Honoring Life’s Trips

The only thing permanent is change.

​-Heraclitus

The more things change, the more they stay the same.

​-French proverb

The medium-as-message axiom also represents the conserving tendency of the evolutionary process, which reconciles widely contrasting perspectives on change. As Heraclitus further framed his perspective on the permanence of impermanency, “you can’t step in the same river twice.” 

Evolution is the cosmos’ flowingly adaptive response as a whole to the dynamics of moment-to-moment local changes in its parts. The “message” of evolutionary mediation is its preservation of workability (commonly key-worded as “survival”) via simple and incremental adaptive steps and occasional leaps of complexification á la what has come to be called “punctuated equilibrium.” The fundamental simplicity of evolving wholeness overall is conserved via the progressive complexification of its molecular and ecological parts in the face of unduly punctuated disequilibrium. Stated in so many words: the dynamical message of all effective (i.e., workable) change is the preservation of the whole via the successful adaptation of its parts to fluctuating local circumstances.

My favorite metaphor of this whole-part relationship is one coined by biophysicist Herbert Morowitz in his book, Cosmic Joy and Local Pain (bibliography, p. xxx). For Morowitz, “cosmic joy” represents the harmonizing tendency of universal wholeness, while “local pain” represents any and all dis-ease of and among its parts. According to Morowitz, local pain is forever being salved by cosmic joy. Jesus and Paul might well have conveyed their own messages of salvific reconciliation in such terms had they been addressing today’s scientific mindset.
Morowitz acknowledged the omni-reciprocal dynamic of cosmic wholeness in his proposal of a fourth law of motion, which maintains that matter is organized by the manner in which energy flows through a system. Just as gravity binds the cosmos together as a unitary whole, so does a prevailing and harmonious universalized flow of energy reconcile to itself all local differences within the cosmic whole. A long-standing spiritual term for such reconciliation of pain to joy is “grace.” 

However such conciliation may be named or metaphored, “forgivingness” by any other name just as sweetly represents the grace-full presence of cosmic joy in the locality of human affairs. Among my favorite accounts of forgivingness thus grace-fully understood is that of another scientist, anthropologist Loren Eiseley, who perceived the relationship of cosmic joy to an incident of his own local pain after tripping over a curbstone while walking to his office. He experienced the incident from the perspectivity of his inner molecular galaxy’s recursive reflection of the greater cosmos as a whole:

. . . I caught the toe of my shoe in an ill-placed drain. Some trick of mechanics brought me down over the curb with extraordinary violence. A tremendous crack echoed in my ears. When I next opened my eyes I was lying face down on the sidewalk. My nose was smashed over on one side. Blood from a gash on my forehead was cascading over my face. 

Reluctantly I explored further, running my tongue cautiously about my mouth and over my teeth. Under my face a steady rivulet of blood was enlarging to a bright red pool on the sidewalk. It was then, as I peered nearsightedly at my ebbing substance there in the brilliant sunshine, that a surprising thing happened. Confusedly, painfully, indifferent to running feet and the anxious cries of witnesses about me, I lifted a wet hand out of this welter and murmured in compassionate concern, “Oh, don’t go. I’m sorry, I’ve done for you.” 

The words were not addressed to the crowd gathering around me. They were inside and spoken to no one but to a part of myself. I was quite sane, only it was an oddly detached sanity, for I was addressing blood cells, phagocytes, platelets, all the crawling, living, independent wonder that had been part of me and now, through my folly and lack of care, were dying like beached fish on the hot pavement. A great wave of passionate contrition, even of adoration, swept through my mind, a sensation of love on a cosmic scale, for mark that this experience was, in its way, as vast a catastrophe as would be that of a galaxy consciously suffering through the loss of its solar systems.

I was made up of millions of these tiny creatures, their toil, their sacrifices, as they hurried to seal and repair the rent fabric of this vast being whom they have unknowingly, but in love, compounded. I was their galaxy, their creation. And I, for the first time in my mortal existence, did not see these creatures as odd objects under a microscope. Instead, an echo of the force that moved them came up from the deep well of my being and flooded through the shaken circuits of my brain. I was they – their galaxy, their creation. For the first time, I loved them consciously, even as I was plucked up and away by willing hands. It seemed to me then, and does now in retrospect, that I had caused to the universe I inhabited as many deaths as the explosion of a supernova in the cosmos.

Weeks later, recovering, I paid a visit to the place of the incident. A faint discoloration still marked the sidewalk. I hovered over the spot, obscurely troubled. They were gone, utterly destroyed – those tiny beings – but the entity of which they had made a portion still persisted. I shook my head, conscious of the brooding mystery that the poet Dante impelled into his great line: “the love that moves the sun and other stars.”
Another bit of wisdom admonishes, “There’s no use crying over spilt milk.” With Loren Eiseley, I sometimes tear-facedly transgress this wisdom in response to spillings of the milk of humankindness. I find such forgiving spillage of my tears to be infinitely preferable to its alternative, the unforgiving tillage of my fears. And out of my own respect for the long-term outcome of cosmic joy’s mediation of local pain, I am also one with Eiseley in another of his confessions: “I am resigned to wait out man’s lingering barbarity.”

