
<UN>

Bede Benjamin Bidlack
In Good Company: The Body and Divinization in Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, sj 
andDaoist Xiao Yingsou. East Asian Comparative Literature and Culture Series, 
volume 5. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2015. Pp. xi + 236. Hb, $135.

In Good Company makes a constructive contribution to the theology of the (cos-
mic) body, beginning with the insights of the famed scientist-theologian-mystic 
Teilhard de Chardin, SJ (1881–1955) and ending, led by a sense of intellectual 
appropriateness and necessity, in the world of medieval Daoist thought. Since 
I have no expertise in Daoism, I focus on two other features of this fascinating 
and challenging book: the light it sheds on the cosmic vision of Teilhard de 
Chardin, and its contribution to the field of comparative theological studies.

Unlike many writers on Teilhard, Bidlack does not make much of Teilhard’s 
Jesuit identity. There is no signal appeal here to Ignatian spirituality, finding 
God in all things, or even the Exercises’ contemplation of the attaining of 
divine love. The study of earlier works in Christian theological tradition high-
lights likely rather than definite sources of Teilhard’s visionary synthesis, and 
does not delve deeply into the specifics of his Jesuit training. So too, to dispel 
any possible misunderstanding, Bidlack observes that Teilhard was not deeply 
influenced by Chinese thinking. He did not know much Chinese and seems 
not to have been notably interested in Chinese religion or philosophy. Nor was 
he a missionary in the mode of his famed predecessors in China, aiming to 
inculcate Christianity and gain an entrée among China’s intellectuals by way 
of the time-honored path of scientific knowledge. Instead, Bidlack, Catholic 
theologian as well as Daoist scholar and teacher, connects Teilhard to Daoism 
on intellectual theological grounds, the fact of a shared concern for a set of 
problems related to the body and its individual and communal, cosmic and 
divine capacities.

Bidlack evokes Teilhard’s remarkable apprehension of the dynamic between 
the individual and communal/cosmic bodies by a number of telling quota-
tions, including these famous words from “The Heart of Matter”: “To Christify 
Matter: that sums up the whole venture of my innermost being […] a grand 
and glorious venture […] but I found it impossible not to hazard myself in it, so 
powerful was the force with which the levels of the Universal and the Personal 
came together and gradually closed up, over my head, to form one single vault” 
(52). But Bidlack also asks about the sufficient concepts of body and cos-
mos required to make this vision plausible. By a conscientious review of tradi-
tional Christian teachings on the cosmic and glorified body—in the Gospels 
and St. Paul, Irenaeus and Augustine, Aquinas, Henri Bergson and Maurice 
Blondel—Bidlack concludes that Teilhard is indeed drawing on a great 
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Christian tradition, but needs a richer imaginative and intellectual frame than 
that tradition can provide.

Bidlack proposes that the missing link in Teilhard’s argument can be found 
in the Daoist vision of body and cosmic body. While “Teilhard’s work presents 
both [the individual and cosmic] bodies,” “he is aware of only one” (4). As 
Bidlack elaborates, “Teilhard had a vague glimpse of where his ideas could lead 
him. However, Teilhard and the Christian West have remained bound by cate-
gories that oppose spirit and matter, and do not give a third option. Daoist 
cosmology, on the other hand, while not entirely compatible with Christian 
metaphysics, has categories that could give content to what Teilhard means by 
‘physical’ and give Christianity a body that fits the description of the resur-
rected body of Jesus: numerically singular, self-contained, and capable of inter-
subjectivity” (56).

Bidlack uses his expertise in Daoist practice and cosmology to show how 
this comparative theological move works. He constructs a dialogue between 
Teilhard’s notion of the body and that of the “mountain diagram” found in the 
Inner Meaning of the Scripture of Salvation, by the thirteenth-century Daoist 
master Xiao Yingsou. The diagram “represents the body as a mountain with 
flowing water, gates, residences, and labels” (4). It facilitates contemplating “an 
internal alchemy method” (4) that, properly practiced, transforms bodily vital-
ity into harmony with the qi (vital energy) of the Dao. In this way, the transi-
tion from the individual to the cosmic and divine is facilitated, without the 
individual body being depleted and left behind. The visual is crucial for the 
Daoist: visual contemplative practice is necessary if one is to realize the cosmic 
depth of bodily reality—and that of the cosmic, Christic state of which Teilhard 
writes. One might go a step further here, however, by thinking again about the 
visual in the spiritual practice of Teilhard as Jesuit. One could explore the role 
of the visual in Teilhard’s Jesuit practices of contemplation and the application 
of the senses, even in the ordinary course of the Exercises. Thereafter, Teilhard’s 
visionary science might still be further deepened in light of the Daoist prac-
tices Bidlack knows so expertly.

In his final and explicitly comparative-theological last chapter, “Giving 
Teilhard His Body,” Bidlack artfully does the work of serious comparative theol-
ogy. He tests whether and how he can use concepts such as ti (body) and shen 
(spirit, deity), along with qi, so as to fully realize Teilhard’s vision of a divinized, 
cosmic body. Bidlack is very careful here, fending off undue claims of similar-
ity, in order to remain thoroughly within a Catholic ecclesial and Christo-
centric frame. By his own alchemy of prudence and imagination, Bidlack 
dwells on the earthly and risen bodies of Jesus, now envisioned alongside vis-
tas of flowing energies, divinization, and even the “haloing” that occurs as the 
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Dao enfolds all reality. In this way, the practicing Catholic can see better how 
over the centuries the universe haloes every consecrated host, the many hosts 
which are yet nothing but the single Host of our divine milieu. At the end of 
this ingenious comparative study, we are left with “a sacramental vision of the 
union of shen and ti at the fulfillment of time and an identifiable moment of 
Christ drawing the communicant to himself, a moment of divinization” (144).
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