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Chapter 12
At Home in the Cosmos

Ted Peters

N

1

It is one thing to exist in a context. It is quite another to feel at home in one’s
context. It’s still another to invite guests to feel at home in our home. We
know we’re home when we feel centered, connected, and comforted, -

Victor Hugo (1802-1883), remembered for Les Misérables, compares a
house to a home.

¥

A house is built of logs and stone,
f)f tiles and posts and piers,
Ahome is built of loving deeds

That stand a thousand years.

A loving home can stand for a thousand years. Can it stand for a thousand
light years? For 13.7 billion years and counting?

A home can be the house we live in. It can be our hometown. It can be the
farmland of our ancestors, where you or I were born. We can feel at home in
the context of our culture, our native tongue, or the songs we sing. Against
the backdrop of outer space, Earth is our home.

Can we imagine a connection between our home and places we’ve never
visited? Can we imagine turning our house into a home- for those visiting
from far off places? Can we imagine hosting a family dinner with guests
from a planet orbiting Proxima Centauri? Can we imagine loving aliens,
aliens from across the border or across the galaxy? “You shall also love the
stranger” (Deuteronomy 10:19).

177
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If we are to feel at home in the cosmos as well as in our hometown, we
might ponder the cosmic scope of family love. After all, God loved the whole
cosmos (John 3:16:).

Scandinavian Creation Theology {SCT) “does not picture the world as a
cold and hostile place—instead it is our home,” writes Bengt Kristensson
Uggla elsewhere in this volume. “This means that Christian faith does not
promote the Church, the ‘Christian home’ or the ‘heavenly home’ as a privi-
leged place where we belong—in separation from the world we share with
all living creatures.”

All creatures? Only terrestrial creatures? Or might extraterrestrial creatures
be included? More than creatures. How about the very physical cosmos itself
in all its unfathomability, magnificence, and grandeur? Can we love the cos-
mos as God loves it in John 3:16? Can we think of ourselves at home in the
entire cosmos? Let’s try this thought on for size.

Here is the task at hand. I wish to show that the resources exist within SCT
to prepare for communication with new space neighbors and to invite extra-
terrestrials to our hometown for a covered dish potluck dinner.

CREATION WITHOUT COSMOS AND WITH COSMOS

To think of our created world as our home is central to the renaissance of
Scandinavian Creation Theology. Christians are not to be considered as aliens
in the world. Nor do we think of Christians as mere pilgrims on their way to
another world. The world is God’s creation. This is where God has placed us
and wants us to be. To live an ordinary human life among other living crea-
tures involves participating in God’s life.!

Now, I ask: does God’s creation include the cosmos or not? By "cosmos"
I mean the physical world with its own natural history that is studied by
our natural scientists. In a previous treatment of SCT, I pitted Regin Prenter
against Niels Henrik Gregersen on this issue.? Prenter gives us creation with-
out cosmos, whereas Gregersen gives us creation with cosmos. I recommend
synoptic vision: both the eye of faith and the eye of cosmos.

On the one hand, one-eyed Prenter relies exclusively on what he knows
theologically about our home in God’s creation. He need not anticipate learn-
ing new things from telescopes and microscopes. The model for relating
laith and science Prenter adopts is what Ian Barbour calls independence and
I label the two-language model* “There is no real problem with respect to
the relationship between natural science and faith in creation. The two do not
deal with the same questions, unless one or the other fails to keep within its
own proper field.” The theology of creation can leamn nothing relevant from
scientific cosmology. With this as a theological method, it would be difficult



At Home in the Cosmos 179

to forecast how future discovery of new galaxies or communication with
extraterrestrial creatures might impact our understanding of Earth as home.

On the other hand, two-eyed Gregersen takes advantage of both faith and
science. The “Book of Nature” runs “parallel to the Book of the Bible.” Just
as theologians interpret the Bible, scientists interpret nature. With one eye
Gregersen reads the Bible. He reads the Book of Nature with the other eye.
Or, more likely, he gives both eyes to both alternatingly.

When assessing the significance of autopoiesis within biogenesis,
Gregersen notes with amazement that God has created creativity within cre-
ation. “How could one from an informed Christian perspective think consis-
tently about God’s relation to a universe that seems to be self-organizing, if
not self-creative? Could it be that God has so created the material world that
it has an innate ability to form life out of matter and thus give rise to new
emergent phenomena such as perception, feeling, and consciousness?”™

Gregersen’s notion of divine creation includes the cosmos. 1 proposc that
Gregersen is taking two giant steps forward here. First, methodologically, he
is stepping beyond the perceptive horizon of the eye of faith to see thinps
through the eye of science as well.” Second, what he comes to see through
the eye of science—creativity within nature—then qualifies if not edifics the
doctrine of creation he sees through the eye of faith. o

Gregersen is by no means alone in asking science to contribute to theology.
Sweden’s former Archbishop Antje Jackelén illustrates such a method that
leads to a faith-informed theology of nature. According to Jackelén, theol-
ogy’s vision of creation approaching new creation “can be reconciled with
the findings from the field of natural sciences, but it cannot be derived from
* them.”® A theology of nature incorporates scientifically procured knowledge,
but it rests first on special revelation as reported in Scripture.

Might a method such as Gregersen’s or Jackelén’s provide a launch pad for
rocketing toward what we earthlings might yet learn about cosmos? Might we
learn that creativity within extraterrestrial civilizations has contributed to the
direction some parts of our cosmic history are taking? Might extraterrestrial
histories someday become meaningful to us when our astronomers and astro-
biologists inform us of them?

For us to feel at home not only on Earth but also in the cosmos, we will
need a basic commitment to loving God’s creatures we have not yet met.
Whatever love we can muster must expand beyond Earth to those we have yel
to communicate with elsewhere in our galaxy and the universe beyond. How
can we think about love on such a scale? i
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LOVE IN THE HOME AS CARITAS

Don Browning and 1 argued over two things. One argument ended in a stand-
off. The other argument he won.

As a seminarian I had read Don . Browning’s book nee dissertation,
Atonement and Psychotherapy. 1 loved it. 1 looked forward to studying
with Professor Browning when I would later work on my doctorate at the
University of Chicago Divinity School. While taking his courses at Chicago,
we did become friends of a sort.

Two decades after my graduation, Don became principal investigator for a
Lilly Endowment grant on “The Family, Religion, and Culture.” Don invited
me to join his team of scholars. My contribution was later published as For
the Love of Children: Genetic Technology and the Future of the Family.® Don
along with Ian S. Evison coauthored the foreword.

By this time, Don had succumbed to the charm of evolutionary psychology,
a child of the selfish gene theory within sociobiology. “The genes hold culture
on a leash,” claimed E. O. Wilson, whom Browning admired. “The Ieash is
very long, but inevitably values will be constrained in accordance with their
effects on the human gene pool.”® What is being said here is this: the creativ-
ity of culture can be explained by appeal to the selfish gene.

Don believed that genetic determinism within evolutionary theory could
help explain family and home life. I thought then and still do that genetic
determinism is pseudoscience. This is because the creativity of culture exhib-
its grand epigenetic traits that cannot be reduced to biology. I believe this
despite the fact that sociobiology’s progenitors occupied professorships at
Harvard and Oxford. 1 applauded Don for taking science into this theology,
sut booed when he selected bad science rather than good science. Don and I
simply agreed to disagree on evolutionary psychology’s value. The argument
:nded in a standoff,

Our other argument is relevant to the question we are asking here: can we
sarthlings feel at home in the cosmos? This second debate had to do with the
<ind of love in the home that makes a family a family.!!

I spouted off the value of love understood in Greek as agape. This kind of
ove comes to its highest expression in self-sacrifice, in giving one’s life for
he neighbor (John 5:13). God’s love for the cosmos in John 3:16 is agape.

Don Browning was not favorably impressed. He sharply criticized me.
‘Ted, that agape stuff is Jjust Protestant heroics and histrionics. Some sort of
super-love. That’s not the way love works in real life. Get realistic!”!?

I was aghast.

“What we need,” Browning continued, “is love understood in the medi-
*val Latin sense of caritas. Thomas Aquinas understood love, He really
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understood how love works. This kind of love begins with intimacy in the
family at home. Sociobologists call it kin altruism. Then, in the form of
mutuality-in-community, love spreads to the neighborhood, the town, the
country, and the world. Loving the stranger is an application of loving that we
all learned first at home. Kin altruism is prerequisite for inclusive fitness.”!?

I balked. Well, at first I balked. But then I began to look again at the
dynamics of love that are observable in human experience. After observing, |
concluded that Don Browning was right. Love begins experientially with the
intimacy of home life. Whether we label it, "kin altruism,” or not is beside
the point.

Those of us who grow up with compassion for the needy combined with
a passion for justice are expressing something we learned very early in our
family life. Whether we label it, "inclusive fitness," or not is beside the point,
From family to the world including the enemy is the direction the love arrow
flies. I concede: Don S. Browning was more helpful than me on this particular
point. He writes,

Christian love is more than love of kin, however. It entails in principle loving,
all humans, including the stranger and the enemy. The point of my argument,
as it was with Aquinas, is that love of the other—even the nonreciprocating
stranger and hostile enemy—builds on and extends the natural entanglements
of self-regard and other-regard embedded in kin altruism. God’s grace docs
not suppress kin affections; it builds on and extends these natural affections
to include the other, be it non-kin neighbor, stranger, or oppressive and anpry
opponent. Extending this natural affection, with the help of God’s grace,
requires acts of self-sacrifice, but this sacrificial love builds on natural affee-
tions. It does not function to extinguish them."

First, caritas. Then, agape. That’s how we experience love. That’s how we
absorb love and subsequently exhibit the virtue of charity.

How is this relevant to the question: could we feel at home in the cosmos?
It has to do with the expanding context of meaning. Intimate love at home
with the family expands its context to the neighborhood, the hometown, the
nation, the world, and then to the cosmos. The cosmos? Might that be too bip,
of a stretch? Well, let’s stretch.

THE EXPANDING CONTEXT OF MEANING

With the universality of Christian love in mind, let me turn to the hermencu-
tical concept of the expanding context of meaning. I will rely here in large
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part on the philosophical work of Hans-Georg Gadamer and theology of his-
tory propounded by Wolfhart Pannenberg. '?

Meaning is contextual. Fragments of meaning have their contexts, even if
the context is not immediately obvious. Further, each context has its more
comprehensive context. Now, where might this take us? Like building a Lego
house, we start small but end up large.

Let’s start with a word. What does each word mean? To grasp a word’s
specific meaning, we must understand its place within the sentence. Yet, the
meaning of the sentence is dependent on its context within the paragraph,
which in turn is dependent upon the meaning of the book in which it is a
part. Further, the meaning of a book is dependent upon its genre and even
its epoch. Each epoch is dependent upon its context within the broad sweep
of history, which finally is determined by its place in the consummate whole
which is the totality of reality.

The totality of reality does not exist anywhere now. Why? Because it’s
not done yet, History is not complete. There is yet no whole to history. What
we experience on Earth is a finite set of parallel yet overlapping histories we
know as traditions. Despite attempts by the United Nations and other ecologi-
cally conscious do-gooders, stimulating a sense of planetary unity remains
but an idealist’s dream.

Only when history becomes a whole in God’s eschatological new creation
will the precise meaning of your and my experience at this moment be deter-
mined. Only then will the meaning of everything that has happened on Planet
Earth be determined. It takes the whole of reality to determine the meaning.of
each part. It takes the future of reality to retroactively determine the meaning
of present and past events.

GOD OF CREATION AND CONSUMMATION

When we begin addressing the question of the totality of reality, we are ask-
ing about God. At least, according to Wolfhart Pannenberg. “It belongs to the
task of theology to understand all being (alles Seienden) in relation to God,”
writes the late Munich theologian; “so that without God they simply could
not be understood. That is what constitutes theology’s universality.”¢ I think
of the task of systematic theology as one of showing how all things in reality
relate to the one God of grace.

The very fact that you and I experience meaning now is indirectly testi-
mony that a whole to history is anticipated in our very experience of meaning.
In fact, the whole of history is the condition for the possibility that you and
I experience meaning in the moment. In your and my subjectivity, the objec-
tivity of God’s promised consummation of all things is proleptically present.
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"God" is not merely interchangeable with "the totality of reality," to be
sure. Even so, avers Pannenberg, “speaking about God and speaking about
the whole of reality are not two entirely different matters, but mutually con-
dition each other.”” The whole and the part mutually condition one another.
Does it follow that God and creation mutually condition one another?

How might this affect our question regarding feeling at home in the cos-
mos? Might there exist intelligent civilizations on exoplanets within the Milky
Way with their own respective histories? Do those extraterrestrial histories
also contribute fragments of meaning to what will yet be the consummate
history of the cosmos? Will Earth’s histories converge with off-Earth histories
so that the angels will tell only one story about the totality of God’s creation?

CAN BIG HISTORY DO THE JOB WITHOUT GOD?

Big History attempts to unite all cultural histories into a single natural history
and to do so without God. And without eschatology. Will this suffice?

If you don’t know what Big History is, let me introduce you. According 1o .
the International Big History Association, “Big History seeks to understand
the integrated history of the Cosmos, Earth, Life, and Humanity, using the
best available empirical evidence and scholarly methods.”® One big histo-
rian, Ken Gilbert, tries to emphasize how truly big Big History can be. “The
cosmos itself, beginning with the Big Bang, has now come to be seen, not as
' an inert or static backdrop for the planet, but an ever-changing manifestation
in which everything is essentially historical and developmental ™19

. What’s relevant for our discussion here is this: big historians assume that
“the history of the universe [is] a single process.”® In short, nothing in physi-
cal reality is excluded from the cosmic story the big historian tells. Might
Big History’s future include the confluence of Earth’s past with the pasts of
exoplanets within the Milky Way?

Our friends in Big History stop after eating their salad. They never taste the
entre¢ let alone the desert to come. They stop short of asking about the whole
of reality. They stop short of asking about the meaning of history. They stop
short of asking about God.

If Pannenberg’s cosmological argument based on the expanding context of
meaning is sound, then what might be the implications for Big History? My
answer is this. If Big History is to become big enough, it will have to incor-
porate—or fuse with—the many histories of other civilizations appearing on
exiraterrestrial planets. One can easily speculate that we will soon face the
challenge of parallel histories meeting, exchanging interpretations, converg-
ing, and finally fusing.?' But, if we fail to understand ourselves on Earth as
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fully historical, the prospect of fusing histories with our extraterrestrial neigh-
bors may be Ppostponed or even precluded.2

LOVING OUR EXT RATERRESTRIAL NEIGHBORS

Extraterrestrial Intelligence International) via an as-yet-to-be-developed
medium of communication 24

Shortly after alien contact, we’ll clean the church basement and welcome
strangers from afar to a covered dish pot luck dinner.

FROM ASTROETHICS TO PUBLIC POLICY

The cosmos is too vast to be understood by science alone. Certainly, space
exploration including plans to establish settlements on the Moon and Mars
require extra-scientific societal input. In short, science needs ethics to formy-
late public policy. Might creation theologians become public theologians and-

our space neighbors?2

The field we are talking about here is called astroethics ot astrobioethics or
space ethics, Of the many issues already being debated is the question: does
life off-Earth possess intrinsic value? How the Space community answers this
question will be decisive when formulating public policy regarding explora-
tion and exploitation of other worlds.

Astrobiologists tell us that it Is quite possible that we will soon discover
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A few years ago, I published an article in The International Journal
of Astrobiology, “Does Extraterrestrial Life Have Intrinsic Value? An
Exploration in Responsibility Ethics.”” Because public policy was at stake,
I could not simply appeal to so-called sectarian religious foundations. So, |
appealed to responsibility ethics to ground my assertions.

The key to making such a responsibility ethic viable, T argued, is the simplc
logic of the good. Because the good is self-defining and is presupposed in all
moral discourse, and because living creatures can participate in the good and
appreciate the good better than non-living things, it follows that life should
be treated as possessing intrinsic value. We Homo sapiens, then, are morally
responsible to respect, protect, and even enhance life.

Now, suppose such a justification for human responsibility toward life
wherever it is found would become persuasive. Then, perhaps we could also
provide a persuasive argument for the intrinsic value of life as we find it on
Earth and elsewhere in the Milky Way.

Could we find support for such an argument from SCT? Of course,
“Scandinavian creation theology wants to highlight the intrinsic valuc of the
created world” says Jacob Wolf in, “At Home in the Universe?” If the good
is already present within creation due to God’s grace, then the good within
creation could provide foundational axioms for public ethics. .

Where do I go to take this step? To Knud Ejler-Lagstrup. First, as a phi-
losopher in the traditions of Martin Luther and Martin Heidegger, Logstrup
could recognize that responsibility is built right into our fundamental relation-
ships. Our responsibility is inescapable. “By our very attitude to one another
we help to shape one another’s world. By our attitude to the other person we
help to determine the scope and hue of his or her world, we make it larpe
or small, birght or drab, rich or dull, threatening or secure.”” In sum, space
explorers already have a responsibility to the regions in our cosmos where
they become present.

Second, our responsibility toward creatures like us requires love. Further,
such love implies a form of treating the other creaturc as having intrinsic
value. In Kantian language, our default position would be to treat an ofl=Larth
creature like us as a moral end, not merely a means to a further end.

Such a categorical imperative is incorporated within Legstrup’s notion of
the primal ethical demand. We can easily imagine applying Legstrup Lo firs(
contact communication that would take place between terrestrials and cxtr-
terrestrials. “Regardless of how varied the commuinication between persons
may be, it always involves the risk of one person daring to lay him or hersell’
open to the other in the hope of a response. This is the essence of communica-
tion and it is the fundamental phenomenon of the ethical life.”*
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Hans Fink, cominenting on Logstrup, recognizes how communication
already implies an ethical demand to be trustworthy, to be loving, to treat the
alien as a moral end and not merely as a means.

It is a fact that we have power over the life committed to us in trust. To have
this power is to be faced with the chojce between either taking care of the life
thus placed at our mercy, or destroying it. There is no third and neutral option,
and the responsibility for what we choose is our own, . . . If we take advantage
of the trust of others and use it against them for our selfish purposes, we shall
have failed them. . . . Logstrup uses the term ‘ethical’ exclusively to refer to
the demand to act unselfishly for the best of each of the other persons who
trust in us.3!

In sum, I believe the resources exist within SCT to prepare for communica-
tion with new space neighbors and to invite extraterrestrials to our hometown
for a covered dish potluck dinner.

CONCLUSION

We know we’re home when we feel centered, connected, and comforted. If
we love one another as God loves, then we will invite neighbors and even
strangers into our home so that they can feel at home. Might this apply to
strangers on a planet orbiting Proxima Centauri?

If Scandinavian Creation Theology follows the synoptic Gregersen model
and reads both the Bible and the Book of Nature, we could ri ghtfully specu-
late that future neighbors in space could become part of our known world.
And, if the entire world is graced by its creator God, that grace will apply
to extraterrestrial creatures as well as terrestrial creatures. We will have to
ask: How do we think of “home” when considering space strangers becom-
ing neighbors?
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