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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

The Foundational Message of Easter 

On this Easter Sunday, I want to tell you a 

story about a person who in many ways 

exemplifies the underlying foundational 

message of Easter.  But first, let me tell you 

the point of the sermon.   

And what is that foundational message of 

Easter?  The point this morning is this:  

Most Christians and many non-Christians 

believe in the Resurrection.  That is, Jesus 

died on Good Friday and by God’s power 

was raised on the third day, Easter Sunday.   

In addition, virtually every Christian be-

lieves this is something that happened only 

to Jesus, and therefore it is evidence that 

Jesus alone is the Son of God, our Lord and 

Savior, the second person of the Trinity.   

Or to sum up, good old JC is unbelievably 

special, extraordinary, and unique.  There-

fore, we praise him, we exalt him, we serve 

him, we pray to him, and we do our best to 

emulate him.   

I Challenge Jesus’ Unique Specialness 

I believe in the Resurrection too, but I would 

like to challenge the second part, about Jesus 

being so special.   

I would like to add for your consideration 

the notion that the Resurrection is the great 

example of something actually larger, more 

cosmic, grander, and more pervasive 

throughout all of creation.  The notion that 

life follows death and not really the other 

way around.   

We tend to think, and very reasonably so, 

that a person is alive and then they die.  As a 

person who has done hundreds of funerals, I 

can attest to that.  You live, and then you 

die.   

But what if it really isn’t so?  What if it just 

looks that way?  What if you die, and then 

you live?  Suppose it’s not just Jesus alone 

but rather a cosmic theme?  Something that 

happens everywhere and all the time?   

Making the RC Church Look Foolish  

So now let me tell you a story about a man 

named Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.  He was 

a Jesuit priest, born in 1881 and died in 

1955.  I was three months old when he died.   

Like most stories, this one has a protagonist, 

which is Teilhard, and an antagonist, which 

is the Roman Catholic Church.   

Let me say up front that this story makes the 

RC Church look foolish and mean.  I don’t 

intend to soften that statement one iota 

because the church was incredibly foolish, 

arrogant, and mean.  But that has also been 

the case for other branches of the church 
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universal as well as human institutions in 

addition to the church.  So it’s not so much a 

matter of only the church being stupid and 

mean.  Sometimes it’s just a human thing.   

His Vision and Spirit Couldn’t Be 

Limited by Church, Academia, or War 

Now the story:  Teilhard had vision and 

spirit that simply could not be limited by the 

church, by academia, or by war.  He was 

blessed with vision and depth of intelligence 

and wisdom, as well as courage and for-

titude to pursue a world-centric vision.  

Although fiercely loyal to his calling as a 

priest, he was just as zealous about his own 

mystical and scientific vision.   

His now-famous books didn’t appear in print 

at all during his lifetime.  Every single one 

of them was banned by the church.   

Ultimately Teilhard became a cult figure, 

both in his own church and in world 

religions, long before there was any official 

acceptance of his views or his vision.  Even 

today, the Roman Catholic Church considers 

him to be way outside the mainstream be-

cause his understanding of Christ was cos-

mic, universal, and not limited to the stellar 

example of Christ being Jesus.  Instead his 

belief was that Jesus was the prototype, a 

universal Christ-consciousness in the flesh.   

Even so it is to its credit that the RC Church 

has deeply embraced Teilhard’s scientific 

contributions.  The Vatican Observatory has 

been at the cutting edge of recent studies of 

cosmology and, get this, the search for 

extraterrestrial life.  This visionary has also 

received a number of scientific awards in 

recent years.   

All Mystics Have a Deep and  

Profound Connection to Nature 

One thing common to virtually all mystics is 

a deep and even profound connection to 

nature.  So also with Teilhard as he writes 

about his childhood.  But that early fas-

cination with nature grew to become fully 

spiritual.  Because of his academic abilities, 

along with spirit, he chose to join the 

Society of Jesus, the Jesuits, to this day the 

most academically rigorous of all the orders, 

where he received training in religion but 

also in geology and paleontology.  Soon he 

was employed on the staff of the Museum of 

Natural History in Paris, working with some 

of Europe’s finest scientists as his mentors.   

These connections would soon prove very 

valuable because his work on the concept of 

a universal cosmic Christ was hardly ortho-

dox.  That soon meant he would be able to 

follow a more scientific route if his intellect 

and vision demanded as much.   

But Along Came World War I 

Teilhard refused to bear arms but joined the 

cause all the same.  He was stationed with a 

battalion in North Africa, where he volun-

teered to become a stretcher-bearer.   

Here, for me at least, is one of the most 

amazing facets of his life.  He served in that 

battalion for three years, bearing the 

wounded and dead from the battlefield.  It 

was a very dangerous assignment in that you 

went to the front lines several times a day, 

and you walked upright rather than crawling 

low on the dirt.  And you walked slowly 

because you’re carrying a burden.  Yet he 

was never harmed, while several on the 
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other end of the stretcher were shot and 

killed.   

Teilhard served in the battle of Verdun, 

where, in less than a year, both sides suf-

fered more than a total of 700,000 cas-

ualties.  Who knows how many bodies he 

carried from the front back to the camp.  His 

division had a Muslim majority, stationed in 

North Africa.  If the soldier on the stretcher 

was Christian or at least European and had 

died, he would offer a Christian blessing for 

the soldier.  And if the soldier was Muslim, 

he memorized a blessing in Arabic from the 

Koran in order to bless the man of another 

faith.   

At the conclusion of the war, the Muslim 

command in North Africa bestowed upon 

him a title in Arabic, which translated means 

a person closely bound to God, who is 

blessed by God’s favor.   

He Wrote About Universal Wisdom of the 

the World’s Faiths, the Inherent Oneness, 

And the Infusion of Christ-Consciousness 

Now let me move more quickly.  Teilhard 

returned to Paris, to the Museum of Natural 

History, and began to write about the 

universal wisdom of the world’s faiths, 

about the inherent oneness of humanity.  

And of Christ-consciousness infusing the 

world slowly, incrementally, but inexorably, 

much like the progress of evolution.  He 

wrote about a sphere of consciousness 

surrounding the earth, much like the 

atmosphere or the biosphere.   

His superiors in the Jesuit order weren’t 

amused.  They banned him from working 

not just in Paris but in all of Europe, and so 

he began traveling to other lands.  There he 

encountered books necessary for his 

research that also had been banned but were 

readily available in these other lands, 

particularly a book called Creative Evolu-

tion by Henri Bergson.   

His Theology Deviated from Orthodoxy; 

Thus, He Was Relieved of Priestly Duties 

Teilhard was given a short reprieve and 

allowed to return to France.  But if anything, 

his theology had deviated even more from 

orthodoxy while traveling in other countries.  

Back in France he was relieved of his 

priestly duties but not defrocked.  The 

punishment was more like an administrative 

leave, but he was sent away on an English 

expedition.   

This was a favorite dodge of the French at 

that time – sending their losers, their incor-

rigibles, to England.  They learned it, of 

course, from the English, who had done the 

same thing by sending their miscreants to 

Australia.   

So off to England he went, where he joined 

the expedition that claimed to have dis-

covered Piltdown Man in Sussex.  That 

“find” turned out to be a hoax, an em-

barrassment to all, but on that expedition, he 

met the right people, who then invited him 

to visit and study the ancient cave paintings 

throughout Europe, and then, in 1919, to go 

to China.   

Seminal Vision of Unity Consciousness 

It was on these trips that Teilhard basked in 

engaging conversations with anthropologists 

and paleontologists.  In doing so he devel-

oped his seminal ideas such as the vision of 



4 

 

unity consciousness and of what he called 

“unanimization,” which means, with its 

Latin roots, “one spirit of all humanity.”  

Not a collection of a bunch of little spirits 

but a connection to one spirit, linking that to 

the sphere of consciousness.  Evolution was 

by no means complete but had only just 

begun.   

He returned to France, actually lasting there 

more than a year this time around, when his 

superiors asked him to sign an agreement to 

be completely silenced about his ideas or be 

removed from the Jesuit order.   

It was a crisis moment.  His close friends 

were furious.  Nevertheless, displaying a 

nearly superhuman love of the church, he 

agreed to sign the abhorrent screed to be 

silenced.  Unable now to function as a priest 

nor to teach, what should he do?  He had 

time on his hands.  It was 1928.   

Off to China, Mongolia, England, the U.S. 

His tormentors suggested Teilhard go back 

to China.  Upon his arrival there, he was 

asked to join the most prestigious com-

munity of Western scientists in Peking (now 

Beijing).  That group discovered what is 

now known as Peking Man, a pivotal step in 

our knowledge of human development.   

He joined the American Museum of Natural 

History’s Central Mongolian Expedition and 

worked with Roy Chapman Andrews, an 

iconic adventurer and explorer, who even 

packed a six-shooter in his explorations and 

was the character behind Indiana Jones.  By 

this time, with his theological reflections 

from The Still of the Night, around the fires 

in the camps of Central Mongolia, along 

with his increasing scientific understanding, 

his ideas were maturing.   

Time for a Classic, Phenomenon of Man 

It was time now for Teilhard to write his 

long-contemplated classic, The Phenomenon 

of Man.  Alas, he had returned to France to 

write.  But the church exercised its authority 

to review his early drafts, and yet again none 

passed the religious censors.  He would 

rewrite and soften, but to no avail.  He came 

to an impasse in that he was still silenced by 

the church.   

Just then he was offered a professorship at 

the Sorbonne, the Harvard University of 

France.  But the church refused to let him 

accept that professorship.  Instead, they 

opted for another strong suggestion that he 

should go away, this time to America.   

Now imagine these attempts of the church 

authorities to get rid of this thorn in their 

sides.  This was one of the most intel-

lectually gifted and spiritually sensitive hu-

mans to walk the earth during the 20
th

 

Century, and they packed him on a slow 

boat to England, then another slow boat to 

China, and then to China again, and finally 

to America.   

Yes, let’s make him an American problem, 

never realizing that he wasn’t a problem.  

He was a gift.   

Writing Finally Without Censorship 

Teilhard landed in Manhattan, and in the 

relative obscurity of the Jesuit community 

there, centered around Fordham University, 

he was able to write in peace and without 



5 

 

censorship, not having to issue revisions to 

soften or compromise the fruit of his labors.   

He made one last trip to his homeland in 

1954 and then died in New York in 1955 on 

an Easter Sunday, April 10.  Later that year 

The Phenomenon of Man was published for 

the first time.  He’s buried in Poughkeepsie, 

New York, at the Monastery of Saint-

Andrews-on-the-Hudson.   

His theological ideas were an entire gen-

eration ahead of their time.  His integration 

of science with faith became a model for 

succeeding generations.  I have proudly 

been a member of the American Teilhard 

Society, based in Fordham University, for 

over twenty years now.   

So that is a ten-minute version of his bio-

graphy.   

Life Follows Death – a Way of Life 

Let’s talk resurrection.  The idea that I’m 

asking you to consider this morning is that 

the death and Resurrection of Jesus is just 

the supreme example of something that is 

more universal, everywhere and all the time, 

of life following death. 

  

Teilhard experienced a dozen different 

deaths in his career.  Stripped of priestly 

duties, silenced multiple times, suffered ban-

ishment to foreign lands several times, 

forced to listen to closed-minded censors 

forever yapping, “No, no, no.”   

The benefit to us is that, in literally every 

setback, these annoyances stimulated his 

mind to ever-grander output of his tremen-

dous intellect.  Each death led to more life.  

This understanding is a way of life.  It is 

without fear.   

I don’t mean to take anything away from the 

Resurrection of Jesus.  Nevertheless, that 

event is but a turning point in the history of 

our planet.  Rather, I think it is foolish to 

limit resurrection to Jesus as something that 

happened to him only, and therefore we 

venerate that event.   

Instead, I think it is a theme of the cosmos:  

For every death, life follows more abun-

dantly.  For every setback, another oppor-

tunity arises.  For every impediment, every 

obstacle, every difficulty, another open door, 

another unseen opening, another dawn.   

It’s a way of living.   

Happy Easter. 


