The direction of life: up or down
Over human history people have viewed the emerging trajectory of life in basically two ways- formerly as a decline from an original paradise and in recent times as a rising process of development from an original chaos. Viewing life as a worsening trend of decline from an original perfection was the product of the archaic mythical/religious way of viewing reality. This approach to reality became the prominent viewpoint in most Western religious traditions. Thanks to the scientific revolution we now have a new understanding of the universe which sees life as a rising and ever improving trajectory that has emerged from an original more chaotic beginning. In this new story we understand that everything began in a disorderly past and has been steadily organizing toward more order and a more advanced future.

In the old way of viewing life, people perceived suffering, accident, setback, and catastrophe as evidence that things were getting worse and life was soon coming to a disastrous end. Disease, accident and natural disasters were all evidence that life had declined from its original perfection. This perception led people to create myths to express this view of life; myths of an original perfect creation by the gods; myths of partly demonic people committing an original offense that caused the gods to depart leaving disaster in their wake; myths of the subsequent decline of life from its original perfection (a Fall); and myths of coming punishment and disaster. These themes are found in the mythologies of both Western and Eastern religious traditions (see Mircea Eliade’s volumes on The History of Religious Ideas). 

The old way of viewing reality failed to understand the nature of life as we have come to know it in the modern world. It expressed an entirely distorted perception of the great trajectory of the universe and life in the universe. Again, nowhere is this more notable then in the fact that the old stories viewed life as in decline from an original perfection or paradise.
With the onset of the scientific movement some four hundred years ago the human perspective on life has become less oriented to the mythical and more oriented to evidence based on discoveries in material reality. This has led us to an entirely new understanding of the trajectory of the universe and life in the universe. We now understand life not as declining from some imagined original perfection but as progressing upward to an ever better future from a very imperfect and disorderly past. This new understanding of life’s rising trajectory has become the foundation for an entirely new way of viewing reality. It presents an entirely new story for humanity. And it can be summed up most appropriately in the human concept and ideal of hope. 
The new way of viewing reality and life is not based on any short term or immediate perception of downturn, disaster, suffering or any other form of calamity. We understand these are all part of the development of the universe and life. But they do not define the essential trajectory of life. To understand that fully we need to take in the longest term perspective possible, that of the entire universe story and the entire flow of life in this universe. 

We know now, for instance, that the universe began in a fiery explosion of infinite heat and energy. It was a chaotic and violent birth of reality. And as physical reality cooled out of the Big Bang, the fundamental forces were manifested, along with the basics of matter. Various trends then emerged to shape developing material reality. One was the still profoundly mysterious trend toward the increasing order or organization of matter. This could also be viewed as a trend toward growing complexity and structure (also stated as a movement from the simple to the complex). As a manifestation of these trends, galaxies and stars formed, along with planets. 

Then on this planet life emerged. How easy to state. But how spectacular to try and comprehend. As soon as conditions became tolerable DNA immediately appeared fully organized and functioning. And then somehow there emerged the wondrous universe of complexity that is the cell. Similar trends that had shaped matter also shaped emerging life. Notably, the trend toward more order and complexity where larger more complex organisms continued to emerge. And eventually the most complex of all organisms in the universe emerged- the human brain. This was part of the central trend of life to develop toward intelligence or consciousness.
And in the mammalian line we find another of the striking trends that have shaped life in the endlessly developing universe- the emergence of more humane or human-like behavior. Early mammals began to exhibit care for their young. This trend would become more pronounced in the human line of development. It would accelerate in human society. It can be seen in the movement from the more barbaric forms of behavior toward more humane forms of relating which is the most important feature in the entire historical development of life. For instance, both James Payne (A History of Force) and Stephen LeBlanc (Constant Battles) have noted such things as the steady decrease in violence and coercion over the history of human civilization. This trend has accelerated in the past few centuries and even notably over the past half century (see the UN Security Report). Limbic system drives no longer predominate in shaping human response. Cortex intelligence and reason now override the more aggressive limbic drives and shape human destiny toward entirely new directions than those of most animal existence.
In the miracle that is civilized society, people have learned to trust one another (Paul Seabright, The Company of Strangers), to cooperate, and to respect one another’s freedom. They have learned to relate without force or coercion in order to achieve a better existence for all. Some have described the advance of human civilization in terms of freedom and that too is a prominent feature of advancing society.

In all these fundamental trends we see life rising, progressing, and advancing. We have become so familiar with the basic trajectory of life that we may at times fail to appreciate the wonder that we are part of this amazing rise toward something better. With consciousness we have a new status in life and a new relationship with the universe. We are now responsible for the ongoing progress of life. Consciousness has opened up a future that is unlimited or infinite in all directions, according to Freeman Dyson. And despite all the amazing advances we have made over human civilization, we have just begun to explore the infinite potential of humanity to improve life. 
This story of life rising toward something better speaks to a definite direction in life- that of improvement, development, and progress. It is a movement toward something better. This is clear evidence of purpose in life and most especially in conscious humanity which always seeks something more humane.

Some would also argue that this rising trend of life speaks to the nature of the ultimate reality that sustains all else in existence (variously referred to as Mind, Consciousness, or God). Whatever metaphysical conclusions people wish to make, the evidence of life as a rising trajectory of advance or progress is clear and undeniable. The long term trends of life are based on the hardest scientific evidence available. It is evidence that speaks to the profound human need for meaning and it reveals life in its most fundamental nature to be about hope and an ever improving and advancing future.
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