Ideas to Shape Human Outlook
Our basic outlook is formed by what is absorbed into our subconscious (where 90% of our mental activity apparently occurs). This process begins in childhood and continues throughout life. The beliefs that shape our subconscious are built around things that our parents tell us or that our friends contribute and also come from authority figures like teachers, religious leaders, public officials and so on. Unfortunately, too many things get into our subconscious that do not promote a healthy affirmation of life. Not to worry though, it is never too late to correct our basic beliefs and reshape our consciousness toward a more life-affirming outlook. And how important it is for us parents to make sure that our children get the proper input to assist them to form beliefs that will encourage them to not fear life but to fully embrace it and thereby reach their fullest potential. Below I’ve listed a variety of fundamental facts about life that are important to shaping a robust affirmation of life. 

1. Life is a rising trajectory toward something better, not a declining trajectory toward something worse. Life is ever growing, developing, advancing, and progressing upward. It rises toward more order and organization not toward more disorder. While the trend toward disorder (entropy) does operate at some level in life, it is not the governing force behind life (Stephen Hawking said entropy was “trivial”). The overall trajectory of the universe, and life within the universe, reveals the dominant trend to be the movement toward increasing order and organization. The universe began in a chaotic fireball and then cooled toward the formation of basic matter, galaxies, stars, planets, and then life on Earth. The organized biology of life then spread over the Earth and since its beginning it has progressed toward more complex or more organized forms.

Suggested reading: Brian Swimme’s Universe Story, Harold Morowitz’s The Emergence of Everything.
2. Life is exceedingly durable and resilient, not fragile. Life has endured the harshest blows from comets, natural disasters, and repeated massive changes in climate (often sudden) and yet life has always found new creative ways to adapt and re-emerge even stronger and more complex than before the disasters assaulted it. Harold Bloom speaks of this amazing creative adaptability at the level of species like bacteria (http://www.heise.de/tp/r4/artikel/2/2227/1.html). The problems that life faces seem to inspire a creative response that leaves life even more durable and diverse than before. This durable adaptability was evident during past climate changes where species migrated up and down mountain slopes or north and south across continents in response to rapidly changing conditions. The “fragility of ecosystems” is an environmental myth that views any change in an ecosystem as evidence of its fragility. This distorting mythology is based on the view that ecosystems are static or unchanging and hence any change reveals their fragility. But ecosystems have constantly changed over history and there has been no single state that can be considered natural or original.
Suggested reading: Alston Chase’s In a Dark Wood and Playing God in Yellowstone, Craig Easterbrook’s A Moment on the Earth.
3. Life is scandalously generous and not stingy. The universe is by its very nature an outpouring of energy that is “wasted” to create order and organization. Roger Penrose in The Emperor’s New Mind speaks of this fact that there was exceedingly low entropy at the Big Bang and there has been ever since an increase in entropy (waste of energy, energy spilling into the surroundings). This appears to be a paradox- increasing entropy (waste energy or increase in disorder) fueling the increase in order and organization in the universe. Perhaps this may be similar to the paradox around dark matter/energy. While this dark matter/energy makes up some 96% of the matter/energy in the universe, it does not attract as matter should but actually seems to repel in that it appears to support the further expansion of the universe. It appears that some similarly mysterious dominating principle is behind the increasing organization of reality and life despite the operation of the “trivial” factor of entropy.
The generosity of life can also been seen in such mundane things as plant seeding and growth. A farmer puts one seed of corn in the ground and gets back several cobs with thousands of new seeds. This abundance of return is evident all through life. Life gives and gives and then gives some more. It is an outpouring of generosity.

Suggested reading: Huber and Mill’s Bottomless Well and Hard Green, Beckerman’s A Poverty of Reason, Julian Simon’s Ultimate Resource.
4. Life mediates a fundamental goodness and not darkness, maliciousness, or lack of care. The most humane insights of the ancients spoke to this fact. A shaman noted by Joseph Campbell told his visitors, “Do not fear the universe”. Another ancient, the Palestinian sage Jesus, told people: “Fear not…do not worry about your life…Don’t be anxious”. He then spoke to the fundamental goodness of life evident throughout nature: Rain and sun were sent on good and evil people alike; the birds did not plant or harvest crops yet were fed; flowers and grass did not work or make clothing yet they were better dressed than royalty. And he added, How much more valuable are you than these things? So don’t worry unnecessarily about your life. He pointed to the generosity and goodness all through life as evidence of the care of Ultimate Reality for humanity. Reality and life are not about a meaningless nothingness. They are essentially an expression of goodness, generosity, and infinite Love.

5. Life is advanced by fundamentally creative forces not destructive forces. This is again evident in the historical trend of life to develop from the simple to the more complex and the similar trend to progress from the less developed to the more organized. Human civilization is the supreme evidence here of conscious life’s creativity as people have learned to improve their living conditions, their health and life-spans, and to expand their store of order in civilization’s infrastructure and to live together more harmoniously and peacefully over time. It should also be noted here that there has been a shift from viewing life as driven primarily by competition to viewing it as shaped more by cooperation (see for instance Lynn Margulis’ Acquiring Genomes).
Suggested reading: Julian Simon’s Ultimate Resource and Its Getting Better All The Time, Indur Goklany’s The Improving State of the World, Bjorn Lomberg’s Skeptical Environmentalist.
6. Life has become progressively more humane over its history. This is evident in the wonder of developing human consciousness and human civilization and the trends toward increasing democracy and respect for human rights and human freedom. While there have been setbacks, downturns, and historical aberrations along the way, none of these aberrations defines the core trend of human life which is to seek something better or more humane. The humanizing impulse appears to be the fundamental impulse of conscious life. It appears that we exist to humanize life and the universe (my version of the anthropic principle).
Suggested reading: James Payne’s A History of Force, Manuel Eisner’s research on homicide rates in Western societies from 1300 AD to the present (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/CJ/039104.pdf), Paul Seabright’s In The Company of Strangers.
7. Life is a purposeful quest and story and not the meaningless meandering of materialist nothingness. Contrary to the materialist philosophy that everything is simply a meaningless swirl of random action among atoms and molecules, the trajectory of the universe and life in the universe is evidence of profound meaning and purposefulness. At the core of this great story of reality and life is the human story or quest to conquer the animal in order to live as truly human. This impulse to become truly human or humane summarizes the meaning of all existence.

Suggested reading: James Breech’s The Silence of Jesus, Joseph Campbell’s The Power of Myth and Myths to Live By, Wiker and Witt’s A Meaningful World, Gonzalez and Richard’s Privileged Planet.
8. Life is a mystery to be celebrated and embraced, and not a reductionist machine to be denigrated. Think of the absolute wonder of the three great mysteries- reality, life, and consciousness. We have not even begun to comprehend what these are about. Sure, at a very superficial level we have discovered a variety of useful things about regular patterns in life that we call laws and we have discovered a lot about the bits and pieces that make up the macro-scale of things. But we still don’t even know what any thing really is.

In Franklin Harold’s stimulating book The Way of the Cell he notes that no one has yet been able to answer Erwin Schrodinger’s question What is Life? We don’t yet even have a clue as to how this question could be answered. Royal Astronomer Martin Rees has admitted that after four centuries of science we still don’t know what the universe is made of. Stephen Hawking has asked about the very existence of the universe: “What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe for them to describe?...Why does the universe go to the bother of existing?” Christopher Langan has asked a series of questions to point to the fact that we don’t even know what such things as natural laws are: “Where do they reside? Of what are they composed? How and why did they originate? What are their properties? How are they sustained?” 
Oh, we have learned to take certain regularities for granted and we have learned to function despite not knowing why such regularities and order continue day by day. But, we don’t even know what such basic things as gravity, light, time, electricity, or atoms really are. Joseph Campbell has stated well the mystery of existence and life: “I’ve been speaking about what a wonder the universe is, and what a wonder you are, and experiencing awe before this mystery….the realization of the mystery that underlies all forms…mystery is manifest through all things and the universe becomes, as it were, a holy picture. You are always addressing the transcendent mystery through the conditions of your actual world…Today we tend to think that scientists have all the answers. But the great ones tell us, ‘No, we haven’t got all the answers. We’re telling you how it works- but what is it?’ You strike a match, what’s fire? You can tell me about oxidation, but that doesn’t tell me a thing…What is any thing?” The book Quantum Engima shows that we haven’t a clue what fundamental reality is about or what consciousness is. David Chalmers has stated well the problems of understanding consciousness in his book The Conscious Mind. So while science has in a limited sense made reality and life more understandable at a very superficial level, in a greater sense, modern science has continued to reveal far more mystery than anything that was considered mysterious in the past.

So life is a profound mystery and is to be celebrated as such. It is a matter for wonder, not explication, according to Franklin Harold. 

Suggested reading: Joseph Campbell’s Myths to Live By and The Power of Myth, Rosenblum and Kuttner’s Quantum Enigma, Franklin Harold’s The Way of the Cell, David Chalmer’s The Conscious Mind (or his essays online that summarize the same arguments in his book).

9. Life is most fundamentally about love and not hate, revenge, or any other base drive. This fact is most evident in the unique manifestation of life in humanity which is something entirely different from all other forms of life. Conscious humanity points to the supremely humane nature of Ultimate Reality (variously referred to as God, Mind, Consciousness, or Universal Spirit). The supreme distinguishing feature of humanity is the human spirit and this human or humane spirit reveals the defining feature of Ultimate Reality to be love. 
This transcendent love is the core reality behind the universe and life. The darker elements of life can sometimes hide the fact of this underlying love especially when the darker elements are viewed by people as ultimate realities in themselves. In this regard it is helpful to remember that love does not force its way into human consciousness. By its very nature genuine love can only gently persuade. It never violates individual human freedom.

That humanity reveals the nature of Ultimate Reality as love has been well stated by Albert Nolan in his book Jesus Before Christianity. Nolan, like others, has correctly disregarded the later Christian elements that were added to explain Jesus as some god-like creature but which only distorted his core message with theologies of hate- salvation theology, apocalyptic, and myths of hell and damnation. If we remove these additions from the core message of Jesus we then get to the real historical person, his actual words, and we are able to grasp something of what God is like in the life of a truly humane person. We can then see that God is indeed love. And this love is what makes us most human and real.

Nolan says that Jesus had an Abba experience of God which was an experience of God as compassionate Father. “This means that Jesus experienced the mysterious creative power behind all phenomena (God) as compassion or love…According to Von Rad a prophet did not only share God’s knowledge, he was also filled to the point of bursting with God’s own feelings and emotions. In the case of Jesus it was God’s feeling of compassion that possessed him and filled him. All his convictions, his faith and his hope were expressions of this fundamental experience. If God is compassionate, then goodness will triumph over evil, the impossible will happen and there is hope for mankind. Faith and hope are the experience of compassion as a divine emotion. Compassion is the basis of truth. The experience of compassion is the experience of suffering or feeling with someone. To suffer or feel with man, nature and God is to be in tune with the rhythms and impulses of life, nature and God. It excludes every form of alienation and falsehood. It makes a person at one with reality and therefore true and authentic in himself” (Jesus Before Christianity, p.124-125).
Joseph Campbell added this comment on compassion and its awakening of true humanity: “At the very end of the Divine Comedy, Dante realizes that the love of God informs the whole universe…The bodhisattva also represents the principle of compassion which is the healing principle that makes life possible. Life is pain, but compassion is what gives it the possibility of continuing…the big moment in the medieval myth is the awakening of the heart to compassion, the transformation of passion into compassion…(the point is) to awaken our hearts to compassion, and thus to turn our minds from the gross concerns of raw life in the world to the specifically human values of self-giving in shared suffering…to evoke compassion and thus bring a dead wasteland to life…to evoke the one thing that turns the human beast of prey into a valid human being. That one thing is compassion” (Power of Myth, p.139,143).

Love is the one thing that makes us most truly human and gets us to the very core of all truth and reality. Love is the experience and expression of Ultimate Reality and the real sustaining nature of everything. It is the supreme meaning or purpose of life. Love is the primal impulse of human consciousness and is evident in everything that people do to make life something better or more humane. We most clearly see the Transcendent Mystery of the universe in the human spirit and its quest for something better or more humane. This primal impulse of our consciousness will eventually find its ultimate fulfillment in the Supremely Humane Mystery that is the goal of all human story.
Suggested reading: Albert Nolan’s Jesus Before Christianity, Joseph Campbell’s The Power of Myth.

And let me add a comment about death which appears to be the fly in the ointment of life and human story. Death is not an aberration to our story but is part of the ongoing venture of life. Even so, death is not the ultimate reality as much contemporary story telling would have us believe. Emphatically No. Life is the ultimate reality. And yes, our human story experienced in life is open-ended and endless. Just as life by its very nature is about growth, development, and rise toward something better, so each individual human story or life has this open-ended quality of endless progress toward something better. As the earliest conscious people understood correctly, death is simply a transition or passing through a veil to ongoing story. The ancients were right then to tell us to not fear the universe or life. We are safe in the universe and safe in life because at the core of life is infinite Love. Life itself is an outpouring of love. Love then most profoundly defines the three great Mysteries- reality (the universe), life, and consciousness.
We need to begin to inform our children’s consciousness at the earliest possible age with these life-affirming facts and help them to shape an outlook that will embrace humanity and life. This will enable them to reach their fullest human potential.
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