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Creative Transformation?

My title is deliberately ambiguous

as between Teilhardõs personal

development and the philosophy 

of creative 

transformation

that he 

developed.

Teilhard in 1911                                                  Teilhard in the 1950s



Teilhard (1881 -1955) Remembered

A Jesuit priest, educated in the sciences, theology, and 

philosophy; expertise in geology and paleontology

A stretcher -bearer during WWI, awarded honors for valor: 

Croix de Guerre, Médaille Militaire , Légion dõHonneur

Participant in many scientific expeditions, including 

the discovery of Sinanthropus (òPeking Manó)

Tensions with the Church over evolution, including virtual

exile from France and a life -long prohibition on pub -

lishing his philosophical and theological works, which

were in high demand because they circulated widely 

as renéotypes ñ the so -called òclandestins ó

Fame following the posthumous publication and translation 

of the prohibited works, especially, Le Phénomène

humain and Le Milieu Divin   



Teilhardõs Scientific Work

Lõîuvrescientifique (1905-1955) published in 1971 in

ten volumes , including a collection of maps



Publication of Teilhardõs more  

Philosophical Writings

Jeanne Mortier (1892 -1982)

Books and essays published after his death, thanks to 

Jeanne Mortier, to whom he left his works.



Teilhardõs òAwaited Wordó (2022)

Mercè Prats, historian and pianist, tells the 

story of the òundergroundó distribution of 

Teilhardõs prohibited works.



Becoming and Being

The characteristic feature of the nineteenth 

century is to . . . substitute the category of 

becoming for the category 

of being . . . In former times 

everything was considered 

as being . . . now everything 

is considered to be in the 

process of being made.

Ernest Renan, Averroès et lõAverroµsme: 

Essai Historique , 3rd ed. (1866), p. vi                                   Ernest Renan (1823 -1892)



Developmental Thinking

Teilhard in Paris at

the office of Études

òToday, positive knowledge of things is identified with the

study of their development.ó

Teilhard, The Human Phenomenon (1947) , Appleton -Weber, p. 16



Developmental Ideas in Geology  

and Paleontology

George Cuvier

(1769-1832)                                                                   Charles Lyell

William Smith                    (1797 -1875)                           

(1769-1839)                          



Mass Extinction vs. Extinction of Species

The Noahic flood: a story  

of mass extinction, but not 

the extinction of species, 

for the animals and the 

people on the Ark 

repopulate the earth.

The world destroyed by water (Gen. 7) 

Gustave Doré (1832 -1883)



Noahõs Ark: Preservation of Species



Extinction: the waste of nature?

So careful of the type she seems

So careless of the single life . . .

ôSo careful of the type?õ but no

From scarped cliff and quarried stone

She cries, ôA thousand types are gone

I care for nothing, all shall go.õ

Alfred Tennyson (1809 -1892)                                 In Memoriam A. H. H. (1849), cantos 55 and 56



Developmental Ideas in Biology

Jean -Baptist                                                            Alfred Russel Wallace

Lamarck                                                                      (1823 -1913)

(1744-1829)           Charles Darwin (1809 -1882)

by Michelle Bakay                                   



Non -developmental Ideas: Genesis

The Book of Genesis

Robert Alter translation 

Illustrated , by R. Crumb

Creation of man and woman                         Creation of languages 

(Genesis 2)                                                  (Genesis 11)



Caveat: No Single Way to Read Genesis

* As divinely inspired, or even òthe word of Godó

* As multi -authored text (form/source criticism)

* As recounting events in the past (history)

* As clues to archaeological studies

* As science (primitive or otherwise)

* As metaphysics or theology

* As part of the literature of antiquity

* As mythical -poetic

* As Hebrew wisdom

* As instructive of the human condition 

* As guide to sanctifing life (Rabbi Heschel) 



Non -developmental 

Ideas in 19 th Century 

Religion

God must have 

created, and 

undoubtedly did 

create, the world 

with all the signs of 

age and complete -

ness that we see in it.

Génie du Christianisme (1802)                               François -René de Chateaubriand

Part I, Chapter V                                                                          (1768 -1848)



Philip Henry Gosseõs Omphalos: An Attempt   

to Untie the Geological Knot (1857)

Prochronism = anything

God creates necessarily

appears older than it                  

is. Adam must have had 

a navel (omphalos), thus

appearing to have been

born of a woman.
Philip H. Gosse (1810 -1888)



Bertrand Russellõs Thought Experiment

. . . Nothing that is happening now or will happen in 

the future can disprove the hypothesis that the world 

began five minutes ago. Hence the 

occurrences which are called

knowledge of the past are logically

independent of the past; they are 

wholly analysable into present 

contents, which might, theoretically, 

be just what they are even if no past 

had existed.
Bertrand Russell 

(1872-1970)                                                 The Analysis of Mind , chapter on memory (1921)



Gosseõs 

answer 

to an 

age -old 

question.



Whatõs at stake theologically?

Michaelangelo, Temptation and Expulsion from Eden

For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be   

made alive. 
I Corinthians 15:22 (cf. Romans 5:17 -19)



A rather monstrous elegance

Problems not only of theology,

but of the metaphysics of time     

and causality, come to focus 

in the theory of Chateaubriand

and Gosse. Borges called the

theory ingenious and incredible,

with a rather monstrous   

elegance. 
Jorge Luis Borges

(1899-1986)                                                            òThe Creation and P. H. Gosseó (1941), 

Other Inquisitions 1937 -1952, pp. 23 -25. 



Charles Kingsley on Omphalos

It seems to me that [Gosseõs] notion is more likely to 

make infidels than to cure them. For what rational 

man who knows even a little of geology will not be 

tempted to say ñ If Scripture can 

only be vindicated by such an 

outrage to common sense and 

fact, then I will give up Scripture 

and stand by common sense.

A footnote in Glaucus, or Wonders of the Shore (1859)

Charles Kingsely (1819 -1875)



Self-Making Nature

Anyone can make things,                  

if they will take time and 

trouble enough; but it is 

not everyone who, like 

me, can make things 

make themselves.

Mother Carey in Charles Kingsleyõs 

Water Babies (1863), chapter VII



Teilhard rethinking former beliefs

òMust we truly conceive of God as capable of 

creating the World at any arbitrary stage of its 

development?óTeilhard, Journal (Sept. 20, 1917), p. 219

Teilhard reporting his former 

belief: ò[God] could perfectly 

well have created the world 

in the state it reached in the 

year 1000, without our being 

any the wiser.ó

òCreative Unionó (Nov. 1917), WTW, p. 162                                       Teilhard de Chardin in 1902



Teilhard on Catholic Teaching (1911)

Two things guaranteed by Genesis:

1. God immediately created the soul 

of the first man, and likely completely

refashioned the matter destined to 

form his body.                                             Teilhard (1912)

2. The entire human race descends from a single 

couple (a monogenism that the doctrine of original 

sin would, in itself, require).

òHommeó written for The Apologetic Dictionary

of the Catholic Faith , p. 504 (1911)



Teilhard on Evolution (1911)

ò[Extended] to life as a 

whole, transformism . . . 

is, and will undoubtedly 

always remain, a 

hypothesis.ó

òÉvolution,ó Courrier des Cercles 

dõ£tudes(1911), p. 230; also in

îuvreScientifique , vol. 1, p. 72

Teilhard at Hastings (1911)



Teilhardõs Transformations

Teilhard spoke of òtwo voca -

tions,ó the one he òfollowed 

from my youth at age 18ó and 

òthat which revealed itself, as 

my true spouse, in the fullness 

of my adult life.ó

Letter to Auguste Valensin

(May 16, 1925), Lettres Intimes , p. 115.             Teilhard in Paris, 1931

The latter vocation challenged, and inspired 

changes in, the former ñ the struggle of a lifetime.



Jacob wrestles with the Angel

Always, Jacob and the 

Angel. To be honest, there 

are times when I feel myself 

drifting so far away that I 

almost wonder if Iõm still 

Catholic, or even Christian.

Letter to lõAbb®Gaudefroy (July 14, 1934),                                 Jacob wrestles with the angel

Lettres à Gaudefroy et Breuil, p. 103.                                      (Gen. 32:24 -32) by Gustave Doré



During theological studies at Hastings (1908 -1912)   

Teilhard read Bergsonõs Creative Evolution (1907)

òI pray for that admirable man  

and venerate 

him as a kind 

of saint.ó

Letter to Léontine 

Zanta , April 3, 1930

Henri Bergson (1859 -1941)



Teilhard during the Great War: 1914 -1919

Essays

Letters to

Family

Notebooks



Teilhard on the Church and Evolution

In the realm of evolution, the 

Church certainly gives the 

impression of being towed along, 

of being dragged behind. And 

her bewildered children, in order 

to live the life of their century, 

seem almost to be begging for 

the bread of practical knowledge 

and truth.

òMastery of the World and the Kingdom of Godó (1916), WTW, p. 87


