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"Passionate Indifference"

Is the Christ of the Gospels, imagined and loved within the dimensions of a Mediterranean world, capable of still embracing and still forming the center of our prodigiously expanded universe?

Is the world not in the process of becoming more vast, more close, more dazzling than Jehovah?

Will it not burst our religion asunder? Eclipse our God?

These questions have been asked so often in one form or another that they, and the answers to them, have become almost cliches. But the man who asked—and answered—those above was no cliche-monger. He was the late French Jesuit priest, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), a noted paleontologist who was forbidden by the Roman Catholic Church to publish his philosophical writings, which have since sparked a posthumous cult of "Teil-hardism" in France. Recently published in the U.S. is a book Teilhard wrote 35 years ago — a spiritual meditation on the cosmology he later developed from a scientific viewpoint in The Phenomenon of Man (TIME, Dec. 14, 1959). Its title: The Divine Milieu.

Teilhard is not addressing firm-in-the-faith Christians, he writes, but "the waverers, both inside and outside" the church, "whose education or instinct leads them to listen primarily to the voices of the earth." His book's dedication is: "For those who love the world."

Teilhard was certainly one of them. He writes: "A thought, a material improvement, a harmony, a particular expression of love, the enchanting complexity of a smile or a look, all the new beauties that appear for the first time, in me or around me . . . I cherish them like children and cannot believe that they will die entirely in the flesh."

And Christianity, Teilhard believes, teaches that these things indeed do not die, but play their part in the continuing work of God with man—the spiritualization of the universe. "The labor of seaweed as it concentrates in its tissues the substances dispersed, in infinitesimal quantities, throughout the vast layers of the ocean; the industry of bees as they make honey from the juices scattered in so many flowers—these are but pale images of the continuous process of elaboration which all the forces of the universe undergo in us in order to become spirit."

Even the evils that God cannot eliminate in the present state of creation serve this divine process. "Like an artist making use of a fault or an impurity in the stone he is sculpting or the bronze he is casting so as to produce more exquisite lines or a more beautiful tone. God, without sparing us the partial deaths, nor the final death, which form an essential part of our lives, transfigures them by integrating them in a better plan—provided we trust lovingly in Him. Not only our unavoidable ills but our faults, even our most deliberate ones, can be embraced in that transformation, provided always we repent of them."

Asceticism and sacrifice are needful to the Christian, says Teilhard, but they are relative; one man's austerity may be another's self-indulgence —it depends where one is in the climb up the spiritual mountain. "That which is good, sanctifying and spiritual for my brother below or beside me on the mountainside, can be material, misleading or bad for me. What I rightly allowed myself yesterday, I must perhaps deny myself today." The true Christian, says Teilhard, does not renounce the world, nor does he embrace it wholly; he neither puts his trust in action nor resigns himself to acceptance. The Christian cultivates and rejoices in all his soul's potentials—love and intellect, zeal and tranquillity, strength and surrender. "And if any words could translate that permanent and lucid intoxication better than others, perhaps they would be 'passionate indifference.' "

The passionately indifferent man has found "Him who burns by setting fire to everything that we would love badly or not enough; Him who calms by eclipsing with His blaze everything that we would love too much; Him who consoles by gathering up everything that has been snatched from our love or has never been given to it . . .

"The temptations of too large a world, the seductions of too beautiful a world—where are these now? They do not exist. Now the earth can certainly clasp me in her giant arms. She can swell me with her life, or draw me back into her dust. She can deck herself with every charm, with every horror, with every mystery . . . But her enchantments can no longer do me harm."

