds. 

The early evolution of life, then, is part of our story. We are the product of a planetary history more 

than 4 billion years long, the latest installment of a book whose final chapters have yet to be written. 

As Hap McSween wrote in Fanfare for Earth, “we are stardust” is not just Woodstock bravado; it is 

literal truth. The carbon in my body was forged in the crucible of an early star, dispersed into space by 

a supernova, gathered along with dust and rock as our planet took shape, and then cycled repeatedly 

among air, oceans, and organisms, through cyanobacteria and dinosaurs, perhaps even through 

Darwin, before coming to rest, at least for the moment, in a paleontologist’s brain. 

But while the story of evolution undoubtedly includes human beings, it is not about us. The long 

history of life helps to explain our presence, but it can be interpreted as a journey toward man only if 

we strike a particular course through the Tree of Life. Travel another path and life’s history is a 

gripping saga of cyanobacterial survival, a cautionary tale of trilobitic fall, or the inspirational story of 

yeasts finding sustenance in rotting fruit. Each of the 10 million or so species alive today is equally 

the product of Earth’s 4-billion-year evolutionary history—myriad forms separated by evolutionary 

divergence but united in ecological codependence. Whatever the merits of viewing Earth as our 

world, we could not persist without the bacteria and algae, plants and animals. We are evolutionary 

latecomers, among the latest threads in an ecological tapestry woven since our planet was young. 

It is, in fact, ecology that confers special status on humans, not evolution. Unlike the millions of 

species that preceded us, humans don’t simply adapt to the environments provided by nature. We take 

our environment with us, finding comfort in a heated Siberian cabin or an air-conditioned condo in 

Houston. Armed with technology, our species has spread across the planet, populating it in 

remarkable numbers. And in the process, we have altered nearly all landscapes, commandeered much 

of Earth’s photosynthetic production, and come to rival bacteria as participants in biogeochemical 

cycles. What we do with our special status will determine the plot of the next chapters in Earth’s 

history, not just for us but for the biosphere as a whole. 

There are, of course, other versions of the tale. And not just the “autobiographical fictions” of other 

paleontologists who refract the same observations through a different lens of experience. I’m thinking 

of versions that slip free of the factual moorings that guide and constrain my telling—granting us 

special status by assertion rather than ecology, while simultaneously rejecting almost everything else 

argued in this book. How do we think about explanations of Earth and life that dispense with science 

altogether? 

The great creation stories of the Bible, or the Upanishads, or the Aboriginal Dreamtime provided 

ways of comprehending the universe thousands of years before Copernicus, Newton, Darwin, and 

Einstein furnished new explanatory language. As eloquent guides to a moral universe, they continue 

to speak across the generations. Indeed, their power derives from their timelessness—words that 

inspired an iron age shepherd in the Levant can still move a computer analyst in Detroit. Scientific 

accounts, in contrast, are bounded in time. Today’s state of the art was incomprehensible yesterday, 



 

and it will be out-of-date tomorrow. That these two ways of comprehending should be confused in 

either form or purpose strikes me as both absurd and unfortunate. 

The modern world provides substantial tests for faith and theology—the Holocaust, crib death, and 

Alzheimer’s disease come readily to mind. In contrast, the reconciliation of traditional truths and 

science is almost trivially simple, requiring only that God, if present, be great enough to mix 

immanence into the nascent universe, enabling it to unfold over the eons, obedient to the laws of 

special relativity, nuclear chemistry, and population genetics. Science’s creation story accounts for 

process and history, not intent. Accepting its ancient counterparts as parables, then, eliminates 

conflict. (Saint Augustine said as much in the fourth century.) But we must be clear: there can be no 

other resolution that involves science. 

Creationists commonly target evolutionary biology as science’s boogeyman, but the account of early 

evolution presented in preceding chapters necessitates that the biblical literalist be catholic in his 

rejection of scientific understanding. He must reject geology because its confluence of pattern and 

process cannot be accommodated by a biblical timetable. Physics and chemistry must go, too, because 

they explain the radioactive decay that dates zircons as millions or billions of years old. And 

astronomy and astrophysics? Don’t even think about them. Indeed, the biblical literalist, passing 

Permian brachiopods, Cambrian trilobites, and 1.7-billion-year-old schist as she hikes down the Grand 

Canyon, can only conclude that the appearance of age and order in stratigraphic successions is an 

elaborate ruse, part of a great cosmic charade set up to trap the unfaithful. What sort of God would do 

that? One who can be petty and vengeful, who may love His creation but doesn’t trust it. A God, in 

other words, much like ourselves. In his zeal to know the mind of God, the creationist finds only a 

mirror. 

Of course, scripture insists that God made man in his own image, not the reverse. To a nomad seeking 

oases in a Mideastern desert or a seamstress laboring in medieval Europe, this may well have been 

received as a literal commentary on God’s visage. Philosophers from Aquinas to Descartes saw God 

reflected in the human mind. But the scientific and technological revolution of the twentieth century 

suggests a more specific, and perhaps more unsettling, reading. To a remarkable degree, we have 

come to understand the world we live in and, indeed, to dominate it. Through physics and 

engineering, we can harness the power of atoms for electricity or mass destruction. Medicine makes 

lame beggars walk. We can fathom the miracle of birth and the mystery of death, and have the power 

of life and death over species as well as people. Perhaps we were made in God’s image after all. 

In the end, dialogue between religion and science matters not so much because it holds the prospect of 

consensus on our past, but because we need to agree about our future. At the dawn of the twenty-first 

century, we stand at a crossroads in Earth history. The technological intelligence that gained 

ecological hegemony for humans now threatens the products of a planetary lifetime. As a result, our 

grandchildren may know the rhinoceros only from pictures, the rain forest from parks, and coral reefs 

from history books. Even as we search for life on Mars, we risk losing it on Earth. 

Thoughts such as these are disheartening. But the future needn’t be an evolutionary endgame. There is 

another possibility. At the intersection of ecological dominance and planetary history lie the makings 

of an evolutionary ethics. If we can understand the immensity of our evolutionary inheritance, we may 

be moved to preserve it. If we can acknowledge our unprecedented role as planetary stewards, we 

may be able to discharge our responsibility with wisdom and with honor. On this issue, at least, faith 

and science find common ground. I don’t know whether God decreed the passenger pigeon, but if He 

did, it was not for us to exterminate. 

Copernicus and Darwin profoundly altered the human sense of self. We do not live at the center of the 

universe, and we cannot claim the privileges of special creation. In coming decades, planetary 

exploration may even show that we are not unique or, at the very least, not alone. But whatever 

astronomy and evolution may take away, ecology restores. On this planet, at this moment in time, 

human beings reign. Regardless of who or what penned earlier chapters in the history of life, we will 

write the next one. Through our actions or inaction, we decide the world that our grandchildren and 

great grandchildren will know. Let us have the grace and humility to choose well. 


