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THE CONTEMPORARY SIGNIFICANCE OF TEILHARD DE CHARDIN’S  LIFE AND VISION 

Ursula King

At the heart of Matter

A world-heart

The Heart of a God.

Who was Pierre Teilhard de Chardin? What was his spiritual vision, his experience of God and the world? Teilhard was a French Jesuit, but also a distinguished scientist of human origins and geology who spent over twenty years of his life in China, travelling between East and West. Born in the volcanic region of the Auvergne in central France, he belonged to an old aristocratic family which, through his mother’s line, was distantly related to Voltaire, the famous eighteenth century French philosopher and rationalist. Teilhard de Chardin possessed a sharp intellect and achieved the highest academic and professional distinctions, but his deeply religious soul had more in common with Pascal than with Voltaire, with that great Auvergnat of the seventeenth century who was philosopher, scientist and mystic like Teilhard himself.
 


Too many writers on spirituality still tend to see the spiritual quest as largely an individual, inward search of personal transformation not closely connected to the world at large. Christian spirituality can still remain too ascetic, too world- and body-denying without being linked to outward social transformation and an integral view of the whole of life. But for Teilhard  de Chardin spirituality was not something separate, over, above and apart from our daily tasks and calling, but it was fully embedded in life and action itself, a divine dynamic that motivates, empowers and transforms. His was a spirituality of transfiguration, and it is no accident that the Christian Feast of the Transfiguration was so dear to him, next to the joy of the Resurrection event Christians celebrate at Easter. It is this extraordinary strength of the interweaving of the spiritual and the concrectely material in a truly incarnational sense which Teilhard can contribute to contemporarary studies on spirituality. Here is a vivid writer who lived, breathed and reflected on Christian spirituality throughout an unusually rich and difficult life. Towards its end he acknowledged that his deeply mystical vision of God, the world and human beings emerged to its full maturity through his two most formative experiences, his life in the trenches of the first world war, which was for him a true crucible of fire, and his encounters with the living world of Asia from 1923 onwards.


Most think of Teilhard de Chardin as a man of ideas and, what is more, ideas that are difficult to understand. But he was a man of extraordinary passion and sensitivity who combined a unity of heart and mind which is rare. His deepest desire was to see the essence of things, to find their heart and probe into the mystery of life, its origin and goal. In the rhythm of life and its evolution, at the center of the cosmos and the world, he saw a divine center, a living heart animated by the fiery energies of love and compassion. The heart is really a fleshly reality, but the image of this very flesh, this concentration of living, breathing matter, came to symbolize for Teilhard the very core of the spirit.


His entire outlook on life was a profoundly mystical way of seeing the world, but his mysticism was firmly grounded in contemporary scientific research which has so hugely expanded the frontiers of human knowledge and self-understanding. For Teilhard, the mystic seer and believer, the immense research effort of humanity and the advances of contemporary science, notwithstanding their negative side effects and the new ethical problems they create, ultimately lead to the adoration and worship of something greater than ourselves, to the celebration of and surrender to divinity, to a heart and soul of the world. 


Teilhard intended above all to communicate this vision to others; he wanted to make other people see  and feel  about God and the world in a similar way to what he had so deeply experienced and been moved by. Over the years he made several attempts to describe and sum up this vision in succinct essays with such titles as “My Universe”,
 “How I Believe”,
 and “My Fundamental Vision”.
 Written at different times, these each reaffirm, but also subtly nuance his profoundly spiritual outlook. 


There are many different ways of discussing Teilhard’s understanding of spirituality. I could look at his mystical experiences and long spiritual practice, or at his numerous references and explicit writings on spirituality and mysticism, as I have done elsewhere,
 or I could compare his views on spirituality to those of others. Instead I have chosen to look simply at three components which he singled out as the defining characteristics of his spirituality when retracing his inner development at the end of his life. Teilhard gave then a systematic account of his mystical vision in the most autobiographical piece of his writings, “The Heart of Matter” (1950).
 This essay provides the best interpretative key to his spiritual experience and thought, and is prefaced by the motto quoted at the beginning of this article. Teilhard de Chardin here sums up his spiritual vision as as a divine “diaphany”, a “shining through”, a luminous transparency of divine presence, energy and power in all living things. He writes: “The Diaphany of the Divine at the heart of a glowing Universe...experienced...through contact with the Earth - the Divine radiating from the depths of a blazing Matter...”
: 
The three components which come together in this spiritual vision are named as follows:

1. The cosmic, or the evolutive: this includes the overwhelming appeal of matter, of the tangible, the haunting beauty of the natural world, the immensity of cosmic evolution, the exhilarating dynamism of the forces of life;

2.  the human, or the convergent: this acknowledges the human phenomenon as an integral part of the evolution of all life-forms, but also as reaching a new experience of union and communion through the emergence of the “noosphere”, understood as a specifically human web of interlinked knowing, loving and acting together;

3. the Christic, or centric: this expresses a particular perception of the Divine which focuses on a christic element as an energizing divine presence or center, “a fire”
 in all things which he described as both a “heart” and a “divine milieu”, a center and an all-pervading environment.

These three elements -“cosmic-human-divine”- came together in Teilhard’s spirituality, representing a great cosmotheandric vision which first irrupted in the trenches. I will now discuss each element separately, although all three are closely interlinked and interdependent.

1. The Cosmic

Teilhard often referred to himself as a naturally pantheistic soul who since early childhood was drawn toward the earth, to rocks, stones and bones, through which he could unravel the history of living forms. He was magically entranced by the power and beauty of nature which overwhelmed him; he celebrated the dynamism of life, discovered more than anywhere else in the cosmic process of evolution. The realism of this monistic sense of oneness, so strongly expressed in The Writings in Time of War,
 written in the trenches of the first world war, shocked some of his Christian friends and was criticized by his correspondents.
 Teilhard expressed deep regret about the lack of a cosmic sense in the Christian mystics and felt that Christian spirituality urgently needed a strong “new blood transfusion from matter”, so as not to lose its vigor and become lost in the clouds.
 Teilhard’s cosmic consciousness, his “passion for the whole”, for an all-embracing unity and union, made him argue for a legitimate place of pantheism in Christianity.


While the development of Teilhard’s “cosmic sense” was grounded in childhood experiences, his sense of the living “Mother Earth” or Terra Mater
 found its full expression through his encounter with the forces of the sea, especially while staying on the Channel island of Jersey (1902-05), through his excursions into the desert, first in Egypt (1905-08) and later during his expeditions in China, and through exploring the living forms of hills and quarries during his theological studies in Hastings, in the South of England (1908-12), while reading Bergson’s influential book Creative Evolution. Of great importance, too, was his life in the open on his expeditions as a geologist; even during life in the trenches he was able to build up a sufficient fossil collection for his doctoral research after the war.


From a young age he had been aware of a strong attraction to nature, of seeking and finding a sense of plenitude, a sense of the whole, in his discovery of the wonders of the earth, but also a sense of well being, of wholeness of body, mind and spirit. A key experience was the discovery of the meaning of evolution which led his creative mind in new directions. Understanding the dynamics of evolution, the rhythm and meaning of transformative change in myriad living forms, expanded his sense of plenitude, making him feel part of a much larger reality, a greater whole. Studying the “without” of things, their outer appearance and composition, he was led to perceive their “within”, their heart and soul. The discovery of evolution - not as an outward mechanical process, but as a dynamic, living pattern in an evolutively unfolding universe - brought a tremendous breakthrough in his psychological, intellectual and religious life. It tore apart the rigid divisions of the traditional dualism between matter and spirit by making him realize that these were not two separate realities, but two aspects of one and the same reality, blazing matter disclosing the fire of spirit. This gave him an immense sense of release, a great thrill and feeling of inner expansion.


All these nature experiences strongly reverberate through his first essay “Cosmic Life” (1916) which bears the motto “There is a communion with God, and a communion with earth, and a communion with God through earth.”
 This essay describes his awakening to the cosmos, the mystical experience of nature as a sense of oneness which he described as the “temptation of matter”, an enticing allurement to merge with nature by abandoning the world and its responsibilities. Temporarily passing through this phase he eventually discovered, through searching and wrestling, the presence of God and the body of Christ in all of life. Composed during Easter week of 1916, and signed at Dunkirk amidst the terrible battles of war, this essay opens with the extraordinary affirmation that it is written “from an exuberance of life and a yearning to live”,
 and it closes with a moving, deeply personal and mystical prayer to Christ:

Lord Jesus Christ, you truly contain within your gentleness, within your humanity, all the unyielding immensity and grandeur of the world...

Lord Jesus, you who are as gentle as the human heart, as fiery as the forces of nature, as intimate as life itself, you in whom I can melt away and with whom I must have mastery and freedom: I love you as a world, as this world which has captivated my heart; and it is you, I now realize, that my brother-men, even whose who do not believe, sense and seek throughout the magic immensities of the cosmos...

To live the cosmic life is to live dominated by the consciousness that one is an atom in the body of the mystical and cosmic Christ...


With extraordinary insight, sensitivity and great poetic gift he celebrated the spiritual power of matter, source of all energy and crucible of spirit. His powerful attraction to matter - matter ensouled, divinized and holy - culminated in a hymn of praise to “The Spiritual Power of Matter”, written in 1919 and ending in a “Hymn to Matter”
 wherein matter is calling human beings:

steep yourself in the sea of matter, bathe in its fiery waters, for it is the source of your life and your youthfulness.

You thought you could do without it because the power of thought has been kindled in you? You hoped that the more thoroughly you rejected the tangible, the closer you would be to spirit...all abstract knowledge is only a faded reality; this is because to understand the worldd, knowledge is not enough, you must see it, touch it, live in its presence and drink the vital heat in the very heart of reality....


The heart of matter, the heart of reality is infused with divine power and presence, it is “the hand of God, the flesh of Christ”,
 and that is why Teilhard can embrace the universe in an act of communion and union, praising matter in a hymn of exultation as the matrix of spirit: “I bless you, matter,...I acclaim you as the divine milieu, charged with creative power, as the ocean stirred by the Spirit, as the clay molded and infused with life by the incarnate Word.”


The concrete tangibility of the earth, the fragility of the living world, the haunting beauty of nature - all these were for Teilhard potential means for divine disclosure. The human experience of the senses - of seeing, touching and feeling - could reveal a path leading to the “heart of reality”, to God. Teilhard possessed an extraordinary sense of physical concreteness, of the strength and revelatory power of all created things in this world. Both science and religion helped him in this and, in their combined effect, made him see things differently. To see more and to feel more means to be more, to live a fuller, richer life, a life of plenitude and wholeness. “See or perish. This is the situation imposed on every element of the universe by the mysterious gift of existence” he wrote in the Prologue of his book The Human Phenomenon which in its first, inaccurate translation became widely known as The Phenomenon of Man.
 Teilhard’s particular way of seeing everything in a interconnected, holistic and all-embracing, unifying vision provided him with deep mystical insight and wisdom. He wished above all to communicate his vision of the splendor of the spirit and of a living divine presence to his fellow human beings. 


Few contemporaries have so palbably experienced both the “temptation of matter” and the strength of communion with the earth, our great mother. The ecstasy of the experience, but also the struggle and passivities endured in being part of a larger life were expressed again and again by Teilhard. He spoke of hallowed matter and hallowed life, even of the holiness of evolution at a time when the Roman Catholic Church still officially rejected evolutionary theory. Teilhard’s faith made him see the evolutionary stream of becoming as God’s creative action of which we are an integral part and co-creators. Therefore we can find and commune with God through the earth and through life. In 1916 he wrote in “Cosmic Life” about his conviction that “life is never mistaken,  either about its road or its destination”
. More than twenty years later, in 1939, he assured one of his friends: “Just trust Life: Life will bring you high, if only you are careful in selecting, in the maze of events, those influences or those paths which can bring you each time a little more upward. Life has to be discovered and built step by step: a great charm, if only one is convinced (by faith and experience) that the world is going somewhere.”
 


Much could be said about Teilhard’s attitude to the living world, his reverence for nature and the immense grandeur of the universe. All of these are closely interconnected with his perception of the power and presence of the living spirit of God to which I will return after discussing the significance of the human in Teilhard’s spiritual worldview.

2. The Human 

Together with his cosmic sense Teilhard developed a strong sense of the human, equally important for the understanding of his spirituality. This sense first emerged in full during his experience of the 1914-18 war, when he lived amidst widely different people drawn from diverse cultures and classes. His grasp of the “human phenomenon” on earth was subsequently greatly enhanced through his life in China and his travels around the world. It was soon after the first world war that, in analogy to the term “biosphere”, he coined the new word “noosphere” in collaboration with the philosopher Edouard Le Roy. This concept, derived from the Greek word for mind (nous), points to an important spiritual reality: it describes a layer of interactive thinking and interdependent action, and ultimately of collaborative love between different people and human groups around the globe, an invisible, yet real layer enveloping our planet like the living forms of the biosphere or the atmosphere in which we live and breathe.


According to Teilhard, an accelerating movement towards greater unification is spreading across the earth like an invisible spiritual membrane, a new insight which has itself important implications for our understanding of spirituality. This great vision of the oneness of humanity around the earth first dawned upon him at the front, when at night he silently contemplated the fullness of the moon suspended above the earth, shining over the trenches of soldiers. He then realized that, in spite of the turmoil of war, humankind is drawing more closely together within the ongoing process of evolutionary becoming to form a new, greater unity. To explain how this is going to happen, he developed his theory of “creative union” which tries to set out how the many can become one, not through fusion and loss of identity, but through a higher form of union which enhances individual elements while at the same time uniting them at a deeper level. This is a new, complex synthesis of a higher order which produces something new, and whose ulimate outcome or spiritual summit Teilhard called “Omega”.


Teilhard de Chardin wrote extensively on the significance of the human phenomenon, not only in his magnum opus The Human Phenomenon (1938-40), but also in two earlier essays of the same title and in many other passages throughout his works. These express the significance of the human being within the overall development of the universe. He was much concerned with the urgent problem of human action and with the kind of choices humanity faces, as also with the question of what energy resources are needed for maintaining and developing the dynamics of the noosphere.  He often pointed out the need to feed the zest or ardor for life, and for developing an appropriate human energetics to do so. 


His thoughts about the human phenomenon are a fine contemporary example of reflecting on the old philosophical problem of the one and the many. He understood the individual human being as part of the whole of humanity (and, at another level, as already quoted earlier, as “an atom in the body of the mystical and cosmic Christ”
), and humanity as part of the stream of life within an evolving world and cosmos. In many ways his thought is very ecological, for he could not see the human being except as part of nature. To interpret the significance of the human phenomenon in relation to humankind, and humankind in relation to life, and life in relation to the universe, is the basic plan of The Human Phenomenon, which deals with the emergence of “Pre-Life”, “Life” and “Thought” in the past, followed by a discussion of the next stage in human evolution, that of “Superlife”.
 In this vision the human being is not a static center, but the axis and leading shoot of evolution. The continuing dynamic of the evolutionary process is an immense movement through time, from the development of the atom to the molecule and cell, to different forms of life, to human beings with their great diversity and wealth of social organisations.


Given our modern scientific and technological developments, especially in electronic information technology, one can see that the idea of the noosphere as an interactive web of human influence, interthinking and reciprocal sphere of love connecting people around the globe, represents a new stage in human development. This idea provides us also with an inspiring new image of humanity for which so many are looking today.
 The concept of the noosphere, together with the idea of the ongoing convergence of humanity, furnished Teilhard de Chardin with a particularly helpful perspective for interpreting racial, cultural and religious pluralism within the new context of our global complexities. 


However, the rise of self-reflective thought or consciousness is not a simple by-product of evolution, it is the very key for understanding evolution itself. Any further development of evolution is linked to the further advance of thought. That is why research has such a central function in Teilhard’s work, for it is essential for the further social and cultural evolution of humankind which follows its biological evolution and consists of the further expansion and growth of the noosphere. He foresaw one coming world civilization, not in the sense of dominant uniformity nor in the fragmented manner of postmodernity, but through both enhancing and yet correlating the rich ethnic, cultural and religious diversities of humankind. In relation to these developments he reflected on the future of work and leisure, the future of morality and ethics, the future of spirituality, and the future of humanity and our planet, for which we all bear responsibility together.
 


This development is not automatic; it involves human participation, and co-creativity. Thus Teilhard’s mind was much exercized by the moral and ethical responsibilities for shaping the future of humanity and the life of the planet, but also for advancing the life of the spirit. He enquired into the spiritual energy resources needed to create a better quality of life, greater human integration and a more peaceful and just world. Well aware that there are thousands of engineers calculating the material energy resources of the planet, he was fond of asking where are the “technicians of the spirit” who pay attention to the preservation and transmission of our spiritual energy resources which nurture and sustain the life of individuals and communities, and feed the human spirit, and our hunger for transcendence? To answer this, the spiritual heritage of the different world faiths is most important, for they provide us with the most precious reservoir of spiritual energy resources, although they are not the only ones to offer the necessary wisdom for guiding our life and future.


In Teilhard’s spiritual and scientific perspective human beings are responsible for their further self-evolution, but ultimately the goals of a higher social and cultural development, and of a greater unity of the human community, are only achievable by combining spiritual and material resources together, not through material resources alone. The greatest spiritual resource is represented by the powers of love, understood in a deeply Christian incarnational sense. Using the organic metaphor of “phylum” drawn from the animal kingdom and bundling a related group of animals together, he speaks of Christianity as a “phylum of love”. He thus understands Christianity as a channel for the unifying powers of all-transforming love which  is needed to bring human beings more closely together. The theme of love, also linked to the unitive element of the feminine, mentioned as another important aspect of his thinking in “The Heart of Matter”, is so central in his thought that his entire work can be rightly called a metaphysic and mysticism of love.


Teilhard de Chardin was convinced that we must study the powers of love as the most sacred spiritual energy resource in the same way that we study and research into everything  else in the world. As he wrote in 1934: “The day will come when, after harnessing the ether, the winds, the tides, gravitation, we shall harness for God the energies of love. And, on that day, for the second time in the history of the world, man will have discovered fire.”
 Teilhard de Chardin’s vision of the world and the human being was grounded in a vision of love; it was a spirituality that celebrated the wonders of creation, a spirituality “that acknowledges love as the clearest understanding we have of God, of ourselves, of history, and the cosmos”, as David Tracy has commented.


Since Teilhard understood evolution as an increasing process of spiritualization, he was particularly interested in the awakening and rise of the spirit in the world. This involves a fundamental change in human awareness and consciousness, it also involves the nurturing of a spirituality that feeds and strengthens the taste and zest for life. For this, physical, mental and spiritual energies are needed. The earth is in a state of growth where we can witness the birth of spiritual realities amidst much turmoil and tension. He compares the “building of the earth” to the tending of a garden with numerous plants and diverse soil, or to the construction of a house with many materials brought by different laborers. At a deeper level, from a religious and mystical perspective, he understands the awakening and growth of the spirit as an increase in the reality and consistence of the incarnate Word becoming flesh in the world.


Numerous are the passages where these ideas are simply mentioned or developed at some length. From his long experience as a researcher and traveller mixing with different social groups and creeds, Teilhard was acutely aware that the modern ideal of the Divine and the nature of human religiousness were undergoing radical changes. Contemporary spiritual sensibility is closely linked to the scientific understanding of life in the universe, to the importance of human efforts, to the responsibility for our environment and planet. The most sincere and passionate human aspirations must thus be integrally linked with our understanding of God. Yet Christians often fail to comprehend and respond to the desires and anxieties of the earth. According to him, the Church needs to link the gospel of Christ to the gospel of human effort so that its message is presented in a way that relates to people’s experience and feelings. Teilhard de Chardin was more aware than most that we are standing at the threshold of a new era, living in a new kind of society, globally interlinked, our former geocentric, anthropocentric and eurocentric illusions being replaced by a new, much larger, more complex vision of the world. Few perceived this radical shift in human consciousness so acutely and so early in the twentieth century. 


One of the finest visions of his dream of a united human community is found in the essay “The Spirit of the Earth” (1931)
 which celebrates God as spiritual and personal center of cosmic evolution. It also praises the dynamics of human unification, initially most visible in the numerous material links now increasingly being forged between different groups and societies around the globe. This material network is in advance of what Teilhard calls the “soul-making” that is needed to create a stronger community among the human family. Such bonds, however, cannot be created nor strengthened without the participation of the different world faiths, for they possess an ocean of energy reserves able to help solve the problems of human action. What interests Teilhard most were the spiritual energy reserves found in the still active currents of faith in the world today. What can the world faiths contribute to the solution of contemporary problems such as attitudes to money, unemployment, poverty, or war? What ethical insights do they possess to guide human action? What vision of God do they convey to draw us to higher spiritual ideals? 


Such were some of the questions he reflected upon in “The Zest for Living”(1950),
 one of the talks he gave to an interfaith group in post-second world war Paris. In a quiet, but sustained way Teilhard was a great supporter of ecumenical and interfaith ideas
 while always emphasizing the transformative power of the Christian faith, its action-oriented and activating potential, due to its incarnational rootedness in the world. This power of spiritual transformation is celebrated in many of his writings; it is visible in his approach to the spiritual significance of suffering, or the experience of true happiness, in his reflections on the energies of sexual attraction and embodied love, or in his description of the feminine as an element of union.


Teilhard celebrated the powers of love, love for the cosmos, love between woman and man, love between different members of the human family. He saw love and union as central to Christianity. The Christian God is above all a God of love who can ultimately only be reached through love. Teilhard dreamt of a humanity that forms one single body animated by one single heart. A great visionary of human unity, he ultimately saw the building of the human community as a spiritual task leading human hearts to the heart of God, a heart burning like a blaze of fire in the midst of matter, radiating energy through the entire universe, consecrated and made holy by the powers of love and creative union.

3. The Divine


For Teilhard, God’s creative action takes place through the immense evolutionary process in the universe. Human beings are an integral part of this process, shaped and molded by universal energies, but in turn they themselves also contribute and help to shape the direction of this process. Human efforts assist in building up the body of God, the divine kingdom. The struggles of the universe reach into the most hidden parts of our being so that, given the power to see, we can recognize God’s action through all events in our lives. Thus life becomes for the believer one long act of living communion with the incarnate Word and with God’s creative action.


Teilhard de Chardin’s image of God was commensurate to the greatness of the universe, to the dimensions of the cosmos discovered by modern science. He felt that much of traditional theology works with an image of God which remains far too small in comparison to our knowledge of the world around us. He shared this deep dissatisfaction with many contemporary critics of religion, but understood their atheism to be at root a deeply “dissatisfied theism”. For Teilhard, his experience of the Divine, so closely linked to the cosmos, is centered on the cosmic Christ, incarnate as heart and center of every element and reality in the universe, a “God with us”
, described as “The Soul of the World” in an essay of 1918.
 Much has been written on Teilhard’s christology,
 and I have dealt with his pan-christic mysticism elsewhere.
 Here I can only summarize Teilhard de Chardin’s understanding of spirituality as informed by his powerful perception of the pervasive, immanent presence of the Divine within the universe, as described in his book The Divine Milieu, originally written in 1927 “For those who love the world”. It was widely circulated among friends in manuscript form, but only published in France in 1957 and in English translation in 1963.
 


It troubled Teilhard immensely that while science has revealed to us the immensity and unity of the world, the implications of our tremendously changed understanding of the universe, the earth, and all of life have not yet been fully incorporated into theology and spiritual practice. More theologians may be concerned with the relationship between science and religion today than during Teilhard’s own life time, but there is no one else who has so radically thought through the ramifications of the contemporary scientific and ecological worldview for Christian spirituality. Teilhard wrote The Divine Milieu as somone “who believes himself to feel deeply in tune with his own times”, and someone who sought “to teach how to see God everywhere, to see him in all that is most hidden, most solid, and most ultimate in the world”.
 He conceived of his book as an essay “on life or on inward vision”, which was “not specifically addressed to Christians who are firmly established in their faith”, but to those who primarily listen “to the voices of the earth”, and “to the waverers” both inside and outside the Church.


The “divine milieu” is an expression which tries to capture the meaning of two different experiences. On one hand it refers to “milieu” as an environment, like the atmosphere which surrounds us and the air we breathe. On the other hand “milieu” also means a central point, a center where all realities come together, meet and converge. The divine presence in the world is this mysterious “milieu” radiating like an “atmosphere” throughout all levels of the universe, through matter, life, and human experience. We are immersed in this milieu; it can invade our whole being and transform us, if we but let it. Teilhard called it also a “mystical milieu” and a “divine ocean” in which our soul may be swept away and divinized. All realities, all experiences, all our activities, all our joys and suffering, have this potential for divinization, for being set on fire through the outpouring of divine love. 


Elsewhere Teilhard refers to the image of “the burning bush”, drawn from the Hebrew Bible, to convey something of this great fire of the spirit pervading the world. In The Divine Milieu another image from the same biblical source is called upon, the struggle of Jacob wrestling with the angel. This is a metaphor for the struggle of human life, its advances and diminishments. For Teilhard the essence of spiritual practice is to establish ourselves in the divine milieu, to become part of it, to live and die in it. Thus we can find plenitude, fullness of being, which leads us to the Omega point, identified with the incarnate flesh of Christ in matter, as “Christ-Omega”. 


To be surrounded by and live in the divine milieu, to experience it as if it were an ocean in which we are immersed or like the air which we breathe, is celebrated in the hymn-like offering of all human experiences, of toil and pain, and of the earth itself, in “The Mass on the World”.
 To say “a mass on all things” had been Teilhard’s prayerful meditation practice in the trenches when he was unable to celebrate the customary Christian liturgy of the mass, offering bread and wine on the altar of a church. He first wrote about this practice in his essay “The Priest” (1918).
 In 1923, when he was on an expedition on the Yellow River in China, he was in a similar situation as in the war in that he could not say mass. Instead, he symbolically offered the entire cosmos up to God and left us his great visionary and inspirational piece on “The Mass on the World” which celebrates the magnificent grandeur, power and beauty of the divine milieu, the milieu which Teilhard loved so intensely, the ambience in which he lived, worked, and died.


His deep, Christ-centered spirituality is already vividly expressed in an early, intensely lyrical essay written in 1916 and entitled “Christ in the World of Matter”.
 Teilhard describes here a picture on the walls of a church where he had gone to pray, representing “Christ offering his heart”.
 Suddenly the outlines of this isolated, individual figure of the human Jesus shown in the painting were melting away, radiating outwards towards infinity so that the entire universe was vibrant with movement, energy and life: “All this movement seemed to emanate from Christ, and above all from his heart.”
 Teilhard describes Christ’s garments and gaze, the beauty of his eyes, their expression of both immense joy and suffering. And then he moves on to the eucharistic host and its mysterious expansion so that “the whole world had become incandescent, had itself become like a single giant host”.
 He describes the taking of the host, the act of communion, yet the center of the host was receding from him as it drew him on. He writes “I will not dwell on the feeling of rapture produced in me by this revelation of the universe placed between Christ and myself...I live at the heart of a single, unique Element, the center of the universe and present in each part of it: personal Love and cosmic Power.” It is God who is “the heart of everything” and that is “why even war does not disconcert me.”


Similar mystical experiences echo through the lines of the essays “The Mystical Milieu” (1917),
 “The Soul of the World” (1918)
, “The Priest” (1918)
, and “Forma Christi” (1918).
  Each of these is like a variation on the same theme while containing a note of its own.It is impossible to provide a detailed textual analysis of these important writings here
 or to give an exhaustive account of Teilhard’s cosmic christology which is at the heart of his pan-christic mysticism. But let me at least quote another prayer addressed to the person of Jesus in “The Mystical Milieu”:

His presence impregnated and sustained all things. His power animated all energy. His mastering life ate into every other life, to assimilate it to himself...You, the Ocean of Life, the life that penetrates and quickens us. Since first, Lord, you said, ‘Hoc est corpus meum’, not only the bread on the altar, but (to some degree) everything in the universe that nourishes the soul for the life of Spirit and Grace, has become yours and has become divine - it is divinized, divinizing, and divinizable. Every presence makes me feel that you are near me; every touch is the touch of your hand; every necessity transmits to me a pulsation of your will. And so true is this, that everything around me...has become for me...in some way, the substance of your heart: Jesus!


In “The Mass on the World”  Teilhard returns to his vision of the figure of Christ, first described in “Christ in the World of Matter”. Christ’s central position in the cosmos is again expressed through the image of the heart. Alluding to the Church’s devotion to the “Sacred Heart” of Jesus, Teilhard understands the main purpose of this devotion as escaping “from the constrictions of the too narrow, too precise, too limited image” we have fashioned for ourselves of Jesus. Teilhard expresses with great power and beauty what he understands by it:

What I discern in your breast is simply a furnace of fire; and the more I fix my gaze on its ardency the more it seems to me that all around it the contours of your body melt away and become enlarged beyond all measure, till the only features I can distinguish in you are those of the face of a world which has burst into flame.

Glorious Lord Christ: the divine influence secretly diffused and active in the depths of matter, and the dazzling centre where all the innumerable fibres of the manifold meet; power as implacable as the world and as warm as life; you whose forehead is of the whiteness of snow, whose eyes are of fire, and whose feet are brighter than molten gold; you whose hands imprison the stars; you who are the first and the last, the living and the dead and the risen again; you who gather into your exuberant unity every beauty, every affinity, every energy, every mode of existence; it is you to whom my being cried out with a desire as vast as the universe, “In truth, you are my Lord and my God.”

This heart and fire mysticism was underwritten by Teilhard’s life, as he expressed so clearly at the end of “The Mass on the World”: “For me, my God, all joy and all achievement, the very purpose of my being and all my love of life, all depend on this one basic vision of the union between yourself and the universe.”

Concluding Reflections

Whenever I return to re-reading Teilhard’s works, particularly his early seminal essays in the Writings in Time of War and now the renewed, much better translation of The Human Phenomenon, I discover new insights and striking parallels to contemporary concerns. But from the perspective of today there are also a number of troubling questions which arise. Some people detect a rather overconfident, even naive attitude to science in Teilhard, especially in his expectations of its practical, technological developments. They also accuse him of a rather optimistic worldview when his views are in fact grounded in a deep Christian sense of hope rather than a facile optimism. Traditional Christians, too, can misread his spirituality as too world-oriented, too influenced by matter and science rather than shaped by a supernaturalist approach to God, whereas perennialist writers on spirituality miss in Teilhard the privileging of transcendence over immanence, the distinct separation of spirit from matter.
 However, many such criticisms are due to misunderstandings or an incomplete knowledge of the total context of Teilhard’s thinking which, in a true evolutionary sense, is always open to further development. 


The real, cohesive strength of Teilhard de Chardin’s spiritual vision lies in his close, but open-ended and dynamic integration (not fusion) of the cosmic, human, and divine elements in quite a new way, not found in the Christian tradition before, although earlier parallels and intimations exist. The cosmic and divine elements are perhaps less problematic and present less difficulty for us than some aspects of the human. Teilhard sensed so vividly the great story of the universe, more fully revealed and known to us today. He perceived the earth as living planet and expressed his wonder at the beauty of the world around us, which he celebrated as a powerful diaphany, “the divine welling up and showing through”
 in and across all things. “By means of all created things, without exception, the divine assails us, penetrates us, and molds us. We imagined it as distant and inaccessible, whereas in fact we live steeped in its burning layers.” That is the way Teilhard de Chardin expressed his view to a young listener in the mid-1950s.
 More recently, Brian Swimme has described the unfolding of these cosmic mysteries in an illuminating way in his book The Hidden Heart of the Cosmos.
 Teilhard, the believer, knew and loved this heart at the center of the world as the heart of God. For Teilhard de Chardin God was the most intimate presence whose insertion into the world through the incarnation meant that the Divine runs through all of matter and life.

Some contemporary cosmologists are prepared to acknowledge a spiritual presence and power in the universe, but only in impersonal form, whereas for Teilhard the highest form of the spiritual is always a special form of the personal. He is a theist through and through, and an incarnational, trinitarian theist at that. The Divine runs like a fire through all things, but this ubiquitous presence of the spirit is perceived as a person, as the fibres of the cosmic Christ, as the triune God, a real person, with whom he could speak and to whom he could communicate his innermost thoughts and doubts. God was his mother and father, his most intimate friend, someone he could love, embrace, and worship with all the powers of his heart.

Contemporary discussions on religion and science often bypass Teilhard’s work because many of the theologians and philosophers involved are not sufficiently familiar with his ideas. A notable exception is Ian Barbour who, through his geologist father’s collaboration and close personal friendship with Teilhard de Chardin has had much more access to and contact with his thinking. In his study on Religion and Science
 he describes Teilhard’s book The Human Phenomenon as an evolutionary theology of nature, a synthesis based on ideas drawn from evolutionary biology and from Christian tradition and experience. According to him, we can learn much from this despite the problems with Teilhard’s style of writing.
 Barbour does not comment, however, on the way of how such a modern theology of nature can inform contemporary Christian spirituality and attitudes to nature. I think Teilhard’s perspective can certainly affirm and enhance a reverential attitude to all living forms surrounding us. His strong emphasis on “metamorphosis”, on “the lure of becoming”,
 where humans are part of the evolutionary process and subject to further transformation, also vividly bring home to us our embeddeness in nature. 


It is probably in the new developments of ecotheology and ecospirituality that Teilhard de Chardin’s ideas find most resonance. His understanding of the interrelatedness of humanity and nature provides us with strong elements for such an ecological spirituality. About a decade after completing his book The Human Phenomenon Teilhard succintly summarized this vision of the close interdependence of natural and human worlds in a study entitled Man’s Place in Nature. The Human Zoological Group.
 Based on lectures given in 1949, more than fifty years ago, this was certainly a pioneering vision among Catholic thinkers of his day. More recently the great contemporary Catholic ecologist, Thomas Berry, who himself has been much influenced by Teilhard de Chardin, has spoken of the “mutual enhancement of the human and natural” as a task which Christians must take on. For in Berry’s view,

the renewal of religion in the future will depend on our appreciation of the natural world as the locus for the meeting of the divine and the human. The universe itself is the primary divine revelation. The splendor and the beauty of the natural world in all its variety must be preserved if any worthy idea of the divine is to survive in the human community.

To sustain life on our planet and renew the human community is an immense practical and spiritual task which Berry describes in his book The Great Work. Our Way into the Future
 He argues there for “reinventing the human”, for according to him, human survival on this planet is only possible if we radically restructure the basic establishments that determine the functioning of human life, and that includes the religious traditions. But he also mentions that there is fourfold wisdom available to us to guide us into the future: “the wisdom of indigenous people, the wisdom of women, the wisdom of the classical traditions, and the wisdom of science” which is only just in its beginning phase.
 In other words, in order to renew the earth and humanity, we need to draw creatively on all our available spiritual disciplines and use all our educational, intellectual and emotional resources. I think Teilhard de Chardin’s thinking on spirituality and his example of Christian spiritual practice provide a very significant resource for this purpose. His integral vision can also be considered an example of the new wisdom of science joined to an ancient faith. 


To some, the gaunt, austere figure of Teilhard de Chardin in his old age may still stand for a priestly asceticism too far removed from a truly embodied spirituality. Yet he wrestled with difficult questions about spirituality and sexuality, especially in his personal letters to his intimate friend and beloved, Lucile Swan,
 just as he raised many other challenging questions about how to live spirituality in practice - immersed in the modern world of work, of rapid social change, of an uncertain future - without necessarily finding satisfactory answers to all these questions. 


A strong aspect of Teilhard de Chardin’s own spirituality was his profound loyality, his fundamental faithfulness to his vows as a priest, his permanent, unshakable commitment to his Order and his Church, in spite of many personal difficulties, doubts and temptations. On can see in him a contemporary example of a “faithful servant of God” who overcame all the vicissitudes of his life in faith, hope, and love. He certainly experienced a great deal of anxiety, questioning, and hesitation, even shortly before his death when he asked himself in his last essay “The Christic”
 whether the wonderful diaphany of the divine at the heart of the universe, which transfigured everything for him, was perhaps no more than a mirage of his own mind. Was his glorious vision of the universal, cosmic Christ perhaps an illusion after all? Might Christianity perhaps become extinguished in the world? After weighing up these large questions he eventually replied with a definite “no”, and once again reaffirmed his belief in the overall coherence of the Christian faith and the contagious power of the love engendered by it. This strength of faith, this Christian fortitude to which Teilhard’s life gives such eloquent witness, can also be a tremendous source of strength and inspiration for other people.


More than anything else, the fire of Teilhard’s words and example may help to ignite a spark through their central spiritual insight about “living in the divine milieu” by practicing what he called “the divinization of our activities and passivities”. This is a particular way of seeing, of reflecting and responding, that holds the key to a secret that can transform every experience, every event, whether good or bad, into a significant encounter which reveals to us the breath and touch of the spirit, the ever loving heart of God. This particular way of seeing is a spiritual discipline, a technique even, which can be taught and learnt. Its potential for transforming human life into greater growth and wholeness, into a sense of plenitude and an experience of communion, is immense. Understood in this way, the heart of Teilhard de Chardin’s spirituality is truly linked to the transfiguration of ordinary life into an ardent adventure of the spirit.


In conclusion, Teilhard de Chardin’s mystical vision of the cosmic, human, and divine can nourish, strengthen and sustain spiritual practice, meditation and prayer
 aimed at personal and social transformation, and it also makes a very significant contribution to contemporary Christian ecospirituality, by developing a responsive and responsible attitude towards the earth and nature, and encouraging people to take on the task of caring for humanity and the earth community.

**********************
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