The Texts of the Convivium

UNIQUENESS AND CENTRALITY OF OUR PLANET 
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1.   Planet Earth is a grain of sand in the desert:

      how can we think that there are no other analogous planets 

      on which life also flourishes and evolves as well?

Our galaxy comprises billions of stars, including the Sun. However, as Stephen Hawking points out, “we now know that our galaxy is only one of some hundred thousand million that can be seen using modern telescope, each galaxy itself containing some hundred thousand million stars… 

“We live in a galaxy that is about one hundred thousand light-years across and is slowly rotating; the stars in the spiral arms orbit around its center about once every several hundred million years.

“Our sun is just an ordinary, average-size, yellow star, near the inner edge of one of the spiral arms” (S. H., A brief history of time - From the Big Bang to Black Holes, Bantam Books, London 1989, pages 38-39). 

Now those who support the existence of extra terrestrial beings refute those who deny it by asking them this question: “How can you think that there are no other inhabited worlds in such a vast universe? or, at least, other forms of life?” 

They then add: “Do you not know that in the hundreds of million of galaxies of this universe there are hundreds of billions of stars and who knows just what the really astronomical number of planets is?” 

In conclusion: “How can you think that out of all these planets there are none on which there is life? And where, perhaps, there may be beings similar to us humans?” 

2.   What should we answer? 

First of all, let us ask ourselves 

what the probability is of another planet 

existing outside our solar system: 

this probability proves to be really slender

What should we answer? First of all, let us formulate two hypotheses: either the evolution of the cosmos is predisposed by an intelligence at its own will; or this evolution is ruled by chance. 

In the first hypothesis, the creating Intelligence could do what it wants, even the things which we humans judge to be impossible: and it is useless asking oneself what could be more probable. 

Only in the second hypothesis - or at least, let's say, starting from this - it makes sense to ask oneself how much a certain fact is probable, or not. 

Before tackling the problem of how life can originate, and according to what probability, it would be better to consider the possibility that an environment suited to it is formed. In other words: how likely is it that a planet is formed that would be ideal to accommodating life? 

Unlike what so many people enthusiast friends of the extraterrestrial imagine, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin points out that the presence of planets in the universe is an extremely rare and totally fortuitous fact. Only the stars visible with a telescope are, writes Teilhard in 1945, fifteen thousand per ten to the sixth power. 

By supporting a hypothesis that has already been favourably accepted by many astronomers, Teilhard imagines that a great fortuitous accident took place: another star could have skimmed passed our Sun less than three diameters away and, in acting on it with its own attraction force, it tore off a long fusiform filament; this would then have been split up into a kind of rosary of separate globes rotating around the Sun at a series of immense distances. 

Whatever the value of the hypothesis supported by Teilhard de Chardin may be, we can say, with him, that “we are left confused before the rarity and Improbability of similar planets to this where we live” (Oeuvres de P. T. de Ch., V, Éditions du Seuil, Paris, p. 142 and, more in general, 130-142).

In the Laplace system, every star, or almost every star, would have had to have its good planets, whereas, in our century, one rather believes that the probability of having planets is one to a hundred thousand, according to James Jeans, if not of one to various millions, according to the estimate made by Arthur Eddington. 

3.   We may then ask ourselves how probable

       it is that life is spontaneously generated 

       in any planet of the universe:

       this probability proves to practically zero

We have at least given ourselves an idea of how improbable it is that another planet is formed that is similar to ours, which could accommodate a phenomenon analogous to what we call life. 

Let us now move on to asking ourselves how probable it is that such a phenomenon would be generated in any form or in any part of the universe. 

I have found the information on which a clear answer is to be founded in the book Dieu et la science (God and science), Grasset, Paris 1991, which contains a dialogue between the philosopher Jean Guitton and two men of science, the brothers Grichka and Igor Bogdanov. 

 Guitton points out that, in the evolution of the cosmos, life has to open up a very difficult passage between thousands of obstacles before it can emerge. The empty space is incredibly cold. Its temperature drops down as far as minus 273 degrees and even the simplest living being would be frozen in that moment. 

On the other hand, the extreme opposite, the stars' matter is so burning hot that no living being could ever withstand it. After all, in the universe there are continual cosmic radiations and bombardments. Therefore the universe “is Siberia, it is the Sahara, it is Verdun”; it is “like the infinitely extended cold, the infinitely extended heat, the repeated bombardments”. 

 As far as he is concerned, Grichka starts by giving a very concrete example. He starts declaring that a living cell is composed of about twenty amino-acids, which form a compact chain. Furthermore, he says that, in their own turn, the function of these amino-acids depends on about two thousand specific enzymes. Now, according to the biologists' calculations, “the probability that a thousand different enzymes come together as a group in an orderly fashion to form a living cell (over an evolution lasting several billions of years) is in the order of 10 to the thousandth power against one”. 

 Jean Guitton comments: “It is like saying that this probability is the equivalent to zero”. 

 At this point Igor Bogdanov quotes a statement made by Francis Crick, who was awarded the Nobel prize for the discovery of DNA: in its present state, the origin of life seems to belong to the matter of a miracle, since there are so many conditions that would have to be reunited in order to accomplish it. 

 Once they have been formed, the very first cells would have to reproduce themselves. Now, says Guitton, “the problem is... knowing what happened in this phase: how did these very first cells invent the countless number of stratagems that have led to this miracle: reproduction?” 

 Reproduction of the cells is carried out through the transcription of the famous DNA in an RNA in a single filament. Each filament is a molecule composed of many four type nucleotides, of four different substances called adenine, thymine, guanine and cytidine, which alternate with one another in various manners.

Here is then an example that Grischka Bogdanov puts forward. I will quote it using his exact words: “So that the formation of nucleotides brings about the elaboration of a usable RNA molecule 'by chance', it would be necessary for nature to multiply its attempts at random in the space of 10 years to the fifteenth power, that is to say, for a time that is a hundred thousand times longer than the total age of our universe”. 

 Grischka Bogdanov then offers us another example: if the primitive ocean had placed into being all the variations susceptible to being elaborated “by chance” starting from a single molecule containing about a hundred atoms, then we would have reached the construction of possible variations in a greater number of 10 to the eightieth power. Now there is no doubt that the same atoms contained in the entire universe are less in number. 

4.    Life may begin and evolve 

  only in virtue of syntropy 

  that is to say, due to the presence 

  of an organising active principle, 

  which is, nevertheless, only capable 

   of functioning in extremely improbable situations

I would now like to call upon two Italian scientists to speak: Luigi Fantappiè and Giuseppe Arcidiacono. I would, however, in advance, like to mention the hypothesis according to which the biological phenomena, or of life, are generated from physical-chemical phenomena without a break, without any need of an intelligent principle that places them into being. 

This kind of hypothesis is thus briefly expressed by the biologist Emanuele Padoa: “From the physiochemical, molecular point of view, the living structures are essentially presented as an association of proteins, that are polymers of amino-acids, or, as one also says, polypeptide chains; and of nucleic acids, polymers of mononucleotides, or polynucleotide chains” (E.P. Padoa, Storia della vita sulla Terra [The History of life on Earth], Feltrinelli, 3ª ed., Milan 1978, p. 15). 

Luigi Fantappiè and Giuseppe Arcidiacono take sides precisely in opposition to a concept of this kind. They point out that the phenomena of life as such, do not at all have a deterministic and entropic character, but, on the contrary, they reveal an intimate finalism and a clear syntropic character (G. A., Fantappiè e gli universi [Fantappiè and the universes] Il Fuoco, Rome 1986, p. 76). 

Left to itself, the matter abandons itself to its own inertia, which imprisons the initial impulse that placed it into being and directs it towards an increasing disorder and, at worst, to total disintegration. If everything is matter and only matter, everything is destined in the end to destruction. This is entropy, which only the active presence of an organising principle can efficaciously oppose: of that which is called negative entropy and which Fantappiè prefers to call syntropy.
Paul Davies points out that, in opposition to the second law of thermodynamics which establishes a constant increase of the disorder, “the development of life is a classic example of order on the increase”. And he affirms that “no order at all could exist unless the universe as a whole started out with a considerable stock of negative entropy” (P. D., God and the new physics, Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, New York undated, pages 65 and 166). 

It seems sufficiently evident that the universe, so that it can get itself into order, to live, to progress, to rise to the highest expressions of being and value, needs to feed off a supply of syntropy. And this does not mean to say that it has to necessarily concern a limited supply. I feel that we should express it, rather than using the image of a water-tank, by using that of an inexhaustible source. 

At a certain point, Davies asks himself whether the reality, in the universe, of a supply of negative entropy does not prove the existence of a God creator. (ibid., p. 166). 

Arcidiacono points out that “it has not been possible to reduce the phenomena of Life, which could be of a syntropic type, to pure physical-chemical phenomena” (op. cit., p. 76). 

Therefore, Fantappiè and, in his wake, Arcidiacono develop their thought about it: right from “the first stages of development of living beings, there is a clear prevalence of syntropic phenomena and therefore a continual increase of the processes of differentiation of the matter, which is organised in tissues and organs” (p. 86). 

Now, “such an extreme differentiation inside the protein molecules has a formation probability, from the thermodynamic point of view [that is to say, of entropy], of 10 to the power of about -600 and is therefore practically impossible”. It follows that not only the vital phenomena in general have a syntropic nature, but the formation of a protein itself (ibid). 

It is impossible to explain these phenomena in a purely physical-chemical context, of a merely entropic fortuitousness: “…The formation of a single protein molecule has such a small probability that it proves to be impossible, even if we consider a period in the nature of the age of the Universe. Even more so, what is completely impossible is the formation of living beings, even the most simple ones, remaining within the causal pattern” in other words, in the ambit of the deterministic explanation (pp. 88-89).

As we have already mentioned, a presupposition required so that life can originate and develop, is that a suitable cosmic environment is formed, which is able to accommodate it: in other words, it is that the planet Earth develops until it could offer favourable conditions. In 1953 Stanley Miller and Harold Urey, from Chicago, simulated the possible conditions of the planet Earth of billions of years ago in a water well and after a few days found that substances important for life had formed. 

“Encouraging though these results are”, comments Paul Davies, “there is no reason whatever to suppose that, left to itself, such a soup would spontaneously generate life, even after millions of years, merely by exploring every combination of chemical arrangements. Simple statistics soon reveal that the probability of the spontaneous assembly of DNA - the complex molecule that carries the genetic code - as a result of random concatenations of the soup of molecules is ludicrously - almost inthinkably - small. There are so many combinations of molecules possible that the chance of the right one cropping up by blind chance is virtually zero” (P.D., op. cit., p. 69). 
5.   The UFO phenomena therefore require

      a very different explanation to that

      of the existence of other inhabited planets
This extreme improbability that the phenomenon of life can be produced by chance, its “miraculous” character, gives rise to the fact that is even more improbable that, on some other planet, life comes by pure chance to being expressed in precise given forms: for example, by evolving until humanoid beings are generated that are similar to those humans on earth and perhaps having the same features, with the same behaviour and even dressed in a way that is analogous to the idea we have made of a fashion possible in a future that rather closely follows the present. 

If recorded in an objective manner, the UFO's are certainly to be studied as phenomena. How can one give reason for them? Definitely not by a fortuitousness explanation whose probability is reduced to infinitesimal measures: definitely not with a hypothesis whose infinitesimal probability borders on absolute improbability. Granted that these phenomena happen, an alternative explanation will have to be found. 

In substance, the UFO's (Unidentified Flying Objects) appear reducible to collective mental creations. When attentively observed, they appear rather evanescent and imaginary mental realities, but at the same time capable of materialising in various sizes, until they reach a very solid consistency. 

This mental nature of theirs that is susceptible to materialising proves to be confirmed by an examination of the dimensions assumed by the UFO's, of their colours, movements and speed, as well as their apparent occupants. 

The UFO phenomena turn out to be regulated by an intrinsic intelligence, which gives the phenomena themselves consistency, dynamism and autonomy; however, of a level that makes it impossible for them to surpass themselves substantially and condemns them to a repetitive, sterile and inconclusive monotony.

I have developed this interpretation in one of the Hope Booklets (see our site www.convivium-roma.it, English section), which goes by the title of The mind moulds matter, is autonomous from it and survives it. Now the fourth chapter of this Booklet goes by the title of In what sense UFO phenomena have to be interpreted as mental creations capable of attaining a certain physical consistency. 

This is a rather complex subject, that the aforesaid chapter treats with a certain clarity and completeness, and that the author of the Booklet sets in the whole of the paranormal phenomenology. What remains is to entrust it to the benevolent attention of willing readers. 

6.   How can one justify a creation

      that is so characterised by waste?

Another problem arises, then: this time in a stricter metaphysical-religious context. By referring to the information proposed at the beginning of this written account, one may well ask what need the good God had to create hundreds of thousands of trillions of stars to place life and evolution into being on only one planet: on only one tiny point that is barely perceivable of a dust of decidedly disproportionate heavenly bodies. 

The solution to this problem could be the following. God's work appears to be influenced by the forces in progress in the universe. The evolution He promotes can only be fulfilled where there are favourable conditions 

The origin of life is something miraculous. Now, however, the miraculous interventions themselves of the Divinity are relative and progressive. 

Life could appear and evolve only where, in some manner, the presuppositions for it were generated. However, we have seen what minimum, infinitesimal probability the premises of life would have of being placed into being. The extreme improbability of the result justifies such an enormous and endless multiplicity of attempts. 

7.   How can planet Earth, at the peak of progress, 

      also act on the furthest points of such a universe 

      which appears to be so immense and boundless?

 Although God's almightiness can be asserted, this does not at all mean that the divine almightiness has to express itself entirely and immediately and in absolute fullness. If we turn our attention to our planet there is nothing whatsoever that can give us the confirmation that the kingdom of God has been established here. This could more likely appear to be a reality in germ, a mustard seed, or rather sown wheat in the phase of germination and development, as the Gospel itself defines it (Mt 13, 31-32: Mk 4, 26-32; Lk 13, 18-19). 

He who nourishes an experience of faith, has nothing to prevent him from believing that this Earth is destined to gradually transforming itself into the kingdom of God in the future. At the height of its manifestation, God's creative action could arrive at entirely transforming man and that environment, which is to be considered as the prolongation of the human body. In the end the entire universe could be totally transformed and deified. 

In the Christian perspective, the divine action also makes use of human work, expressing itself through the action of men chosen as its vessels of grace. In this way, a total transformation of the universe could be carried out by God through deified men. 

Now, how could men transform the entire universe by acting, from earth, as far as on the most astronomical, endless, incommensurable distances? 

 One has to take into consideration that, in the universe, each point also contains all the others: therefore the most distant points are also contained in every point that is close to us, even those located at astronomical distances and beyond. 

 This coincidence in spatial terms makes the more immensely distant points so close to hand, that we can know everything there is and also act on everything that happens. 

 An example of our faculty, at least potential, of knowing what is located extremely far away in a manner that is independent from the distance, is given to us by the phenomena of telepathy and clairvoyance in the present. 

One can say the same thing as far as those events that occur at a time interval from us are concerned. Parapsychology also comes to our aid here to offer us some proof, confirming that this is possible. Phenomena of clairvoyance in the past and the future are well given. A psychic can have visions of past events and also future events, with a certain wealth of detail. 

 All these phenomena clearly suggest that both space, as well as time, are something relative. From a certain point of view, space and time prove to be abolished. 

 Just as all the points of space (including those located at the most astronomical distances) are present at the same time in every point closest to us, all the following moments of time are present at the same time in which we are living now. 

 Just as the finite and relative spaces are nothing else but expressions of the infinite, the subsequent times are nothing else but expressions of eternity, of an eternal present. 

We have mentioned telepathy and clairvoyance as an example of our capacity, at least potential, of knowing what happens even at immense distances exceeding all limits of space. Let us now see whether an example of our faculty, at least potential, of acting at a distance can come to our aid. This second example is given to us by the phenomena of psychokinesis. 

Although these are mostly limited to acting at short distances in their current development, we can already find confirmation at least in principle of the possibility that the mind can not only know but also act at a distance independently from the distance itself. 

8.   Conclusion: even if not in physical terms 

      Earth morally occupies a unique 

      and central position in the universe
As we have already seen, Hawking locates our Sun on the periphery of our Galaxy: near the internal edge of one of its spiral arms. What is then the position of our Galaxy compared to the totality of the universe, is a problem that, due to the circumstances, is yet unsolved. If, however, the Earth were the only heavenly body to house life and evolution, we would be necessitated to attributing to it a centrality in the universe, in moral terms, whatever its position were in physical terms. 

In ancient times, Ptolemy declared the central position of the Earth in the universe also in physical terms. A few centuries later, it was Copernicus who denied such a location, imposing his new cosmological theory despite all the opposition from traditional theology and philosophy.

If however - as formulated - the Earth should turn out to be the only heavenly body housing the evolution of life and then of the spirit, it would prove to be the more mature product of the entire cosmic evolution, the soul of the universe and its ultimate goal, therefore its moral centre. Moral revenge of old Ptolemy?
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