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Prologue

			About the Title

			I have admired many people throughout my life. Whether they were athletes, musicians, other celebrities, or family and friends, the one common thing among them is that they usually stood out in some way. They accomplished something that I felt was inspiring, and I looked up to them and aspired to be like them. 

			As I matured, I have grown to admire a different group of people who, while not standing out so much, have become very inspirational to me. These are the type of people who seem to take life in stride. They are in a good mood most of the time, live day to day, and work their way through things when bad stuff happens. These are the type of people who will go out of their way to help others, especially the less fortunate. They do not aspire to be excessively wealthy, as they are quite content with having enough. As a result, they are the type of people for whom it is difficult to say anything negative about. Everyone seems to like them, and they seem to like everyone else. 

			Such people are often described as the salt of the Earth, or Down-to-Earth. I believe this is one of the highest compliments a person can receive. I have always admired Down-to-Earth people because I sense in them a way of being that I aspire to be myself.

			Throughout most of my life, I have always felt anxious, even when I may have appeared otherwise. This persistent inner angst caused me to always seek something outside of myself, something better than what I felt I was, or to be somewhere else other than where I was. I often set unrealistic expectations of myself and others, and was disappointed when those expectations did not come to fruition. This is part of the reason why when I encounter Down-to-Earth people, I immediately feel relaxed around them. They somehow have a way of helping me feel a little more grounded; more like myself. Whatever their secret, I think the world needs more of it these days. Don’t you?

			In recent years, the notion of being Down-to-Earth has grown to mean something even greater for me. With all the heightened anxiety about one crisis or another shown every time we turn on the TV or social media, I have come to realize that the world needs people who can calm things down a bit. 

			In a nutshell, this is what this book is about. I have taken the inspiration I have garnered from the many Down-to-Earth people I have known in my life and combined it with both my professional and personal interests in the natural sciences, human development, and philosophy to come up with a concise, plain language synopsis of a Down-to-Earth way of being for living in today’s crazy world.

			About Me

			How I came to write this book requires a bit of a backstory, and a little about myself to provide some context. I am a research scientist by profession, and although I have completed dozens of professional publications, this is my first book written as a personal project. I began my career as a geologist and geoscientist, then went on to complete my doctorate in geography and environmental studies with specialization in geomatics (think Google Earth kind of stuff). All combined, you might say I have the Earth covered with all the main disciplines that study our planet and our place upon it.

			Throughout my career, I have also maintained a strong personal interest in philosophy, religion, spirituality, and human and personal development. Many times, these personal interests overlapped very strongly with my professional work. My doctoral dissertation, for example, focused on geographic mapping of sustainability and wellbeing indicators, which involved examining differences in life conditions across regions, from local to global levels. 

			To be frank, having a passion for these subjects over such a long period eventually took a personal toll on me. I had to work with many conflicting ideologies and philosophies and somehow find a practical way of reconciling them in both my professional work and my personal life. I suffered frequent periods of high anxiety and clinical depression, but I managed to push through and keep myself going. 

			I learned that heavy mental work can and does cause mental stress and illness, which I learned is quite common among academics and researchers. But it is not just mental. It is intense emotional work, and it is the emotional illness that goes along with it that is the worst part. But as the saying goes, where “what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger”, I managed to come through it, landing on more solid ground. 

			At least for a short period. 

			As life would have it, I had a major life crisis with a near-fatal illness I endured for several years. A few years after completing my doctorate and after several years of frequent bouts of respiratory illnesses, I was diagnosed with Idiopathic Pulmonary Fibrosis (IPF). With IPF, the immune system causes the lungs to become chronically inflamed over a period of years to the point where it becomes exceedingly difficult to breathe while doing even very rudimentary daily tasks. It comes with chronic fatigue, frequent illness, and in my case, a resurgence of anxiety and depression on top of it. The cause and mechanisms of the disease are not well understood, and the only known treatment is a lung transplant. During my pre-transplant assessment, they discovered I also had three blocked arteries to my heart, and I would require triple-bypass surgery in addition to the lung transplant, both at the same time! Yikes!

			Having to undertake both operations at the same time, I felt the odds were against me. Leading up to the surgery, I was preparing for the worst-case scenario. I did all I could up to that point and put my faith in the hands of those taking care of me, and into the unknown. I felt like I was just floating through the whole experience as my family, friends, and medical staff essentially carried me through the whole ordeal. 

			Once I felt the odds were against me and I had to surrender myself to everyone and everything, I experienced a kind of faith I could never have conceived of before. It had nothing to do with conventional religious beliefs, nor any other form of spirituality. It was also a bit strange given how I would have so much anxiety over many more minor issues for so many years before, but throughout this whole experience, I did not freak out—I was calm as a still water lake. 

			Then, in December 2016, I had the lung transplant and triple-bypass surgery (did I already say, ‘both at the same time’?). And I made it through! Suffice to say, it was during this time that many things came together for me mentally and emotionally. A lot of the mental emotional turmoil that had held me hostage for so many years had completely lifted. It was at that point that I began to see and feel how so many things are so mysteriously connected.

			So, this is why I wrote this book. It is to share my experience and vision of how I came to see how things fit together in a way that can guide us to being more Down-to-Earth and live a more fulfilling and meaningful life, even in a complex world such as this, and a universe full of such splendid mystery.

			Acknowledgments

			I am grateful to many science writers and scholars who themselves have toiled over piles of research to write their own ‘big picture’, ‘big history’, or ‘theories of everything’ types of books, all of which I read with great passion over the past twenty-five years. I have been greatly inspired by these authors. Some of these include: David Christian (Origin Story), Richard Coren (The Evolutionary Trajectory), Harm de Blij (Why Geography Matters), Robert Frodeman (GeoLogic), Steven Hawking (Brief History of Time/Brief Answers to the Big Questions), Beck and Cowan (Spiral Dynamics), Holling and Gunderson (Panarchy), Nick Lane (Life Ascending/The Vital Question), Karen O’Brien (You Matter More Than You Think), Bernd Olaf-Küppers (Information and the Origin of Life), Ervin Lazlo (Science and the Akashic Field), Gerald Schroeder (The Science of God), Ken Wilber (Quantum Questions/A Brief History of Everything/Marriage of Sense and Soul), Frank Visser (Thought As Passion), and Michael Zimmerman and Sean Esbjörn-Hargens (Integral Ecology).

			While I have benefited greatly from some of the ideas presented by these authors, I hold responsibility for what follows in this book. Although I draw from these works for their novel ideas, I have woven some of their ideas together in a different way that builds a new perspective on our existential place in the universe, and how it can bring us a little more Down-to-Earth, which is where we belong! 

			Lastly, and certainly not least, I thank all my family, and many friends and colleagues who have supported me over the years, through both good times and not-so-good times. I love you all!

			Brian Gregory

			Somewhere on Earth

			2025

			



		

Introduction

			A Tale of Two Worlds

			When someone asked me to describe today’s world, I could think of no better way than to paraphrase Charles Dickens’ famous line, “These are the best of times and the worst of times”. Dickens was writing about the French Revolution a hundred and fifty years ago, which undoubtedly marked a turning point in European history. We can only speculate one what he would write if he had even the slightest glimpse of what the world is facing today.

			On one hand, humanity has made remarkable achievements over the past several hundred years. On the other hand, our achievements came at a high cost: overpopulation, environmental degradation, climate change, and geopolitical tensions edging ever closer to global warfare. 

			So, how did we get to this point? 

			And what can we do about it? 

			Scientific progress, industrial development, human development, peace and security, and geopolitical stability might be separate subjects in a university curriculum, but in the real world, they are all intertwined. We cannot change one aspect without affecting all the others directly or indirectly. 

			The world is complex. And on a personal level, finding a sense of belonging and purpose is becoming increasingly difficult. But it doesn’t have to be that way. I know I am not the first person to suggest this, and I know it is not an easy task, but I am inclined to think we need to rejuvenate our relationship with the natural world and with each other. Perhaps this sound a bit idealistic, or perhaps not? 

			It is quite fair to say that our values underlie our motivation behind a lot of our endeavours. For most people, it is simply a quest to improve life conditions and attain peace and prosperity. For others, it is power and profit. But it doesn’t stop there. It is not just a question of reconciling economic growth with the more intangible values of human life and the environmental integrity of our planet. We need to dig deeper to understand what it is that really makes us tick!

			One of the main themes this book highlights is how everything we have done with modern science over the past several hundred years has been driven by a diverse range of human values that are often riddled with conflict. We now find ourselves in need of a new set of values more fitting for our complex global world. But how do we do it? 

			Imagine, for a Moment

			We can romanticize John Lennon’s world without countries or war, and peace among humanity. But to actualize it, we may need to begin a massive reconstruction. So, imagine for a moment that we set aside all traditional and conventional values and religious and philosophical ideas handed down to us over the ages, and develop a brand-spanking new way of looking at life and our existence from scratch! It is not that conventional religious and philosophical ideas are entirely wrong; they certainly have made important contributions throughout history. But what if we could just set them aside and start fresh? At least as an experiment. How would we do it? And what would it look like? 

			Well, I think there is a way to do it. It comes with a rock-solid foundation and offers us a different perspective on our place in the universe. It is full of hope, understanding, passion, and surprise, and most importantly, it provides a grounding for us to find a more meaningful existence on this planet we call “Earth”. 

			This is what this book is about. 

			While there is a lot of science and some philosophy in what follows, I wrote it with the aim that people from all backgrounds and education levels may find personally meaningful, and as something they could apply to their own lives. A book that might help people navigate their way in this rapidly transforming world, and also help bring things a little more Down to Earth. 

			I use a scientifically grounded approach to help us understand more fully who we are in this universe and on Earth. We stand on a planet that is likely the most miraculous creation in the universe. In the last few hundred years, modern science has given us an enormous amount of knowledge about the universe, our planet, and ourselves. We still do not know everything, and we never will. But we certainly know a lot more than we did for the first million years of our human existence. And the reason why these are such extraordinary times is because the most significant discoveries only came to light within the past sixty years! 

			It has only been since the 1960s that we have been able to piece together a continuous story of evolution, from the initial creation of the universe to the formation of our planet, to the evolution of life and human civilization. Although evolution is an amazing story in itself, it also gives us many insights about our existence and how life works on this planet. It provides us a new set of principles, or teachings, that we can use to understand better who we are, why we are here, and where we are headed. We might even go as far to say it gives us a whole new worldview. One that can take us in new directions to heal ourselves and the planet in the process. A new way of being.

			So, Here’s the Plan

			I have organized this book into two parts. In Part 1, we take a journey through evolution, covering space and time, energy and matter, the evolution of our planet, and the evolution of life and civilization. People who are not scientifically oriented should fear not! This is not jumbled gobbledygook science, and nor is this an academic text. I challenged myself to write it in such a way that anybody can find it interesting and inspiring! I focus mostly on the major scientific discoveries that, when you add them all up, really pack a punch in terms of changing our perspective on everything. 

			Taking this journey is essential to ensure we have an adequate grounding in evolutionary science before exploring more nuanced issues for our sense of meaning and purpose on this planet. Plenty of other books and documentaries go deeper into the scientific details, and I provide some suggestions in The Deep End. The chapters in Part I simply highlight the most essential aspects that we need to develop a list of teachings that evolution has passed on to us. Such teachings represent what the universe has been telling us directly through science, and they provide a foundation for Part II.

			Part II explores how we can apply these teachings in developing our new worldview and a new Down-to-Earth way of being. Many topics and questions may be explored using evolution’s teachings, but in this book, I focus on three of the most important ones. It is through answering these three questions that we cover the most ground: 

			1) Our relationship with nature, 

			2) An evolutionary perspective on human nature, and

			3) Finding meaning and purpose in this universe and on Earth, to actualize this new way of being.

			The most essential aspect for understanding our relationship with nature involves recognizing how we are not only part of nature and how nature is part of us, but most importantly, how we ARE nature! Indigenous cultures had it right all along—this Earth is us, and we are the Earth. We are inseparable. With this new evolutionary story, we can now see quite clearly how the interplay between energy and matter forms the backbone of evolution and is present from the beginning of the universe to the evolution of human civilization and everything in between. Although we no longer see ourselves as separate from nature, we have unique human qualities that are distinguishable from the rest of nature. 

			Because we are nature, we are a product of a long evolutionary process. When we explore our human nature from this perspective, many things that we thought were confusing in the past suddenly become vividly clear. We not only celebrate our differences, but we can more clearly see the commonalities that bind us together as a species. But this is not entirely a warm and fuzzy story. There is plenty of good and bad to go around as we unpack this evolutionary journey.

			In searching for a meaningful place in the universe, we will no longer see ourselves as an insignificant tiny dot in the blackness of space. The Earth is not insignificant, and we are not insignificant. We are the most significant creation in the entire universe (as far as we know). I illustrate very clearly how this is so, and how it gives us a very different perspective on who and what we are. 

			From this vantage point, we being to explore how we can reconcile our traditional religious beliefs with this new understanding of human nature and our place in the universe. We explore who we are and our relationship to what we conventionally refer to as ‘God’. This may seem like a tall order. But without giving away too much in advance, we explore how God and science are not at odds with each other. Although science can neither prove nor disprove God, we will see how everything we have discovered through evolutionary science demands we take a new perspective on God. This new perspective provides us with a new understanding of our existence and how we can find meaning and purpose in our lives. 

			So, let’s jump in!

			



		cover.jpeg
DOWN TO
EARTH






OEBPS/image/Tellwell_Black.png
teII_we_II%





