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December, 1978

By JAMES H. FOREST

The Catholic Worker, if not exactly
respectable today, was even less so two
decades ago, when Thomas Merton’s cor-
respondence with Dorothy Day was be-
ginning. It was before Popes John and
Paul and the Second Vatican Council,
when few Catholics had heard of pacif-
ism or conscientious objection, and those
that had often thought these had some-
thing to do with being a Quaker. One
didn’t have to search far to find priests
who regarded the Catholic Worker's
ideas on war and peace as mildly heret-
ical. The Catholic Worker struck many as
unfathomably bizarre, a paradox as odd
as any G.K. Chesterton had ever imagin-
ed. Capping the Catholic Worker’s public
image ‘at the time were the annual ritu-
als of arrest. when Dorothy would be
seen in news photographs standing in
front of city hall instead of taking shel-
ter in the subways during a dress re-
hearsal for nuclear war. The Cardinal
put up with the Catholic Worker, it was
generally assumed, ignoring its peculiar

opinions in admiration for the free soup-

and hospitality it offered the down-and-
out.

At that time. the idea that Thomas
Merton. one of the most well-known and
respected writers in the Catholic Church,

" would be writing Dorothy respectful,

appreciative letters—not only about the
hospitality of the Catholic Worker but
about its protest activities—would-have
struck us as wildly improbable.

It was at Christmas time, 1960, that I
remember a group of us at the CW sit-
ting at the large dining room table of
the Peter Maurin Farm in rural Staten
Island, that beautiful place that has
since disappeared under the march of
suburban housing. The air smelled of tea
and the bread Deane Mowrer had baked
earlier in the day. Dorothy was reading
aloud from various letters received,
something she often did, always. adding
her own commentary, which could be
devastatingly funny or affectionate, but
grumpy if the letter was too complimen-
tary.

“Here is one from Thomas Merton,”
she said, opening an envelope from the
Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky.

The name was enough to lower the
tea cups and open the ears to maximum
width.

“Again, I am touched by your wit-
ness for peace,” the letter began. “You
are right in going at it along the lines of
Satyagraha.”

We knew enough of Gandhi to recog- .

nize the rarely heard word. It meant a

Thomas Merton and '

way of action rooted in the force of
truth alone.

“I see no other way,” he went on,
“though of course the angles of the prob-
lem are not all clear. I am certainly with
you on taking some kind of stand and
acting accordingly. Nowadays, it is no
longer a question of who is right but
who is at least not a criminal, if any of
us can say that anymore. So don’t worry
about whether or not in every point you
are perfectly right according to every-
body’s book; you are right before God
as far as you can go and you are fight-
ing for a truth that is clear enough and
important enough. What more can any-
body do?”

His letters came fairly often. At times
there were packages as well—clothes
contributed by a monk taking first vows,
some Trappist cheese, even a side of
smoked bacon one Christmas. (The ba-
con came with a card in Merton’s hand
—“From Uncle Louie and the boys.” In
his monastic community, Merton was Fr.
Louis. The “boys” were the novices un-
der his charge.)

Rereading his autobiography, The

Ten Yea

Seven Storey Mountain, one realizes
Merton’s interest in the Worker’s peace
work had deep roots in his earlier life.
Much of his childhood had been in
France and England, where the scars of
the First World War were fresh. On
one holiday, hiking along the Rhine
Valley in Germany, he had nearly been
run down by a car full of young Nazis,
scattering leaflets in favor of Hitler’s
election. He saw no point in imitating
the Nazis in order to defeat them. After
his conversion to Catholicism, he was
one of the rare Catholics to register as
a conscientious objector. Though he was
willing to be a battlefield medic, the
army (to his relief) wouldn’t have him,
with or without guns, with or without

‘a conscience: he didn’t have enough

teeth.

His first public statement on Christian
responsibility regarding war appeared in
the October 1961 Catholic Worker. En-
titled “The Root of War is Fear,” the
bulk of it was for New Seeds of Con-
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: templation, a book he was preparing for
publication. But a long section was writ-
ten especially for The Catholic Worker.

There was no logical reason for the
utter devastation of nuclear, war, he ar-
gued, yet the world was plunging mind-
lessly in that direction, and doing so in
the name of peace. “It is true war-mad-
ness, an illness of the mind and spirit
that is spreading with a furious and
subtle contagion all over the world.” So
bad was the situation, that many Amer-
icans were building “bomb shelters
where, in case of nuclear war, they will
simply bake slowly, instead of burning
quickly . ..”

Christian Responsibility

What is the Christian’s responsibility
in the midst of such insanity? “Is he
simply to fold his hands and resign him-
self for the worst, accepting it as the
inescapable will of God and preparing
himself to enter heaven with a sigh of
relief . . . Or, worse still, should he take
a hard-headed and practical attitude
and join in the madness of the war-
makers, calculating how, by ‘first strike,’
the glorious Christian West can elimin-
ate atheistic communism and usher in
the millenium?”

But what then to do? B

Here followed as firm a statement of
Christian duty as one can find anywhere
in Merton’s published writing.

“The duty of the Christian in this
crisis is to strive, with all his power and .
intelligence, with his faith, his hope in
Christ, and love for God and man, to do
the one task God has imposed upon us
in the world today. That task is to work
for the total abolition of war . . . It is a
problem of terrifying complexity and
magnitude, for which the Church itself
is not fully able to see clear and decisive
solutions. Yet she must lead the way of
nonviolent settlement of difficulties and
toward the gradual abolition of war as
the way of settling international or civil
disputes. Christians must become active
in every possible way, mobilizing all
their resources for the fight against war.
First of all, there is much to be studied,
much to be learned. Peace is to be
preached, nonviolence is to be explained
as a practical method, and not left to be
mocked as an outlet for crackpots who
want to make a show of themselves.
Prayer and sacrifices must be used as
the most effective spiritual weapons in
the war against war, and like all weap-
ons, they must be used with deliberate
aim: not just with a vague aspiration for
peace and security, but against violence
and war.”

Disarmament of nations requires a
foundation of personal disarmament.
“This implies,” he went on, ‘‘that we are
also willing to sacrifice and restrain our
own instinct for violence and aggressive-
ness in our relations with other people.”

He was urgent but not at all optimistic
about what could be aecomplished. “We
may never succeed, but whether we suc-
ceed or not, the duty is evident. It is the
great Christian task of our time. Every-
thing-else is secondary . . .”

Following his own advice in the years
that followed, Merton maintained a very
busy correspondence with various per-
sons and groups working against war,
Catholic Peace Fellowship, Pax (now
Pax Christi), and the Fellowship of Re-
conciliation. He offered his counsel, his
ciliation. He offered his 'counsel, his
writings, his prayers, and occasionally,
his hospitality. ' 3

Much of the correspondence had a
critical edge. His thought obviously chal-
lenged generals, but he could trouble
his fellow pacifists equally well.

Among the main tendencies in the
peace movement beginning in the mid-
sixties was “politicization.” Political
“analyses” blossomed in pacifist circles -
much as they did in the Left. Plain
words like “suffering” were replaced
with abstract words like ‘“oppression.”
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Increasingly, the universe was viewed
through class and economic lenses. Pa-
cifists seemed increasingly embarrassed
not to be in possession of the annual re-
ports of the multinational corporations.
To offer the Sermon on the Mount as
one’s political point of departure seemed,
to a growing number of pacifists, llke
confessing to imbecility. The process
deeply disturbed Merton, who recog-
nized in it not only a decisive step away
from pacifism but away from religious
faith and the turning of human beings
into ideological decimals.

Repeatedly he sought to reinforce a
different spirit among pacifist groups
with which he corresponded. As he ex-
pressed it in one letter:

“The whole problem is inner change

. an application of spiritual forces and
not the use merely of political pressure.
We all have the great need for purity
of soul, that is, the deep need to possess

in us the Holy Spirit, to be possessed by
Him. This has to take precedence over
everything else. If He lives and works in
us, then our activity will be true and
our witness will generate love of truth,
even though we may be persecuted and
beaten down in apparent incomprehen-
sion.

Another letter emphasized what he
called ‘“the human dimension:

*“The basic problem is not political, it
is a-political and human. One of the
most important things to do is to keep
cutting deliberately through political
lines and barriers and emphasizing the
fact that these are largely fabrications
and that there is another dimension, a
genuine reality, totally opposed to the
fictions of politics: the human dimension
which politics pretend to arrogate en-
tirely to themselves. This is the neces-
sary first step along the long way to-
ward the perhaps impossible task of

purifying, humanizing and somehow il--

luminating politics themselves.”

This required of pacifist groups a rad-
ical non-alignment with power blocs of
both right and left: a “manifestly non-
political witness, non-aligned, non-label-
ed, fighting for the reality of man and
his rights and needs in the nuclear world

in some measure against all alignments.”

Hence the importance of those who
side with none of the forces of killing to
maintain their independence and not be
absorbed in united-front coalition cam-
paigns in which the protesters are not so
much against war as against one side in
the war. It reminded Merton of his ex-
periences with the Left while a student
at Columbia, when he was briefly a
member of the Communist Party, with
the secret party name Frank Swift. “The
prime duty of all honest movements,” he
counseled, ‘“is to protect themselves from
being swallowed up by any sea monster
that happens along. Once the swallow-
ing has taken place, rigidity replaces
truth and there is no more possibility
of dialogue: the old lines are hardened
and the weapons slide into position for
the kill once more.”

Another aspect of peace activity that
disturbed him was a pacifist minority
identity that expressed itself in various
forms of self-righteousness, infecting
protest so that it only drives opponents
further apart. A deep longing for trans-
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formation, of oneself as well as others,
needed to animate activities for peace,
and that required a genuine respect and
sympathy with those whom protest lo-
cated on “the other side.” We must, he
wrote the Catholic Worker, ‘“always
direct our action toward opening peo-
ple’s eyes to the truth, and if they are
blinded, we must try to be sure we did
nothing specifically to blind them. Yet
there is that danger: the danger one ob-
serves subtly in tight groups like fami-
lies and monastic communities, where
the martyr for the right sometimes
thrives on making his persecutors ter-
ribly and visibly wrong. He can drive
them in desperation to be wrong, to seek
refuge in the wrong, to seek refuge in
violence.”

Without compassion, - protest tends
simply to play on the guilts of one’s op-
ponents. “There is,”” Merton wrote, ‘‘no
finer torment.”

Merton’s difficulties with the peace
groups he belonged to came to a crisis
point for him late in 1965, when the in-
tensity of the peace movement, reflecting
the' escalation of the war, began to ac-
quire what Merton saw as an ominous
spirit of irrationality

While not holding the Catholic Work-
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er or the Catholic Peace Fellowship re-
sponsible, Merton felt obliged to end his
public identification with peace groups
that he felt were creating a climate of
protest which led in what seemed to be
a desperate direction. He sensed, he
wrote, “something demonic at work”
not only in the war-making society but
in movements of protest as well.

“The spirit of this country at the pres- -
ent moment is to me terribly disturbing
. .. It is not quite like Nazi Germany.
certainly not like Soviet Russia, it is like
nothing on earth I ever heard of before.
This whole atmosphere is crazy, not just
the peace movement, everybody. There
is in it such an air of absurdity and
moral void, even where conscience and
morality are invoked (as they are by
everybody). The joint is going into a
slow frenzy. The country is nuts.”

Merton’s vulnerability had been
heightened by his recent move into a
hermitage on the monastery property,
where he was a newcomer to a more in-
tense solitude than had been possible
before. Though more hidden from the
world than previously, he felt his con-
nections in every direction more intense-
ly than ever:

Within a month, after much corre-
spondence  with several friends, he
changed his mind, even going so far as
to issue through the Catholic Peace Fel-
lowship a public statement about the
permission he had received to live as a
hermit and his decision, nonetheless, to
remain a Catholic Peace Fellowship
sponsor. He wanted to continue to sup-
port groups ‘“striving to spread the
teachings of the Gospel and the Church
on war, peace, and the brotherhood of
man.” His public association did not
mean, however, that he approved of ev-
erything individual members of such
peace groups might undertake on their
own responsibility. “I personally be-
lieve,” he wrote, “that what we need
most today is patient, constructive and
pastoral work rather than acts of defi-
ance which antagonize the average per-
son without enlightening him.”

Merton - reached his positions with
considerable care, though often with
false starts. He listened with close atten-
tion to what friends had to say, and was
quite capable of changing his mind. But
he would allow no one else to do his
thinking for him. Thus it continually
alarmed him to see mob mentality build-
ing up -even in groups that were protest-
ing the government’s mob mentality.
One’s convictions, so often, were noth-
ing more than absorbing unexamined
the opinions of peers. Even those in
peace groups, he pointed out, very often
had no real anchoring point for their
spiritual or intellectual lives, no sense of
the need to carefully establish the foun-
dations of one’s life.

His own values, as he made clear in
action as well as word, were formed in
the Catholic Church and his monastic
vocation. He became less and less paro-
chial with the passage of years but never
because of the erosion of his primary
religious commitments.

He believed strongly in the disciplines
of religious life, in a rather unfashion-
able way. For more than a year, for ex-
ample, beginning in the spring of 1962,
he was ordered not to write on war-
peace issues—a decision he accepted,
though with quite audible protest. He
said the order was arbitrary, uncompre-
hending, discouraging, insensitive, dis-
reputable and absurd—but that to dis-
obey would only be taken within his
community “as a witness against the
peace movement” confirming others in
“their prejudices and self-complacency.”
It would be nice to “blast off” about it,
but “I am not merely looking for oppor-
tunities to blast off.” He pointed out he
had chosen to live in a religious com-
munity where one voluntarily accepted
limitations. “I may or may not agree
with the ostensible reasons why the lim-
itations are imposed, but I accept limits
out of the love for God Who is using
these things to attain ends which I my-
self cannot at the moment see or com-
prehend . . . I find no contradiction be-
tween love and obedience, and as a mat-

(Continued on page 6) {
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(Continued from page 5)
ter of fact it is the only sure way of
transcending the limits and arbitrariness
of ill-advised commands.”

The point of view seemed medieval to
many others, for whom the right of dis-
obedience to civil authorities easily
poured into the religious sphere as well.
At the Catholic Worker, Dorothy Day
had long espoused similar commitments
to obedience within the Church, as
strongly as she opposed blind obedience
to,the state. In this regard, “more radi-

cal” (as we imagined) younger staff
members took noisy exception.
Merton’s point, and Dorothy’s too,

was that it isn’t enough to be right about
one’s opinions. One had to live them out
in a way that opened others to them—
even if that meant shutting up for a
ime. Nonviolence was something more
than a new technology (though blood-
less) for clubbing people over the head.

The silenced Merton wasn’t, however,
altogether silent. His peace writings, in

mimeographed form, flowed freely
through the Catholic Worker, Catholic
Peace Fellewship and other similar

channels. It was a bit like the Soviet lit-
erary underground.

He continued to publish as well, but
under invented names. He signed one
article in The Catholic Worker with the
by-line, Benedict Monk. That was rather
a thin disguise. A letter in Jubilee bore
the signature, Marco J. Frisbee. For any-
one familiar with Merton’s particular
sense of humor, that was a giveaway as
well.

As things worked out, what Merton had
ben stopped from saying was taken up
by Pope John XXIII and later the Sec-
ond Vatican Council. Pacem in Terris,
published by the Pope in 1963, offered
the first clear papal support to conscien-
tious' objection. A just war, the Holy
Father stated, was no longer possible:
“In this age of ours that takes pride in

nuclear weapons, it is irrational to argue
that war can any longer be a fit instru-
ment of justice.” The encyclical listed
and discussed fundamental human
rights, beginning with the right to life.

It is possible that Merton's writings
had a direct influence on Pope John’s
thinking. Certainly Pope John held Mer-
ton in high regard—so much so that,
after his election as Pope, he sent Mer-
ton one of the vestments—his stole—
that he had worn during his coronation.
(In 1968, Pope Paul made a similar gest-
ure of appreciation to Merton, entrust-
ing a small bronze cross to Brother Pat-
rick Hart for personal delivery to Mer-
ton in Kentucky. A formal written bless-
ing to “Thomas Merton, Hermit” hung in
his hermitage—inside the closet door,
as Merton would have it—the hideout in
his hideout.)

It is important to remember, of course,

that he was, in his last years, still
Thomas Merton, Monk—not Thomas
Merton, would-be Catholic Worker, or

Thomas Merton, would-be Buddhist Zen
Master, or any of the things people
sometimes try to make -of him to bring
him closer to their own ideas.

What is remarkable to those who
haven’t lived the monastic life and who
imagine it as a situation cutting off the
monk from reality and ‘“the world” is
the discovery, in a monk’s life made
public through writing, of how intensely
his vocation joined him to many ef-
forts outside the monastery, especially
responses to human suffering. Thus

" Merton’s long association with the Ca-

tholic Worker movement and his per-
sonal sense of identification with others,
especially the poor. As he commented in
a letter about the slow processing by
Trappist censors of an article he had
written for The Catholic Worker, “This
is the kind of thing one has to be pa-
tient with. It is wearying, of course.
However, it is all I can offer (in shar-
ing the lot of the poor). A poor man

has to sit and wait and wait and wait,
in clinics, in offices, in places where you
sign papers, in police stations, etc. And

“he has nothing to say about it. At least

there is an element of poverty for me
too.”

At the center of his spirituality was
his hope in God, whom he spoke of at
times as ‘“‘Mercy within Mercy within
Mercy.” The hope required patience and
poverty of spirit, not a frantic and op-
timistic expectation of what one was
bound to accomplish. As he put this in
one of his most helpful letters, written
in 1966 two years before his death:

“Do not depend on the hope of results,
When you are doing the sort of work
that you (in the Catholic Worker and
Catholic Peace Fellowship) have taken
on, essentially an apostolic work, you
may. have to face the fact that the work
will be apparently worthless and even
achieve no result at all, if not perhaps
the opposite of what you expect. As you
get used to this idea, you start more and
more to concentrate not on the results
but on the value, the rightness, the
truth of the work itself. And there too
a great deal has to be gone through, as
gradually you struggle less and less for
an idea and more and more for specific
people. The range tends to narrow down,
but it gets much more real. In the end,
it is the reality of personal relationships
that saves everything .

“It is so easy to get engrossed with
ideas and slogans and myths that in the
end one is left holding the bag, empty,
with no trace of meaning left in it. And
then the temptation is to yell louder
than ever in order to make the meaning
be there again by magic ...

“The big results are not in your hands
or mine, but they suddenly happen, and
we can share in them: but there is no
point in building our lives on this per-
sonal satisfaction, which may be denied
us and which, after all, is not that im-
portant ...

“The real hope, then, is not in some-
thing we think we can do, but in God
Who is making something good out of it

"in some way we cannot see. If we can

do His will, we will be helping in this
process. But we will not necessarily
know all about it beforehand ...”

(A more detailed study of themes in
this article appears in essays by Jim
Forest and Gordon Zahn contained in a
book published this month, THOMAS
MERTON: PROPHET IN THE BELLY
OF A PARADOX, Paulist Press, Gerry
Twomey, editor.)
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