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British Teilhard Association commemoration, Hastings, 25 August 2011
As we’re here 100 years after Teilhard’s ordination as a priest it seems appropriate to focus on Teilhard’s understanding of what his priestly vocation meant for him. I’m going to address this in my talk but I’m going to spend the first part setting the scene, especially for people who know less about Teilhard or who’d like a quick refresher. Who was he, why did he spend four years in Hastings, and why was he ordained then?
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, was born in the Auvergne in central France in 1881 into a staunchly Catholic family. Aged 17 he felt the call to join the Jesuits, the Catholic religious society, and actually joined the following year aged 18. This might seem very young, but in those days many men joined up at that age. In fact, like quite a few of his confrères, Teilhard attended a boarding school run by Jesuits, Notre-Dame de Mongré at Villefranche-sur-Saône in the Rhône, from age 11, so we might even date his membership from then!
So he joined the Jesuits formally in 1899. As some people will know, Jesuit formation takes a very long time, so by the time Teilhard arrived in Hastings in 1908 he’d already had nine years. We observed that arrival with another event in Hastings three years ago, on a memorable if slightly wet day. Teilhard had been at the noviciate in Aix-en-Provence for a year, in Laval for a year doing his juniorate in language and literature, then on Jersey studying philosophy for three years, then teaching physics and chemistry in Cairo for another three years. So by the age of 27 when he came to Hastings he’d already lived in three different countries. The purpose of coming here was to spend four years studying theology, which was the final big part of the formation I’ve been describing. So here we an approach to theology via other disciplines, which prepare the mind for the high spiritual truths that theology offers. There’s also the sense that theology isn’t simply brain exercise but involves the whole person spiritually, morally and liturgically, and so to get the most out of it you already need some experience in these other areas.

So we know now, if we didn’t already, who Teilhard was and why he spent four years in Hastings. But why did he come here for that time rather than, say, to Lyons or Paris? The simple answer is that, in the Jesuits, you go where you’re told. This obedience is key to the Jesuit life, bringing the freedom to travel, see new cultures, and undertake a wide range of work. In fact, it’s a bit similar to the Methodist rule for presbyters, who have traditionally been expected to move every three or so years to wherever they’re told to go—this is known as itinerancy. Although Jesuits also have a vow of celibacy, which makes mobility in practice a bit easier. That comparison might be helpful for the British people here.
But more specifically, Teilhard was here because the Jesuit seminaries in France had been forced to close and relocate abroad. Despite France’s rich Catholic past, the Catholic church and particularly the religious orders were under persecution especially in the field of education. In Britain, we know what a hot topic church schools can be, but in France the secularising agenda was so strong that they were not even allowed to continue with, for instance, clergy teaching. In 1880, the year before Teilhard was born, the Jesuits had been banned from teaching in France, as part of the laicization of teaching promoted by Jules Ferry, the Minister of Education. As a result, several Jesuit schools and colleges were relocated to surrounding countries, with the south-east coast of England particularly favoured because of its closeness to France. In Hastings, the Lyons province of the Jesuits opened a novitiate at Hurst Court in 1883 and in 1887, as numbers expanded, built new premises, St Stanislas College, at nearby Hollington Park in Saint Leonards-on-Sea.

By the end of the decade, the teaching ban on religious orders was being enforced less rigorously, meaning that in 1896 the Jesuits left Hastings and moved back to France, to Aix-en-Provence. This return proved short-lived, however, as persecution escalated with the passing of the Waldeck-Rousseau legislation in 1901, which permitted the Council of Ministers to disband any religious congregation by decree.

This further deterioration in the Jesuits relations with the state led to the return of their novitiate to Hollington Park—which, in the intervening period, the Society had luckily been unable to sell—now accompanied by the provincial hierarchy. This relocation proved foresightful, because the Waldeck-Rousseau measure was made full use of by Émile Combes, who became Prime Minister the following year. In 1904 yet another law was passed, this time authorizing confiscation of the assets of religious orders. But in 1905, the owner of woodland adjacent to Hollington Park died. He’d been hostile to the Jesuits, but they were now able to purchase his land and extend their premises. A beautiful location, we might think, at least in fine weather. But Jesuit houses in those days were not holiday camps. We know from recently published papers of the late Cardinal Henri de Lubac something of the life at Hollington Park. Novices rose at five in the morning for meditation and mass. They were subject to a rigid timetable and allowed one bath a month. There were detailed procedures for sea bathing and there was confession every two weeks. Penitential chains were optional and bedtime was at nine. On holidays a lie-in was permitted lasting precisely ten minutes. There was even a rule in force prohibiting members of the community from touching each other. So this was a life of discipline. Teilhard didn’t spend his years in Hastings having vague New Age thoughts, reading Shelley and smoking dope.
The theologate had moved around a bit. For the Lyons province of the Jesuits it had been at Saint David‘s College at Mold in north Wales from 1880 to 1897 then at Hales Place, Canterbury from 1901, where it was joined by the theologate of the Paris province, which had been on Jersey. So the Jesuits were centralising their theology teaching during this intense period of persecution. In 1905 they purchased Ore Place, an old manor house above Hastings on the eastern side, with good sea views and a fourteen hectare park. These grounds allowed space for much-needed expansion, and a four-storey extension was built with accommodation for 120 people, each in a separate room. No more dormitories! A further building, apparently a recreation hall, was erected during 1911.
Ore Place was in its day a hugely important theological centre. Louis Rosette, situating Ore within the entire sweep of Jesuit formation beginning in the sixteenth century, states: 

There was, in the large house, an intense and profound activity, from which derived its real cachet. The twenty years’ existence of Ore Place resulted in a top-ranking house of studies. Teachers and students worked together well there, mirroring and emulating, from a theological point of view, the Colleges of the former Society whose reputation is better established. . . We thus came to possess a group of truly competent men, who placed the scholasticate of Ore in the top rank of our houses of formation. 

This positive assessment is endorsed by de Lubac, who studied at Ore from 1924 until 1926, when the theologate transferred back to Fourvière. Thirty years later, de Lubac reflected: 

Anyone who did not live at Ore Place did not know in all its fullness the happiness of being a ‘scholastic’. There we were really rather far from the world, away for a while from nearly all the responsibilities of the apostolate; alone among ourselves, as if in a big ship sailing, without a radio, in the middle of the ocean. But what an intense life within that ship, and what a marvellous crossing! 

Hastings scholars were key in founding a new groundbreaking journal, Recherches de science religieuse, in 1910. So life in Edwardian England, tolerant of Roman Catholicism, provided some respite from the state persecution in France, as well as conditions for intellectual and spiritual contemplation.
So there’s some background to why Teilhard came to be in Hastings. The obvious place to begin discussing his ordination as a priest is to say briefly why, where and how it happened. The ‘why’ is quite simple, as he’d finally reached the point in Jesuit formation when ordination happens. But as some people will know, people aren’t usually ordained as priests straight away. Normally they’re made deacons first, and indeed back 100 years ago, before the Second Vatican Council, there was also the stage of subdeacon. Teilhard was made subdeacon on Saturday 25 March, the feast of the Annunciation, and deaconed on Sunday, the following day. In this choice of date we see Mary’s obedience to God’s call addressed to her through the Angel Gabriel serving as a model for the obedience to God and superiors that was part of the Jesuit vocation. A week before, Teilhard wrote to his parents and began by referring to the day he became a Jesuit novice:

In writing to you tonight, I can’t forget that it was twelve years ago to the hour that we parted; it’s all the more the day to reassure you of my affection for, in a week’s time, I shall have benefitted from the happiest consequences of the sacrifice you made then. You can count that on Saturday, and Sunday, my prayers will be filled with you. I can tell you that I see Orders coming up with more joy than I could ever have imagined. Now I desire them with conviction because I sense the need to be fulfilled and to work for God with the greatest possible efficacy. He will listen to you if, after having given me to Him, you ask Him to prepare me on the 25th and 26th to be a true priest. Through vows, a person really has the feeling of giving himself; through Orders, a person has to feel especially accepted.

We see here an intense spiritual intimacy between Teilhard and his parents. Teilhard was close to his them through his life and while in Hastings wrote to them about once every two to four weeks. But his next letter to his parents was just a week later, on the day of his deaconing. He wrote:

The second ordination is over; I’m a deacon. And as I told you in my last letter, I’m also completely happy, especially in the conviction that I’ve begun to become a better instrument for God; may he use me for a lot of good…. So, thank God with me. Yesterday and today, I didn’t neglect to pray for the family, as I consider myself a bit as its representative before the Lord.

Teilhard also notes in this letter that he was made subdeacon precisely ten years after his vows as a novice, and that he’ll need to wait another five months until his priestly ordination.

This brings us finally to the date of his ordination: 24 August, the feast of Saint Bartholomew. In 1911 that was a Thursday. When we were in Hastings three years ago to commemorate Teilhard’s arrival in Hastings we had some debate about what happened where, but I think we all agreed that his ordination was in the chapel of Ore Place and his first mass was in this church here.

Only a bishop may conduct ordinations and there were no French bishops at Ore Place. Hastings is now in the Roman Catholic diocese of Arundel and Brighton, but that was only created in 1965 so the ordination was performed by Bishop Peter Amigo of Southwark. Bishop Amigo, later Archbishop, was consecrated a bishop in 1904 aged 40 and continued in office for 45 years until his death in 1949 aged 85, and ordained over 500 French Jesuits. Teilhard’s parents came over for the ordination as did four of his brothers, Gabriel, Joseph, Victor and Gonzague. Teilhard wrote giving detailed travel advice, such as: ‘Ashford is a complex little station where you have to change trains on every occasion; you always have a long wait there.’ No comment. Also: ‘Don’t be afraid to bring warm clothing; if the weather spoils two weeks from now, which is likely, you could feel quite chilly.’ He also told them the correct line to take on the trams then operating in Hastings.
Because Teilhard’s parents were present for his ordination, we don’t have a detailed description of it in letters to them. Moreover, because Ore Place was unfortunately demolished in 1987 we can’t even see the chapel in which it happened. But we can imagine a joyous event, although fairly low-key compared with ordinations now, which are often extremely big and grand.

Teilhard celebrated his first mass the following day, Friday 25 August, in this church, precisely 100 years ago today. For an ordination present his parents had sent him a chalice, so whenever we read in his work references to the chalice we should have this family connection in mind. We can imagine him walking into the church here with his chalice and using it for the first time. Two of his brothers, Gabriel and Joseph, were the servers, and Father Joseph Roullet, the head of the college in Cairo where Teilhard had taught, assisted. There was, however, a painful gap in the family. Less than three months earlier, Teilhard’s sister Françoise had died. Françoise had been Superior of the Little Sisters of the Poor, an Augustinian order founded to provide hospitality and care for the elderly, and died aged 32 in China from a smallpox infection. So the theological theme of sacrifice in the mass would have been especially real to Teilhard and his family gathered round him. In a letter to his parents shortly after, Teilhard commented: ‘My life has been extremely calm, quite transformed by morning Mass, and the knowledge that I am finally a priest.’

Those then are the historical details surrounding Teilhard’s ordination as far as we know them. I’m now going to move on to talk about Teilhard’s own understanding of priesthood. This was in reality very wide; indeed, for a Jesuit the whole of life could be seen as part of priesthood, including in Teilhard’s case his scientific work and evolutionary thought. But as we know from our schedule for today, Professor Ursula King is talking more about this after lunch. In the remainder of this talk, I’m therefore going to focus not on those wider aspects of Teilhard’s priesthood but on how he saw that priesthood as focused in the eucharist.

Many will have some knowledge of Teilhard’s essay ‘The Priest’, which he wrote in July 1918. Despite its title, the essay is a meditation on the eucharist, with four sections each preceded by a phrase from the Canon of the Mass. It shows that Teilhard saw celebrating the eucharist as the supreme priestly act.

The first heading in ‘The Priest’ is ‘consecration’, accompanied by the phrase ‘Te igitur’. These are the opening words of the Canon, meaning ‘You therefore’. The ‘you’ is obviously God, to whom the whole prayer is addressed. In what follows we find several priestly activities identified. First, the gift of discerning meaning and unity in life. Teilhard prays: ‘You, my God, have given me the gift of discerning, beneath the surface incoherence, the living and deep-rooted unity that your grace has mercifully imposed on—instilled beneath—our hopeless plurality.’ Second, there is the gift of seeing the real source of that unity. Teilhard continues: ‘You have allowed me to overcome the illusion of appearances so that now I cannot look at things without seeing, both before and after their fragmentation … the welding of the substantial bond.’ This final phrase might seem a bit obscure, but I think we have here a reference to Christ, who binds together the eucharistic elements just as he binds together the whole world. So the priest is someone who sees Christ as the reason for the underlying unity in the world.

Thirdly, we find the priest presented as someone who bears the world’s pains. Teilhard writes: ‘Today, Lord, I can feel so strongly within me the cry of the weary multitude, seeking to win, in the divine, its right order and its repose.’ So the priest doesn’t only perceive the underlying unity given by Christ to the world, but has a keen personal sense of the very real disunity that exists. Fourthly, the priest is someone who gives Christ to the people. Teilhard says: ‘I seem to hear, rising up from all creatures … the universal lament: “Show your pity for us, O you our priest, and, if it be in your power, give us our fulfilment by giving us our God!” This might sound a bit archaic today, but shows how Teilhard saw the priest as exercising a central mediating function between God and his people. 
The second heading in ‘The Priest’ is ‘adoration’, accompanied by the phrase ‘unde et memores’, translated as ‘wherefore’. These are the first words in the Canon following the consecration of the elements. Teilhard prays to God: ‘I worship you, and am lost in the consciousness of your plenitude permeating all things.’ So the priest is someone who adores Christ and allows Christ to fill his mind. Teilhard continues by identifying Christ with the fullness of his own personal being. A further theme is that the priest sees all the beings to whom he ministers already gathered together in the body of Christ. So the priest views all those whom he seeks to bring to Christ as already within Christ.
‘Communion’ is the third heading, followed by the phrase ‘panem caelestem accipiam’, meaning ‘I will take the bread of heaven’. This is the first half of the sentence the priest recites before making his own communion. Teilhard affirms: ‘Had I ever imagined that it was I who held the consecrated bread and gave myself its nourishment, I now see with blinding clarity that it is the Bread that takes hold of me and draws me to itself.’ The priest here allows his surface-level perception of events to be inverted, such that God is seen as having true agency in worship rather than rather than himself. Once the priest realises this, he can only yield to God’s power in ‘blissful surrender’. This surrender is not, however, a limp passivity. Teilhard talks about his active offering of himself to God in order become passive in relation to God’s power at work in the world. The priest does not seek freedom of will, but rather a heart open to God, following his promptings and so engendering a pure will. This has practical relevance for the priest’s daily life. Teilhard prays for spiritual liberation, which in his words is pursued
Through an effort (even a purely natural effort) to learn the truth, to live the good, to create the beautiful; through cutting away all inferior and evil energies; Through practising that charity towards men which alone can gather up the multitude into a single soul…. To promote, in however small a degree, the awakening of spirit in the world.

Now to the fourth and final heading, ‘The apostolate’. This is followed by the phrase ‘quid retribuam Domino’, meaning ‘what return shall I render to the Lord?’. This is the thanksgiving sentence the priest recites after receiving the host but before drinking from the chalice. So this section of ‘The Priest’ is set in a brief, intimate space. Teilhard writes: ‘Every priest, because he is a priest, has given his life to a work of universal salvation. … he must live no longer for himself but for the world, as he lived whose anointed representative the priest is.’ Teilhard proceeds to reflect on how each vocation is different. For him, the principle just stated calls him to be, as he puts it, the ‘evangelist of your Christ in the universe’. He continues:
Through my thinking, through the message I bring, through the practical activity of my whole life, I would wish to disclose and make known to men the bonds of continuity that made the cosmos of our restless ferment into an ambience that is divinized by the Incarnation, that divinizes by communion, and that is divinizable by our co-operation.

So Teilhard wants to show people Christ at work in the world, even in the ‘most dangerous, the most unspiritual, the most pagan’ realities. He wants to show materialists the life of Christ as the true soul of the world. He wants to show to those who praise human endeavour that work is a sacred task of spiritual liberation. He wants to show the indolent and unenterprising that a ‘constant spirit of enquiry directed towards the world and truth is an absolute duty’. He wants to show people with narrow horizons the ‘limitless horizon opening out to humble and hidden efforts’—in other words, that all work is valuable and has purpose as part of a wider spiritual whole. He wants to show the successful that their success is a sign of Christ’s fullness in their lives. Above all, Teilhard states, he wants to remind those who suffer and mourn to give time for God to grow within them. So the priest is fundamentally involved in the world. Summing all this up, Teilhard says:

As far as my strength would allow me, because I am a priest, I would henceforth be the first to become aware of what the world loves, pursues, suffers. I would be the first to seek, to sympathize, to toil: the first in self-fulfilment, the first in self-denial—I would be more widely human in my sympathies and more nobly terrestrial in my ambitions than any of the world’s servants.

What overall picture does the essay ‘The Priest’ give of Teilhard’s understanding of priesthood? The priest discerns meaning in life and a unity that lies in Christ. The priest bears the world’s pains and in so doing brings Christ to the people. The priest desires to be filled with Christ’s fullness, and to see others in Christ. The priest allows his view of the world to be turned upside down, with God rather than humans being seen as the true cause of events in the world. The priest shows people how Christ is at work in the world, and is deeply involved in the world.
How then might the priest counsel people in practice? A good example is The Divine Milieu, which contains advice to spiritual directors. Teilhard is keen to challenge a view of action that sees it only in terms of the purity of intention motivating it. Human activities need to be situated in a larger context. They need to be inspired by God and materially further God’s purposes for the world. What we find in The Divine Milieu is very much in line with the views of priesthood we’ve been examining, which Teilhard had expressed eight years earlier.
So today as we meet to commemorate Teilhard’s ordination as a priest let’s recognise that this was his life’s vocation and that he’d prepared for it over a very long time period. Also, this wasn’t an easy time for him, given the recent death of his sister. Moreover, he was in exile in a foreign country because of the hostility of the French state to his religious order. But here in Hastings he was ordained and in this church celebrated his first mass with great joy. It’s very appropriate, therefore, that we’re shortly going to celebrate mass ourselves, making use of some of Teilhard’s texts for reflection. As we do so, let’s give thanks for his ministry as a priest and for all the many people that ministry has touched, both during his lifetime and since.
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