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PERSPECTIVES IN HUMANISM
THE FUTURE OF TRADITION

RUTH NANDA ANSHEN

®

Perspectives in Humanism is
designed to affirm that the world, the universe, and man are
remarkably stable, elementally unchanging. Protons remain
protons, and the other known elements are themselves, even
when their atoms are broken; and man remains, in his essence,
man. Every form of nature possesses what Aristotle called its
own law. The blade of grass does not exist to feed the cow; the
cow does not exist in order to give milk to man; and man does
not exist to be subdivided, for to subdivide him is to execute
him. Man is an organism, a whole, in which segregation of any
sort is artificial and in which every phenomenon is a manifesta-
tion of the whole. The lawfulness of nature, including man’s
nature, is a miracle defying understanding.

My Introduction to this Series is not of course to be construed
as a prefatory essay for each individual book. These few pages
simply attempt to set forth the general aim and purpose of the
Series as a whole. They try to point to the humanistic signifi-
cance of the respective disciplines as represented by those schol-
ars who have been invited to participate in this endeavor.

Perspectives in Humanism submits that there is a constant
process of continuity within the process of change. This process
lies in the very nature of man. We ask ourselves: What is this
constant? What is it that endures and is the foundation of our
intellectual and moral civilization? What is it that we are able
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to call our humanistic tradition? What is it that must survive
and be transmitted to the future if man is to remain human?

The answer is that this constant lies in recognizing what is
changeless in the midst of change. It is that heritage of timeless
and immutable values on which we can fix our gaze whenever
the language of change and decline which history speaks seems
to become too overwhelming for the human heart. It offers us
the spectacle of the constancy of certain basic forms and ideas
throughout a process of continuous social mutations, intellectual
development, and scientific revolution. The constant is the
original form maintaining itself by transformation and adapt-
ing itself to changing social conditions, the continuity which is
the very medium of change.

It is the loss of awareness of this constant in our time, not
through the failure but rather through the very success of our
modern scientific and technological achievements that has pro-
duced a society in which it becomes increasingly difficult to live
a life that is human.

Perspectives in Humanism tries to confront, and, if possible,
show the way to the resolution of, the major dilemma of our
epoch: the greatest affliction of the modern mind. This dilemma
is created by the magnificent fruits of the industrial revolution
on the one hand and by an inexorable technology on the other.
It is the acceptance of power as a source of authority and as a
substitute for truth and knowledge. It is the dilemma born out
of a skepticism in values and a faith in the perfectibility of the
mind. It accepts the results of scientific inquiry as carrying self-
evident implications, an obvious error. And finally it defines
knowledge as a product, accepting lines of force emptied of
lines of will, rather than, as indeed it is, a process.

The authors in this Series attempt to show the failure of
what has been called scientific humanism, to show the limita-
tion of scientific method which determines only sequences of
events without meaning and among these events none more
meaningless than man. For modern science is not concerned
with human experience, nor with human purposes, and its
knowledge of ascertained natural facts can never represent the
whole of human nature. Now man is crying out for the recogni-
tion of insights derived from other sources, from the awareness
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that the problem of mechanism and teleology is a legitimate
problem, requiring a humanistic solution.

It has always been on the basis of the hypothesis that the
world and man’s place in it can be understood by reason that
the world and man become intelligible. And in all the crises of
the mind and heart it has been the belief in the possibility of a
solution that has made a solution possible.

Studies of man are made in all institutions of research and
higher learning. There is hardly a section of the total scholarly
enterprise which does not contribute directly or indirectly to
our knowledge of man’s nature. Not only philosophy and the-
ology, not only history and the other humanities, not only psy-
chology, sociology, biology, and medicine investigate man’s na-
ture and existence, but also the natural sciences do so, at least
indirectly, and even directly, whenever they reflect upon their
own methods, limits, and purposes.

It is in the light of such considerations that Perspectives in
Humanism endeavors to show the false antinomy between the
scientist and the humanist and the Cartesian error of dualizing
mind and body. This Series tries to point to the incoherence of
our time which implies the breakdown of integrative relation-
ships, and to demonstrate that in science, as in all other fields
of human thought and action, humanism may be preserved
only through channels of shared experience and through mu-
tual hopes. Indeed, humanism in these volumes is defined as
that force which may render science once more part of univer-
sal human discourse. In this, it is here proposed, lies the future
of tradition. Our search is for the “ought” which does not de-
rive from facts alone.

In many realms of scholarly work there is an awareness of the
fragmentation of man. And there is an increasing recognition
that the study of man-made and natural ecological systems is as
necessary as the study of isolated particles and elementary reac-
tions. Most impressive has been the reaction of many scientists
to the problems of the “atomic age” created by the technical ap-
plication of their own theories. They realize that the question
of the human meaning of scientific research cannot be repressed
any longer in view of the immensity of these problems.

In biology and medicine the qualitative uniqueness of every
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life process, and especially the uniqueness of that process which
is called human, has come into the foreground of investigation.
And, above all, biology, psychology, and medicine have made
parallel efforts to overcome the accepted but untenable split
between the psychological and the physiological aspects of hu-
man nature, remembering with Aristotle that the soul is the
meaning of the body.

Historical studies in all directions, including political, social,
economic, cultural, and religious history, have begun to ask the
question: What are the characteristics of man as they are mani-
fested in history? The exclusively factual and causal approach
to history generally, and its special divisions such as history of
the arts, of literature, of societal forms, of religion, has been
broken down in many places. The question of meaning has not
replaced the question of fact but has given research another
dimension and a direct relevance for man’s self-interpretation.

This is the situation. No convincing picture of man has arisen
in spite of the many ways in which human thought has tried
to reach it. But one thing has been achieved: The problem has
made itself felt with great force in many places in spite of con-
siderable resistance. This alone would justify a concentrated
attempt to seek for preliminary answers and new questions re-
sulting from them. And this is the aim of Perspectives in
Humanism.

There is, however, another rather serious reason for coopera-
tion in the study of this new and enlarged meaning of human-
ism. It is the fact that, under the impact of these developments,
a linguistic confusion in all important matters of man’s exist-
ence has taken place in the Western world — a confusion which
makes cooperation extremely difficult. Most concepts used in
scholarly attempts to draw a picture of man are ambiguous, or
obsolete, or fashionable clichés. It is impossible not to use them,
but they mislead if they are used. This is not a recent develop-
ment — although the methods of contemporary publicity have
supported it and are one of the greatest impediments to healing
it — but it is a result of the intellectual and social history of the
last centuries. A change is possible only if this history in all its
ramifications is studied from the point of view of the disintegra-
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tion of the language concerning man which has taken place in
the last centuries. Such a dialogue is formidable and must be
done in terms of a continuous exchange between representa-
tives of the different spheres of knowledge and of cultures. It is
our hope that this Series will provide favorable conditions for
such an exchange.

The historical approach must be done in interdependence
with a systematic approach. Concepts developed in one sphere
must show their relevance for other spheres. This also is being
done in a casual way in contemporary literature. It must be
done methodologically. The departmental boundaries must be
trespassed continuously. It is ultimately impossible to make a
true statement about the physiological dynamics of the human
body without taking into consideration the spirit which forms
the flesh. It is ultimately impossible to describe the self-destruc-
tive tendencies in a neurotic person without describing the
structures of estrangement in man’s social existence. These ex-
amples can be increased indefinitely. They show that the de-
partmentalization of our knowledge of man, although it was
and is a matter of expediency, is at the same time a cause for
distortion. Here lies the main positive task of Perspectives in
Humanism.

Humanism is the ideal pattern supposed to reveal the true
nature of man and the task for which he was born — the task
of shaping himself into a true man and thereby creating a so-
ciety worthy of him to be transmitted to future generations.
For humanism is a lasting truth, not merely a transitory histori-
cal phenomenon. Like the changeless logos of which Heraclitus
spoke, it pervades the whole process of eternal flux, and may
even be said to be like a divine fire that works in each of us
whether we know it or not. There stands behind our Western
tradition, just as behind the great traditions of the East, a com-
mon metaphysical faith which transcends all schisms and con-
flicts within it.

And just as humanism means that there exists a common hu-
manity beyond all divisiveness, so humanism also means that a
unitary nature unites scientist and humanist alike. It can no
longer be said that man is either a scientist or a humanist. The
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knower and the known, the doubter and the doubt, are one. To
identify the scientist with a single method, the scientific one,
that is, with a single procedure, is a distortion of science. All
the powers of the mind, of intuition, of observation (to which
the observer brings his own perception), of discursive and non-
discursive knowledge, are brought into play in the achievement
of scientific interpretation. And the pre-analytic data of science,
if called “facts,” are in reality but problematic facts. The only
facts initially given for exploration are the facts of humanistic
relevance, facts laden or saturated with loose or crude interpre-
tations and demanding therefore reinterpretations by proce-
dures free from what Bacon described as idols of the mind.

The difference between humanistic and scientific meaning is
a difference not of kind but of degree. Can it be seriously main-
tained that, prior to the advent of scientific knowledge, with its
elaborate hypotheses and theories, all intent upon the search for
the nature of things, men were acquainted merely with sense
data, or meaningless impressions? Prescientific knowledge is
also knowledge, involving in incipient or inchoate form most of
the activities in which science is engaged, such as naming and
classifying, numbering and measuring, describing and explain-
ing. And all these aspects are but the humanistic yearning in
man’s nature to establish a legitimate place for himself in the
cosmic scheme from which he feels that he has been estranged.
However far-flung its hypotheses or comprehensive its theories,
science has no objects for its application save such as can be
known through a humanistic interpretation and therefore
known through perception suffused with judgment and belief.
Science plunges into the phenomena, isolated and apart from the
wholeness of reality, interpreting with precision and even ac-
curacy and by devices that make possible more adequate infer-
ences, and sometimes even more reliable predictions, the very
same world of things which are antecedently recognized through.
the implicit perceptions of humanistic insights.

What this Series hopes to demonstrate is that humanism by
its nature is intent upon forcing the mind to make, since it is
unable not to make, judgments of value. It is to accept once
more the validity of the metaphysical hypothesis. What human-
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ism desires and demands is an insight into the meaning of the
universe of nature and of man as totality by the use of categories
more general or pervasive than those required for the things
segmented by a special science. The antihumanist prejudice,
prevalent in certain quarters, can be explained only by the
dogma that the universe and man in it are everlastingly divided
among and by the special sciences, the synopsis of each being
separate and exclusive so that a categorial synopsis of the total
nature of the thing remains a priori precluded.

It is the endeavor of Perspectives in Humanism to show that
there is no knowledge (knowledge which is synonymous with
being) save by a humanistic perception of what we know. For
we bring ourselves to every objective act of cognition, we are
always intimately involved in every cognitive act. And we can
no longer allow ourselves to separate thought from feeling nor
to push our subjective experiences into the cognitively irrele-
vant corner of the emotions (of which poetry, religion, meta-
physics, and morality are supposed to be expressions). Knowl-
edge which is at the same time humanistic will then be seen to
have a no less legitimate claim than that of any science.

In other words this Series attempts to affirm the truth that
man’s knowledge can be made relevant to life only by including
a knowledge about knowledge. And therefore the humanist can
no longer be isolated from the scientist nor can he defend,.as he
did in the Renaissance, his own studies against the claims of
other disciplines. For the humanist even as the scientist has to
face the problem of truth, a problem which may be treated in
multiple ways, retaining the emphasis, however, on the quest
for unity, for that which is constant, in the face of apparently
divergent and incompatible doctrines. Perspectives in Human-
ism suggests that one of man’s fundamental concerns, be he
scientist, philosopher, theologian, artist, or political thinker is
the humanist authority which derives from truth and not the
technological authority which derives from power.

Humanism, it is shown here, differs from the specific human-
isms of past history in that it forces the mind again and again
to recognize wider and subtler relations, lifting seemingly un-
related patterns into a higher harmony. A knowledge of past
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humanisms is of course indispensable since some of this knowl-
edge is intrinsically valid and true, and we are summoned to
recognize this before we can make significant contributions to
our own humanism. This is the heritage each generation is
called upon to transmit to the future. It is the humanist heri-
tage which is synonymous with a doctrine of man, explored,
enriched, and enlarged for the benefit of mankind and society.

Humanism as presented in this Series affirms the dependence
of cultural values on concrete realities. We cannot conceive the
former apart from the latter any more than we can conceive a
painting apart from its pigment and canvas. And the unity, the
constant, in both instances belongs to the realm of values.
Therein lie their essence, meaning, and reality. And it is no
difficult task to show that those who reject such interpretations
in the name of scientific method, of blood, of property, or of
economic necessity, and are therefore scornful of humanism
as an ineffective phantasm, are themselves actuated to this
scorn by dogmas, ideologies, or other value-impregnated
thought forms, which can come to terms with the former only
in the eternal arena of humanistic ideas.

The socialist program of humanism as envisaged by the com-
munists has failed, and henceforth we cannot speak of the prob-
lem of Man as having significance only after the collapse of
capitalism. For to offer man only what is human is to betray
him and to wish him ill, since by the principal part of him
which is the mind and the heart man is called to something
better than a merely historical or physical life. As Aristotle re-
minds us, “To propose to man a merely human end is to mis-
understand nature.”

It is clear that whoever uses the term humanism (and the
term itself is ambiguous) brings into play at once an entire
metaphysic, and the idea we form of humanism will have
wholly different implications according to whether we hold or
do not hold that there is in the nature of man a constant, an
essence, something which breathes an air outside of time and a
personality whose profoundest needs transcend time and space,
and even the self.

The authors in this Series try to show that humanism is the
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essence of all disciplines of the human mind. Humanism indeed
tends to render man more truly human. It makes man’s original
greatness manifest itself by causing him to participate in all
that can enrich him in nature and in history by concentrating
the universe in man and by dilating man to the universe. This
Series endeavors to show how, through humanism, man may
make use of all the potentialities he holds within him, his crea-
tive powers and the life of reason, and how he may make the
powers of the physical world the instruments of his freedom.

The question raised by the authors here is: Can humanism
become aware of itself and significant to man only in those mo-
ments of despair, at a time of the dissipation of its own energies,
of isolation, alienation, loss of identity, dissociation, and de-
scent; only when pain opens man’s eyes and he sees and finds his
burden unendurable? Does this lead to the proliferation of that
atomic anarchy of which Nietzsche has spoken and which Dos-
toevsky’s Grand Inquisitor offers us as a picture of a threatening
fate, the nihilism of our time? Is there a humanism conscious of
itself and free, leading man to sacrifice and greatness, which is
indeed transcendent because here human suffering and con-
sciousness of responsibility open man’s eyes? For it is on the
humanist answer to this question (and the grounds on which it
is decided) that the various positions men take in the face of the
travail of history enacted before our eyes and the diverse practi-
cal decisions which they feel obliged to make, do in fact depend.

Perspectives in Humanism tries to work toward defining a
sound and sane philosophy of modern history so desperately
needed. The authors in this Series work to substitute for the
inhuman system currently confronting us a new form of civiliza-
tion which would outline and represent humanism both sacred
and secular. Perspectives in Humanism tries to show that this
humanism is all the more human since it does not worship man
but has a real and effective respect for human dignity and for
the rights of human personality.

Our age, like every other, is in the grip of its own changing
and conflicting thought forms, but the scholar who deals with
“facts” cannot achieve objectivity by denuding these “facts’” of
value, for if he treats them as nonvalues he does not treat them
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at all. The best he can aspire to is the catholic comprehension
and the tolerance that find nothing alien in anything human.
Humanism requires that we interpret in our own terms, in the
terms of our culture, the total given reality, persistently evalu-
ating it all, means and ends in one, together with the sustaining
earth and the indifferent cosmos, and thereby transmuting fact
not only into value but also into symbol. This is its necessity, its
life, as well as its peril.

The Chinese ideograph, the symbol of humanism, on the
jacket and binding of each volume in this Series is found on
early Chinese bronzes in the year 1200 B.C. It reflects the vision
and image not of an individual man but of all mankind. It is
the symbol chosen for the ability of man to transcend his own
isolated self, a quality fundamental to his humanity. The “ob-
jectivity” of science cannot help man in his present human pre-
dicament, since for science in this sense there can be no com-
mitment. So that in the end we know everything but understand
nothing. In fact, we would seek nothing, not being motivated
by concern for any question. It is a symbol which is concise, not
precise; it is reflective, not descriptive. It is the impersonal self,
identical from man to man, and is even perhaps similar to the
essence of all life in its manifold expressions in nature. This
symbol* thereby shows us why, in our search for meaning, direc-
tion, historical unities, and experience in science or in life, we
must give logical priority as well as metaphysical preeminence
to what we call, for lack of a better term, humanism: that which
has something in common with intellectual achievement, with
moral action, and with love.

*1 am indebted and grateful to Professor Chiang Yee, Professor of Art and
Calligraphy at Columbia University. He has generously drawn my attention to
this ideograph.

R.N.A.
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PROLOGUE
®)

BY RENE D’OUINCE, S.J.







Numerous letters by Father
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin have already been published: let-
ters to his parents, to his cousin Marguerite Teilhard-Chambon,
to Léontine Zanta. Each of these correspondences covers a short
period of time and could be published as a unit.

The present collection follows a different plan. At the request
of Ruth Nanda Anshen, editor of the Perspectives in Hu-
manism series, two of the Father’s correspondents presently liv-
ing in America have chosen from a long series of letters ad-
dressed to themselves those passages dealing with the author’s
daily life and the development of his thought. In this way they
have succeeded in creating a kind of ““Journal of Pierre Teilhard
de Chardin,” extending from 1926 to 1952, or almost through-
out his life as a scientist and priest. In this ‘“‘journal” the Father
regularly notes his occupations, his plans, his meetings with a
number of well-known figures, the vicissitudes of his health, the
opposition and the support he encounters in his Order and in
the Church. I myself, who was Father Teilhard’s friend and for
several years his religious superior, found in these letters numer-
ous details that I undoubtedly knew once but had forgotten,
which indicates the exceptional interest of this volume.

A concern for rigorous objectivity and discretion has inspired
the choice of passages. When I received the letter asking me to
present the book to the public, I confess I was very moved by the
disinterestedness to which it attested: “By eliminating all per-
sonal reference, each of us has tried, insofar as possible, to efface
the personalities of the recipients. For if the publication of these
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letters is useful, it will be so solely for what they reveal of the
mind and thought of their author. It is for this reason that we
have wished to remain anonymous.” To such a desire the pub-
lisher could only respectfully accede.

The first group of letters was written by Father Teilhard in
French, the second in English. A double edition — in English
and in French — is appearing simultaneously in New York and
Paris. In each case, therefore, a part of the text has been trans-
lated; the other part is published in its original form.

This correspondence contains several long periods of silence.
These are sometimes the result of external circumstances, such
as the difficulty of sending mail during a scientific exploration or
during the years of the Japanese occupation. Usually, however,
the silences are due to the epistolary habits of the author. All his
life Teilhard, like many great workers, was economical of his
time, knowing how to maintain a strict hierarchy among his vari-
ous activities. The priority of “duties of state” was not an empty
phrase for him. During periods of intense scientific activity and
even more so of literary creation, he buried himself in his work
like a miner. Always polite and affable to those around him, he
nevertheless kept his distance, avoided long friendly conversa-
tions, and neglected his correspondence. Those who lived close
to him guessed him to be prodigiously occupied and respected
his reserve. A few months later he would emerge again, available
for communication, ready to resume a correspondence or a con-
versation with the same spontaneity as if the previous interview
had taken place the night before.

Despite a few lacunae, the “Journal of Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin” permits us to follow the story of his inner life almost
month by month. The spontaneity of the tone, the quality of the
remarks — the Father speaks of what is really on his mind —
make this collection a unique document.

The first letters date from 1926, when the Father left his pro-
fessorship at the Catholic Institute in Paris to lead the life of an
explorer in the Far East. This period was one of the most diffi-
cult of his life. It was not that his new assignment lacked interest
for him; he himself had desired it a few years earlier. “I would
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prefer Tientsin to the Catholic Institute,” he wrote to a friend
at that time, and it was with a youthful ardor that he had em-
barked for China in 1923 and brought off his first exploration in
the desert of Ordos. But this time his departure had something
of the aspect of a disgrace. He had been removed from Paris by
the prudence of his superiors, to whom he had been denounced
for propagating dubious ideas, and who feared a censure that
would be equally prejudicial to the career of the young scientist
and the good name of the Order. Thus he was leaving France
under a cloud for an indefinite time, and he saw the momentum
of his influence broken just as it was beginning to prove fruitful.
The penalty imposed on him seemed unjustified. It was hard for
him to “bend.” He obeyed in a spirit of faith, but without un-
derstanding.

At this same period a profound change took place in his
scientific vision of the World, or more precisely in his relation to
the World. He, who until now had been passionately interested
in the study of prehistory, felt an insidious aversion invade him:
he lost his taste for the past. Henceforth only the future of the
Universe would interest him. Thus he doubted both his reli-
gious vocation and his scientific vocation. Was it a momentary
weariness, or was it already the weight of age and the irrevers-
ible process of human erosion? Never, certainly, had he been so
profoundly shaken.

But Teilhard had always held that “everything that happens
is worthy of adoration.” Since at the time no other activity was
possible, he would continue to scrutinize the Earth’s past. He
applied himself to his “duties of state” with a kind of fierce de-
termination: “I must return from this second voyage stronger in
body and in soul. I owe this to God.”

And in fact, once in the field, the charm of Asia did its work,
the joy of discovery seized him once again, the contact with
“Mother Earth” restored his relish for living. Gradually he was
able to see his work as a geologist-priest as part of the evolution
of the World and of the Church. Geology was to be the necessary
scientific platform to attract the attention of those to whom he
was called to deliver his message.

Moreover, the temptation to rebellion receded. He reduced
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the incident that caused him to be removed from Europe to its
true proportions; he experienced a new awareness of his devo-
tion to the Church, his inevitable limitations, his irreplaceable
mission. A Christian must be ready to suffer for the Church and
by the Church. And in his pacified soul the song of creation —
the hymn of the Universe — became once again audible. “Be-
lieve me, when one has penetrated to this axis of the Christian
attitude, the ritual, disciplinary and theological encrustations
matter little more than musical or acoustical theories matter to
the enjoyment of a beautiful piece of music. Truly, there is a
Christian note which makes the whole World vibrate like an
immense gong, in the divine Christ.”

Soon, in the form of a discreet word of advice, he reveals his
own victory: “For you, as for everyone, there is only one road
that can lead to God, and this is the fidelity to remain constantly
true to yourself, to what you feel is highest in you. Do not worry
about the rest. The road will open before you as you go.” About
ten months after his departure, the road opened before him
again: “I have recovered that familiar and very precious state of
mind which makes me see and grasp some vital and intoxicating
element at the bottom (or more precisely, at the end) of every-
thing that exists and everything that happens. This is that
unique Note produced by the World that I mentioned in my
last letter. . . . For if I am now in China and if I am to set off
the day after tomorrow, I realize that it is solely to obey this
mysterious Attraction of the World to serve and to make serve
. . . I have confidence that my line of thought is essentially
Christian. . . .”

Teilhard has regained a human and spiritual equilibrium,
but it is a new equilibrium. The investigator bent on scrutiniz-
ing the past of the Earth has made a definitive about-face; he is
oriented toward the future. It is no longer enough for him to
enrich the patrimony of a science by the contribution of new
data; he longs to communicate a spirit, “a certain enthusiastic
vision of the immensity and promise of the World.”

This is why his thoughts turn more and more frequently to-
ward Paris, not only because his scientific roots are there, but
because only there does he find a milieu disposed to hear him. It
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is for his friends in Europe that between two field trips, he
writes his “pious book,” The Divine Milieu, which he dedicates
“to those who love the World.” Europe remains for him the
Promised Land, momentarily inaccessible: “In the end, if I have
come to China, if I am burying myself in my masses of fossils, if I
am playing the part of the ‘Knight Errant,’” it is in the hope of
better feeding this inner flame at all the great sources of inspira-
tion of the Earth, and of acquiring, through a bit of notoriety or
foreignness, the power to make myself heard, if only for one
brief moment, before I die.”

In August 1924, after eighteen months in China, he obtained
authorization to sail for France. He was to return there in 1930,
1932, 1937, and 1938 (when his stay was interrupted by a trip
to the United States), maintaining this ‘‘seesaw motion,” to use
the picturesque expression of Claude Cuenot, his first biogra-
pher, up to the Second World War, which was to immobilize
him in Peking for more than six years.

Each trip to Paris was an occasion for him not only to resume
relations with scientific circles and with old friends, but to
widen his influence and to compare his thought with the most
diverse minds. Harassed by visits, invitations, requests for
speeches and articles, he could not face the solicitations that be-
sieged him. “The life I lead would be absurd if it went on very
long . . . and yet I have the impression not of losing myself,
but of finding myself.” However, his growing prestige, although
it was limited to narrow circles, aroused the concern of his Ro-
man protectors, who exhorted him more and more earnestly to
use caution. He was careful not to prolong his visits: after a few
months in Paris (he was detained there longer in 1937 for rea-
sons of health), he hurried back to China and obscurity. A diffi-
cult life, of which it is not enough to say that he adjusted himself
as well as he could; he came to see its advantages: “We must to a
certain extent look for a secure port; but if life keeps tearing us
away, not letting us settle anywhere, this in itself may be a call
and a benediction. The World is understood and may, perhaps,
be saved . . . only by those who have no place to lay their
heads. Personally, I ask God to let me die (metaphorically, at
least) by the side of the road.”
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With the passing years, his spiritual life, refined by experi-
ence, ripened by fidelity, became simpler and calmer. In 1936,
on the occasion of his fifty-fifth birthday, he wrote, ‘“Decisive
year: all I hope for is to feel closer to God.” And again in 1940:
“Without feeling any less close to the World, I feel closer to
God. And without seeing any less clearly its rigidities and limi-
tations, I realize that I am more wholeheartedly a member of the
Christian movement — the phylum of the personal and of what
must become the true charity.”

During the Japanese occupation, Teilhard tried to continue
his scientific activities as long as possible. With his friend and
colleague, Pierre Leroy, he founded the Institute of Geobiology
in Peking, and, in a series of articles and reports, presented the
results of the Chou-kou-tien excavations, which were abruptly
halted. Finally, he took advantage of his forced inactivity to
write the final draft of his great work, The Phenomenon of
Man, which he had begun in 1938: eight months of happy work,
at the rate of one or two pages a day.

When the draft was finished, toward the end of summer, 1940,
the Father was obliged, like every religious, to submit his book
to the censure of his Order with a view to publication. Since he
could not communicate with France, which was disorganized by
the German invasion, he decided to address himself directly to
his general superior. He wrote him at the beginning of Novem-
ber, requesting Roman consideration, and also asking for per-
mission to participate in a conference that was to take place in
New York the following year on “the relation between science
and religion” and “the possibility for a human Credo.”

Like Francis-Xavier, lost in his remote Indies, requesting the
directives of Ignatius, Teilhard fully intended to remain, at all
costs, “an obedient son.” But his fidelity was to be severely put
to the test. The reply, which reached him in March 1941, be-
trayed abiding reservations: a discreet promise to have the book
examined by competent censors, and refusal to take part in the
conference in New York, to which he was, however, permitted
to send a written communication. The result is disappointing.
Teilhard put a brave face on his ill fortune — “After all, I ex-
pected worse” — and armed himself with a fresh provision of
courage.
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He would need all of it. Soon afterwards a typewritten manu-
script of The Phenomenon of Man (Teilhard possessed three
copies) was entrusted to a traveler leaving for America. From
there, through the offices of another friend, a diplomatic pouch
forwarded it to Rome, where it arrived in April 1941. Under the
circumstances, its arrival represents quite a feat. But the reply of
the examiners, slower to arrive than in the age of caravels, would
not reach him until 1944: publication judged untimely. In the
interval, the Father’s isolation worsened: the Ameri¢an colony
among whom he numbered so many friends received orders to
leave Peking; his ablest Chinese associates were recalled to the
southern provinces; the French Embassy remained his great re-
source, but it was itself isolated from the metropolis.

With the help of the rare news reports that reached him, he
tried to imagine the situation in Furope. He wanted to believe
that so much suffering would not be in vain, that “something
resembling a movement, a spirit” would come out of it. His let-
ters to various friends show him more than ever turned toward
the future. “The problem,” he wrote, “is to sublimate force in
the mind.” “Peace cannot be the consequence of a general las-
situde: it requires a passionate union of men with respect to
common objectives.” “I remain convinced that a flame is rising
without our being able to see it from here.” The apparent resig-
nation of occupied France worried him: “Life is fire, not
wisdom!” He hoped that from the pain and destruction of the
war there would emerge a more complete type of man who,
without repudiating his national ties, would feel himself at last a
citizen of the Earth. But he lacked too many facts to be able to
interpret events correctly, and his anticipations often took the
form of dreams. Meanwhile he pursued his personal medita-
tions, adding to the list of his “scientifico-philosophico-religious
writings.” “I work, I must confess, for Paris and for tomorrow.”

On August 1%, 1945, the Japanese troops called a cease-fire in
China. Teilhard longed to return to Paris and wrote asking me
to reserve a room at the Etudes, but he desired to do nothing
save in obedience. A few months later he received from his new
Provincial, who was also a friend, the long-awaited invitation.
He sailed with a minimum of baggage on a military transport
and arrived in Paris at the beginning of May 1946.
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This time he had the sense of being overwhelmed: during his
six years of absence the duplicated manuscripts intended for his
friends had proliferated beyond his expectations. He was wel-
comed by a crowd of strangers, as a prophet.

“Paris is very interesting,” he wrote. “Almost every day I
make contact with new and curious personalities who are inter-
ested in the construction of a new World, a new economy, a new
morality.” He felt himself living in harmony with a World “that
was seeking more light and more liberty.” He had hoped that this
war would deepen and transform the human conscience and he
was convinced that he had been right. The formulas that he had
meditated upon during his exile in Peking returned to his lips
with an accent of victory: “And there are still people who do not
see that Humanity is the collective subject of a veritable evolu-
tion!” “Something is in the process of rising and finding expres-
sion in the human conscience.” “The Christian faith can survive
and flourish only by incorporating faith in human progress.” He
even encouraged a few men of good will to form a group (short-
lived, however) with the significant name of “the Human
Front.” These first months in Paris were probably the most ex-
citing of his life.

Naturally because of his success he was more fiercely dis-
cussed, suspected, and denounced, and the recommendations of
his Roman superiors became more imperious. He must stop
circulating his typewritten essays and renounce articles and
speeches on all subjects not strictly scientific, which sometimes
raised psychologically insoluble problems for him. Hence, at the
end of a “purely scientific” speech which he gave at the Ecole de
Guerre, one of his listeners suddenly questioned him on Origi-
nal Sin. Could he remain silent? “I answered,” he writes, “trust-
ing to God.”

On June 2, 1944, a serious accident (infarctus of the myocar-
dium) temporarily released him from these perplexities. Moved
to the clinic of the Brothers of Saint John of God near the
Etudes building, for two weeks he hovered between life and
death, and then was obliged to take several months’ rest at Saint-
Germain-en-Laye with the Sisters of Mercy, whose attentive so-
licitude he celebrated in his letters.

10 René d’Ouince



The following year saw a sudden change in the attitude of the
leading authorities of his Order. His general superior invited
him to come to Rome with the evidently benevolent intention
of introducing him to a certain number of ecclesiastical figures
who were in a position to protect him. His friends gave him
hope of at last publishing the two books delayed by the censors,
The Divine Milieu and The Phenomenon of Man, of accepting
a professorship that was offered him at the Collége de France
and an invitation to give a series of lectures in the United States.
Was this the end of the misunderstandings from which he had so
long suffered? He left, deliberately optimistic, but ready for any-
thing. I remember his parting remark: “I am glad to be seeing
the head authority; I shall tell him everything that is in my
mind.” Then with a gleam of malice in his eyes, “You heard me;
I said i» my mind and not on my mind, for I don’t have any-
thing on my mind.”

In Rome, he was won over by the simplicity and affability of
the Reverend Father Janssens; he obediently made a certain
number of visits and received a seemingly favorable welcome.
But apparently neither he nor his general superior had correctly
judged the force of the resistances to be overcome. His affairs,
which had seemed well under way, took longer than he had
foreseen. After a few weeks he left Rome, armed with vague
promises in which he was beginning to discern the premonitory
signs of a refusal. The answer was long in coming. Three times
his letters to his American correspondents begin with the same
words: “Still nothing from Rome!” The decision was finally im-
parted to him: defeat all along the line. Neither publication nor
teaching were authorized, and soon he would be asked to leave
Paris where, indeed, the restrictions imposed on the expression of
his thought were making his situation untenable. For never had
his moral authority been so great: the halo of persecution added
still further to his prestige, and he recalled the painfully glori-
ous precedent of Galileo.

He himself was sincerely grieved. What he had predicted and
feared was being confirmed: “More important than the discov-
ery of Galileo,” he wrote, “we are gradually discovering a move-
ment of Humanity as a whole, growing in organization and self-
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awareness. . . . Every day I test the power of this observation
on the minds of men.”

Teilhard wanted to leave France as quietly as possible: he de-
cided to go to South Africa and, by this roundabout route, back
to America, his land of refuge and the site of his last exile. Ob-
jectively his situation was much more difficult than in 1926. But
in the past twenty years Teilhard had made a long journey. He
felt no temptation to rebellion: peace had become a way of life.
A peace now serene and now sorrowful, which he protected by
this moving prayer: “Lord, give me the grace to end well!”

I have preferred to emphasize Father Teilhard’s fidelity to his
religious life because in reading this lovely book I myself have
been especially aware of this aspect. There are others just as de-
serving of the reader’s attention: I should like to underscore this
one.

The Father’s two correspondents, although they are just as
open to the things of the spirit, just as aware of the originality of
the thinker and the quality of the religious man, do not share his
Christian faith. Because of this, the tone of the letters published
here differs perceptibly from that of letters that have previously
appeared. The religious vocabulary, the choice of subjects, and
the light in which the great spiritual and human problems to
which the Father devoted his life are present but are adjusted to
the conditions of a dialogue that is always marked by candor,
affection, and respect.

The reader will discover here certain well-known traits of
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s personality: the influence he ex-
erted in circles far removed from Catholicism, his facility in
speaking the language of “children of the century,” his eager-
ness to compare his thought with that of nonbelievers of good
will who were hungry for sincerity and thirsty for human com-
munion.

Teilhard suffered too much from the narrow-mindedness and
prejudices of certain Catholic circles not to feel a kind of relief
in finding interlocutors who were strangers to the conformism of
“right-thinking” Christians. “Once again I felt to what degree
my sympathies and my nature, which are incapable of surviving
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without Christianity, are nevertheless one with this part of the
World which is not yet Christianized.” Teilhard also believed
that feminine intuition and sensibility provided a precious com-
plement to the too exclusively rational understanding of man, a
complement that was, for him at least, indispensable. Thus he
looked to his correspondents for light and help in choosing his
path more precisely.

At the same time he was too keenly aware of the blessing of
faith not to desire, insofar as possible, to offer to share it. So we
find in this correspondence a kind of spiritual guidance which
employs a different vocabulary from that of classic spiritual lit-
erature and which every person of good will can turn to account.
“The difficulties and improbabilities that you are struggling
against are the great, the fundamental, the eternal barriers that
the spirit must cross in order to reach God. I personally believe
the solution to lie in the eminent value of spirit and in the ulti-
mate connection of all the substances of the World. . . . The
more enormous the Universe is, the more precious is the spirit
that required such a deployment of varied energies in order to
be born; and the more numerous we are, the more magnificent
is the synthesis which is being prepared for our reunion.” And
again: “We say that God must be conceived in the direction of a
super-person (that is, an extension of the good qualities — and
not of the individual limitations — of the human being). He
must be as vast as the Universe and as warm as a human heart,
and incomparably more besides. This is all we can say.”

The Teilhardian formulas are more than a somewhat inge-
nious transposition of a received and transmitted doctrine; they
express a personal experience. The Father experienced sincerely
in his own heart the reluctance of men of our time before the
exigencies of the Gospel, and it was in his own conscience that
he also experienced the victory of faith and the triumph of Jesus
Christ. This accounts for the astonishing “multivalency” of cer-
tain passages in which it is impossible to distinguish counsel
from confession. In these passages the believer can decipher in
filigree the traditional doctrine of the Church (on the mystic
Body, on Grace) while the nonbeliever spontaneously recog-
nizes the history of his own inner life, the voice of the unknown
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God who speaks to him in the privacy of his heart. The corre-
spondence abounds in passages of this kind. Here, for example,
is the description of Christian renunciation: “The death of ego-
ism is to understand that one is an element in a Universe that
personalizes itself (if I may) by uniting itself with God (I do
not say, by becoming God). So it is no longer oneself that one
loves in oneself.” Here is an evocation of the divine omnipres-
ence in the apparent disorder of the Universe: “May Life be-
come for you, not merely some favorable blind fatality, but a
kind of living Presence or Benevolence in which it will be pos-
sible for you not only to trust but to confide.”

Certain penetrating psychological observations expose illu-
sions that are not the prerogative of devout minds. Is it not one
of the most frequent temptations of our generation, which wants
to be realistic, to confuse the real value of a life with its visible
results? “The point is not to do remarkable things, but to do
ordinary things with the conviction of their immense value.” Or
again: “What is an existence that is faithful to Life? Is it an
existence that is socially successful, one with an outward conti-
nuity, recognized success, a tangible result, an acquired stabil-
ity? Not necessarily. (Personally, I no longer concern myself
with the outward success of my time on earth.)” Since he has
entered the path of confession, he pursues his spiritual examina-
tion to the very end: “Why do you assume that an existence that
does not succeed in taking root or bearing fruit in the form of a
tangible work is less valuable than another? Why might not the
World, which has need of stable families and settled people,
need also those mobile and wandering creatures whose action
takes the form of a series of seemingly unrelated trials or tests
cutting across all kinds of areas? . . . It is a great thing not to
have a place to lay your head if you carry faith in the World in
your heart.”

Above all, as might be suspected, Teilhard himself practiced
and exhorted others to hope: “In itself, it is a magnificent hu-
man function,” he wrote at the moment of the declaration of
war, “to resist despair by faith in Existence. After this you will
perhaps understand that, in the formidable human conflict into
which we are entering, you can immerse yourself as in a better
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and new life. . . . Perhaps you do not belong to yourself. Have
you thought of that?”

If Teilhard was demanding of those he loved, he was also
realistic: he knew enough not to ask an impossible effort, to trust
to the action of time: “Do not brace yourself against suffering.
Try to close your eyes and surrender, as if to a great loving
energy. This attitude is neither weak nor absurd. . . . It is still
too soon, no doubt, for you to recover: try to ‘sleep,” with that
active sleep of confidence which is that of the seed in the fields in
winter. . . . This is the true and great prayer of moments of
great sickness.”

The last letter is dated January 1952. Teilhard was seventy-
one years old; he knew himself to be in danger. He ended with
this admirable wish: “The movement of the Universe . . . re-
veals itself as necessarily belonging to the species of a Life, and
even of a Love. Not the ‘black pit,” but the burning center,
whatever it is. May you and I grow in the Vision and the Pres-
ence of this Unique Necessity, through all the successes and fail-
ures of our lives!”

Surely the freshest and most dramatic contribution that this
correspondence makes to the biography of Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin has to do with the justification of his religious vocation
in the Society of Jesus. Like many other friends (Boule, Rivet),
his correspondents had trouble understanding the Father’s per-
severing devotion to an Order that seemed not to recognize his
value and that opposed the circulation of his thought. On this
subject Teilhard expressed himself with total candor, admitting
his uncertainties and his temptations to impatience, discourage-
ment, or rebellion, but also his unshakable desire to remain
faithful to the Church of Jesus Christ. “A revolutionary attitude
would be agreeable, but it would be suicide.” The Father be-
lieved steadfastly in what he called a “transformation” — today
we would call it an aggiornamentio — of the Church; he de-
voted himself to it with the whole measure of his strength and
his ability. He was aware of his limitations, of the imperfection
of his work; he did not doubt the rectitude of his intention.
Knowing that he could not expect the support of the Roman
Curia, he resisted provoking a rupture that would jeopardize the
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hoped-for reform. “I cannot make a break (which would be so
agreeable in certain respects), since that would kill the thing
that I wish not to destroy, but to liberate.” His whole strategy
if I may venture to use the word, consisted in keeping himself
in a state of active expectation. “The more it [the human world]
assumes this clarity and consistency in my eyes, the more I per-
ceive that it can continue to exist only by its effort toward some
divine principle. Would it be logical for me, by breaking with
my Church, impatiently to force the growth of that Christian
stem in which I am persuaded that the sap of the religion of
tomorrow is forming? I am held fast in the Church by the very
views which help me to see her insufficiencies. Is this not a bit
dramatic or cosmic? Help me by having confidence in me.”

Another time one of his American correspondents told him
humorously that it was unseemly for a young swan to gambol
among the ducks. Teilhard admitted the discomfort of the situ-
ation; but he meant to remain “among the ducks” to the very
end. The scientific incompetence of the theologians who im-
posed silence on him seemed to him flagrant, as he admitted
without equivocation. But he did not therefore reject the au-
thority they exercised. It was to the historical Church com-
posed of imperfect men that Christ delivered his message; these
imperfect men represented for Teilhard “much more than what
they were.” He himself assumed in their eyes the aspect of an
enfant terrible, or a lost child. No matter! By refusing to return
to freedom, by remaining in the paternal house, “I am not,” he
wrote, “a prodigal son.”

In 1955 Father Teilhard died, in apparent disgrace, within
his Order. A dozen years have sufficed to make his life —
thwarted, prevented, as he believed, from “bringing forth tan-
gible fruit” — appear today as that of a precursor: the first draft
of a work planned by the Spirit. As religious lives were once
devoted to the care of lepers or the liberation of captives, he felt
called to serve the liberation of man — a new type of man which
he saw emerging from the womb of modern civilization in the
vanguard of the evolution of the World, a man at once ambi-
tious and delicate, now intoxicated by his power and now over-
whelmed by it.
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The life of a priest dedicated to the service of man! This voca-
tion seemed singular at the time; today the whole Church
has embraced it.

Here I should like to reproduce a few passages from Paul VI’s
speech at the end of the Second Vatican Council:

The religion of the God who became man has encountered the
religion (for there is only one) of the man who became God. What
has happened? Conflict, condemnation? This might have happened;
but this has not occurred. The old story of the Good Samaritan has
been the model for the spirituality of the Council: a boundless sym-
pathy has pervaded