Teilhard makes Christianity most exciting thing on block
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On April 10, 1955, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin began the day by offering a private Mass and then attended the Solemn Mass for Easter at St. Patrick's Cathedral in New York. After the Mass he met two friends for lunch and they attended a concert; he was not feeling well so they left early. As Easter dinner was being prepared in their home, he fell full-length on the floor and was dead within minutes: a "cerebral hemorrhage." He was 74.

Two days later an obituary in The New York Times identified him as "a noted paleontologist and co-discoverer of Peking Man." It said he was a priest who accepted evolution and "did not consider such a belief irreconcilable with religion"; but it said nothing of any attempts he made to reconcile it. Not surprising. The church had not allowed him to publish his writings in religion and philosophy. But with news of his death, friends in Paris proceeded with publication, and the priest with the difficult name became an international celebrity. As his ideas and story became known he was regarded as a saint for our times.

Teilhard was born in central France in 1881, the fourth of 11 children. His father was an amateur naturalist who taught his children the names of the animals, birds, plants and rocks in the area of their country home. It was the rocks that fascinated Pierre; this soon became a fascination with the earth, the universe, the All. He approached the All (in French, le Tout) with religious reverence and spoke of himself as a pantheist--in the sense of St. Paul.

Shortly before his 18th birthday, after graduating from a Jesuit boarding school, Pierre entered the Jesuits: "God is calling me to leave the world." But leaving the world is not so easy; the rocks around the novitiate distracted his prayer. Yet, when he proposed to his novice director that he renounce interest in the rocks, the director told him to continue his interest. He did, but felt he was holding two ends of string that were pulling him in opposite directions: On the one hand there was the impersonal earth known by science, and on the other the personal God known by faith. They were like two stars disorganizing his personality.

While teaching chemistry and physics in a Jesuit college in Cairo, he began publishing studies of the geology of Egypt. All the while he seemed to be drifting to a lower form of the pantheist spirit: "If I was to be all, I must be fused with All." But at the right moment the idea of evolution germinated within him and the All was seen to be in movement. In 1908 he was sent to England to study theology, and there at sunset the woods of Sussex seemed charged with the same fossil life he was extracting from the clay: "There were moments when it seemed to me that a sort of universal being was about to take shape suddenly in nature before my very eyes."

After ordination Teilhard began studies in geology at the University of Paris, but in December of 1914 the German armies were in striking distance of Paris, and he was drafted into the French army. He served as a stretcher-bearer in many of the major battles of the First World War. A friend noted, "The curtain of machine gunfire and the hail of bombardments both seemed to pass him by. ... I once asked Fr. Teilhard, 'What do you do to keep this sense of calm during the battle? It looks as if you do not see the danger and fear does not touch you.' He answered, with that serious but friendly smile that gave such a human warmth to his words, 'If I am killed, I shall just change my state, that's all.'"

While resting apart from "the curtain of machine gunfire," Teilhard began writing the essays that would make him famous. The first begins, "What follows springs from an exuberance of life and a yearning to live: it is written to express an impassioned vision of the earth ... because I love the universe, its energies, its secrets and its hopes, and because at the same time I am dedicated to God, the only Origin, the only Issue and the only Term." Central to this essay and all the writings of Teilhard is his understanding of St. Paul. Paul spoke of the Christian community as the body of Christ and several additional passages suggest--but do not state--that the universe also can be considered his body. This understanding of the cosmos as body of Christ with Jesus as its soul became the central understanding in all of Teilhard's works.

After the war, Teilhard returned to the University of Paris to complete his doctoral studies. He soon was given the task of classifying the fossils that Emile Licent, another French Jesuit, was sending back from China. To understand these, Teilhard, with the approval of religious superiors, went to Asia in 1923, and there in the Ordos Desert the two Jesuits excavated the first traces ever found of early humans in China. And there, under the threat of bandits and conflicting warlords, Teilhard wrote his most popular essay, "The Mass on the World": "Since I have neither bread, nor wine, nor altar; I will raise myself beyond these symbols. ... I, your priest, will make the whole earth my altar and on it will offer you all the labors and sufferings of the world."

In the fall of 1924 Teilhard returned to France only to find one of his private reflections had been sent to Rome. In it he claimed the story of Adam and Eve was a parable and not history, and, according to the ways of evolution, all humans did not descend from a single first couple. He was forced to sign papers that restricted all further publishing in philosophy and theology. His Jesuit superiors were relieved in 1926 when he returned to China. There to better explain his ideas, he wrote The Divine Milieu. It tells of his love for the world (an element in his thought that long had raised eyebrows) and ends, "Now the earth can certainly clasp me in her giant arms. She can swell me with her life, or take me back into her dust. She can deck herself out for me with every charm, with every horror, with every mystery. She can cast me to my knees in expectation of what is maturing within her breast. ... But her enchantment can no longer do me harm, since she has become for me, over and above herself, the Body of him who is and of him who is coming." He submitted the work to Rome for approval, but 27 years later approval was neither given nor denied. Soon he was in charge of classifying the fossils from Chou kou tien, a hill outside Peking. There two human skulls were found and China became the center of the quest for human origins and Teilhard a world-class paleontologist.

Beyond an abundance of scientific articles, Teilhard wrote many essays concerning religion in hopes they would be published. A few of them were. As World War II was taking shape, he began gathering his thoughts to write a book, The Phenomenon of Man: Here he traces the development of life through the millennia and connects this development with the Christian phenomenon: "Is the Kingdom of God a big family? Yes, in a sense it is. But in another sense it is a prodigious biological operation--that of the redeeming Incarnation." The work has a radiant and optimistic ending, but Teilhard completed the work on June 18, 1940, the very day his beloved France surrendered to Nazi invaders. He spent World War II under the Japanese occupation of Peking and afterwards joked, "We had no problem with mice in our house, for we had nothing to eat." In returning to Paris he found himself a celebrity, as his writings had been mimeographed and underground copies had circulated. His rising fame annoyed the hierarchy and it was felt that he should go elsewhere. China was no longer an option (Mao was not welcoming foreign priests), so he went to New York and there worked for the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. He died in exile in New York and a handful of people attended his funeral. Two Jesuits accompanied his body to the Jesuit cemetery in Hyde Park, near Poughkeepsie, N.Y.

After several of his works were published, his name began to appear in academic journals and the popular press. To curb the interest the Vatican issued a warning in 1962 saying his works contained "numerous ambiguities and serious errors in philosophical and theological matters." But things had changed. Many of the periti and bishops at the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) were familiar with his works, and Bishop Otto Spulbeck of Meissen, Germany, said his name was mentioned four times in the main aula during discussions leading to Gaudium et Spes ("The Church in the Modern World").

Things continued to change. In 1995 Pope John Paul II, in an account of his own priesthood, Gift and Mystery, wrote that the Eucharist is "celebrated in order to offer 'on the altar of the whole earth the world's work and suffering' in the beautiful words of Teilhard de Chardin." And the pope retained the image, for the phrase, "on the altar of the world," is found in his 2003 encyclical on the Eucharist.

The influence of Teilhard spread beyond church circles: U Thant, secretary-general of the United Nations (1961-71), liked his international vision. "The age of nations is past. It remains for us now, if we do not wish to perish, to set aside the ancient prejudice and build the earth." When Sargent Shriver accepted the Democratic nomination for vice president in 1972, he ended his speech by quoting Teilhard: "Someday, when we have conquered the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we will harness for God the energies of love, and then, for the second time in the history of the world, Man will have discovered fire." New York Gov. Mario Cuomo quoted him in his campaigns and gave out copies of The Divine Milieu to friends and reporters. Al Gore studied The Phenomenon of Man at Vanderbilt University and quoted Teilhard to explain his concern for the environment. Michel Comdessus, for 13 years head of the International Monetary Fund, claimed that every day in his work he was mindful of Teilhard. Flannery O'Connor found him "alive to everything to be alive to," and used one of his phrases as title for a collection of her short stories: Everything That Rises Must Converge. Thornton Wilder saw him as the inspiration for his final novel, The Eighth Day.

I am among the many captivated by his message. It all began when I read his dedication to The Divine Milieu: "For all those who love the world." That was me! But I had never seen that in a religious book. I read the whole work twice without stopping. He has deeply refocused my mind. He has shown me how my faith fits with life, with my life. So with a sense of mission, I have taught courses in his thought at Georgetown University and around the globe. I see him as a saint for our times. But beyond that, for me and many others, he has made Christianity the most exciting thing on the block.

Opposing stars come into conjunction

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin has told of being aware of strong attractions. One was for the impersonal and universal world of matter that he knew through experience; the other was for the personal and transcendent God that he knew through revelation. For some time, Teilhard felt the conflict between the two; they were like two stars dividing his allegiance. But in coming to a better understanding of each, he saw the opposing stars come into conjunction.

* Through a scientific study of the material world, Teilhard learned of the evolution of life. He saw the material world building increasingly complex structures. And with the buildup of the earth there was a corresponding growth in the psyches of the living. As life proceeded through fish, reptiles, mammals and primates to the human, living organisms became increasingly conscious. Thus experience testifies that over the millennia the physical world has been "complexifying" and matter is rising in spirit.

