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INTRODUCTION 

 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881 – 1955) did not pursue a sustained study of non-Christian 

religions. Even when living in Egypt and China, his interests focused more on the natural world 

than cultural or theological studies. In a 2016 blog post published by the Center for 

Christogenesis, Cynthia Bourgeault describes Teilhard’s knowledge of Islam as “painfully 

limited.”1 This paper will explore what Teilhard did know and say about Islam with an emphasis 

on his Jesuit regency in Cairo. I will then consider some secondary resources on Teilhard and 

Islam before offering a brief comparison with Muhammad Iqbal, the intellectual father of 

Pakistan who reflected on many of the same concerns as Teilhard from a Muslim perspective. 

 

TEILHARD IN CAIRO 

 

Teilhard was first introduced to Islam and Muslims during his three-year tenure as a secondary 

school teacher at the Collège de la Sainte Famille in Cairo from 1905-1908. Founded in 1879 

during the papacy of Leo XIII, the school continues to operate today. Teilhard was between 23 

and 25 years old when he taught there. Henri de Lubac lists his official duties: “lecturer in 

physics and chemistry,” “museum curator,” and “assistant to the church administrator.”2 Teilhard 

was tasked with preparing his students for important examinations; a passing result would almost 

guarantee employment from the state. A thoughtful and conscientious teacher, Teilhard was 

evidently well-liked by his students and often visited with them during his travels around the city 

and country. He also had the amusing chore of making the daily rounds with the school bus 

through the city streets. We have a solid rendition of his interests and activities during these 

years through the collected volume of sixty-eight letters sent home to his family.3 As de Lubac 

notes in his preface to the collection, the literary talent later found in Teilhard’s wartime writing 

is already developing in Egypt. There are also many examples of Teilhard’s curiosity, but he was 

“infinitely more concerned with science than with literature” and “he took a keener interest in 

observing nature than in observing society.”4 This must be factored in during appraisal of 

Teilhard’s sometimes harsh judgments on Islam. His interests notwithstanding, Teilhard knew 

Muslims and saw Islam lived out with sincerity and variety. Reading the letters in their entirety, 

one gets a sense of Teilhard’s appreciation for the culture around him warring against or even 

overpowering sentiments and comments more colonialist and outright dismissive. Looking just at 

the letters, the resulting portrait of Teilhard and Islam, or “Teilhard on Islam,” is ambiguous. 
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