“Did you see the weather report for this world?” . . . “Two miles of ice, followed by a light shower of rocks, with outbreaks of choking fog for the next thousand years?  There will be widespread vulcanism as half a continent’s worth of magma lets go, followed by a period of mountain building?  And that’s normal.”
From The Science of Discworld, Terry Pratchett, Ian Stewart, and Jack Cohen. 

In this treatment, the history of our planet is given within the context of the latest scientific understanding. However as a literary device, the story is revealed from the point of view fantastical wizards who, living outside our universe, observe the events vastly speeded up.  Hundreds of millions of years of our planets development occurs over a few days.  This clever narrative trick gives us, the readers, a true glimmer  of geologic  deep time.   Our species evolved so recently as to be insignificant next to geologic time. One of many such species that makes a good run of it, but then is wiped out by comets, or volcanoes, or  another ice age, or the snowball earth. Our civilization, from the beginnings of primitive tool use, to its extrapolated conclusion is entirely missed by the wizards because they away having lunch.   Here the history lesson gives way to a reasonable prediction of a future possibility.
What do the wizards find when they do come back after desert?  An abandoned earth with only the remains of a high tech society.   Specifically they find space elevators, gossamer filaments leading up seemingly forever and encircling the equator.  Everyone has left.  Gone on to find new worlds in which to live. It’s a good thing to, because here comes another bunch of icy space rocks on a collision course.  Or maybe the glaciers will return, or maybe our sun’s output will fluctuate by a few percent.  The wizards are not worried. Already they know that hundreds of likely species are ready and waiting. They bid their time and hide out during the cataclysm.  The wizards know that after things settle down a new burst of speciation will colonize the newly scrubbed surface.  Just you wait. 
Should our civilization go to space?  Eventually someone will try and succeed.  The only question is will they have enough time?  They are racing some  inevitable cataclysm. And if they do succeed, will they remember us, America in 2009?  Will they even remember what America was? Will they understand our language? Will our books have survived? Would or constitution and way of life still survive?  Would we even recognize them as human beings?   

We should go to the planets and stars to preserve our culture, because it won’t survive without people to remember it.  If we don’t, our legacy will only be a curious rust colored layer of deposits in the limestone and sand stone, deep under future oceans and mountains.  Future intelligent species and their scientists may wonder at the thin line of sediment in the earth full of strange chemical residues, and curious fossils of flint arrowheads, eyeglasses, and ipods.
If thinking in terms of such deep time is not your style, consider this:  The environment of today that so many of us are interested in preserving would be best served by fewer people cutting it down.  Habitat destruction in favor of farms and homes is the single greatest factor in the decreasing number of the animals that we care about.  Now people have the right to live, and work, and raise children. No one should get to choose who should live and who should not. Consider another  100 or 1000 years of population growth at current rates.  Distressing isn’t it?

Now consider  the scientific and technological advances that we could make in that same time.    In the western world, our ability to create designed artificial environments  and places to live is now starting to exceed the rate at which we can breed people to live in them.  Accelerate that a bit more and let your imagination run.  Stunning shining palaces filled with cities, farms, parks, and industry. All contained in towers a mile high, domed enclaves in the deep desert, floating artificial islands on the oceans, undersea habitats, hovering cities in the clouds, or even spinning cylinders in space.  Let us colonize space, let us colonize other planets, let us colonize this planet as if it were another planet,  and in so doing let the rest of the natural world evolve as it sees fit. 
