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Thomas Merton,
Rooted in God

By ANNA BROWN

Jonathan Montaldo, editor of Entering
the Silence, the second of Thomas Merton's
recently published journals, describes
Thomas Merton (1915 196%) as “a monk, a
gifted teacher, facile in many languages,
above all a poet and an artist whose best
medium was the written word ™ In speaking
of this hermit of the Kentucky hills at Our
Lady of Gethsemani Monastery, Jonathan
Montaldo further contends that he “believed
(yod's salt infused the sea [he| needed 1o
swim in moment to moment.” In this article,
prompted by the recognition of the thirtieth
anniversary of his December 10, 1968 death,
| reflect upon the particular way thal Thomas
Merton chose to “swim in the sea of life ™ |
emphasize three points of navigation—a
receptivity to God, a devotion to the contem-
plative lite and a commitment to social
engagement—that may serve as a guide to
understanding how he, despite moments of
awkwardness and clumsiness, was able 1o
plunge so gracetully and beautitully into the
often choppy waters ol life itself

Receptivity to God

Ihe first point of navigatnon is Thomas
Merton's receptivity to God. The quality of
his receptivity may be described in two
words: “utter openness.” He imparis to his
reader the level ol openness that must be
assumed in relatedness to God when, in the
first line of lus early poem, “The Ointment,”
he writes, “This day, throw open all your
houses, and forever. ™ He wrote that hine when
he was a twenty-six-year-old novice at
Cethsemani. What is of interest to me is the
way i which he was able to deepen this qual
ity of openness to God throughout the next
twenty-seven vears of his lile [is this stead
fast quality that enabled him to be at home
with the multiple and often contradictory
dimensions of his own life. Though Thomas
Merton waged a mighty struggle in the proc-
rss of discerning how 1o live his life (e g, as
a monk, writer, poct, hermit, activist, etc.), he
never veered from what was central 1o
him—rootedness in God

| contend that it was his devotion to and
practice of contemplation, whether in the form
ol carly morning walks through the wooded
knobs of Kentucky, of mid-afternoon silent
meditation in the confines of his hermitage or
of late-night prayer with ts fellow monks, that
grounded and deepened the quality of recep-
tvity within him. The hallmark of contempla
tion is direct and intuitive experience. The
contemplative finds that words, images and
ideas about life and about God are more
super fluous than necessary, and can act as a
shield against the reality of life itsell In con
temiplation, there is only the sea—Ilile pre
servers are nol part of the deal

Though Themas Merton devoled almost
thirty years w the practice of « ontemplation,
what he built upon was an msight that was
apparent o him at a relatvely young age,
when he was thirty-two. The basic insight that
he realized evarly on was that “Gaod gives
Humsell to us,” and that ours is the lask of
awakening to this reality. This s, more often
than not, & task that requires a hiletine of
attentive eflort. Much o our tune, however,
is spent either immersed m lusion or runming
away from this reality. This time spent run
nmg, i particular, was not lost on Thomas

Merton, as is evident in one of his Entering
the Silence journal entries. In March of 1947,
he wnites

“Yesterday | read a couple of chapters of
The Oloud of Linknowing Evers time | pick
up anything like that—ncluding especially
John of the Cross, | feel like the three wise
men when they came out of Jerusalem and
once more saw the star . [“They rejoiced with
exceedingly great joy' (Matthew 2:10) | They
were once more delivered from questions and
mcertitude and could see their road straight
ahead. In this case it 1s not even a question ol
seeing a road—it is simpler than that it is see
ing that, whenever you want to stop traveling,
vour journey will already be done ™

Vocation in Solitude

l'o exarmine lurther how he developed and
deepened the quality of receptiveness to God,
| turn, now, to his vocation as a monk in solitude
and the way in which receptvity informed his
unique approach o monastic life. Further, [ wish
1o highhght some of the “questions and uncer-
taunties” that did anse when he attempted to clar
ity the way in which he would lve his monasti
lite. In short, | hope to ilhimine the process of
thscernment that enabled hani to sy, in Turming
Toward the World. the fifth volume of his jour
nals, that he felt it necessary o remove himself
from the “abstract and formal image ol
Cisteraan hife willed by the publicists and man
agers of the Order”™ and 10 be attentive 1o “the
redl Order, 1o, the men who are in i, with their
desires, their aspirations and their sorrows”

For Thomas Merton, the act of remaoval
from the “formal and abstract”™ must be met
by a complementary act ol loving engage
ment with the reality of lite at hand. One ol
the salient characteristics of his approach
his vocation as a monk is precisely this gual
ity of “loving engagement ” Loving engage
ment does not translate into adopung the
rather insipd sentiment of fuzry warnvheart
edness Quite the cantrary, the stance of lov
Mg engagement points, most essenially, o an
open heart that 1s recepuive to all—to God,
the world, those living in the world and, per
haps most umportantly, to the “dreaded reality
ol bewng onesell.” Love of the “dreaded realiny
ol being onesell™ (what may be at the base ol
the “too much activity!™ admonition that he
olten pens (o himsell in his journals) is a
recurrent theme i his own struggle to dis
cern and define his monastic vecation The
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readers of his works, and, in particular, his
journals, may be surprised at the circuitous
route that he often took 1 order to make his
way upon “the road straight ahead ™ There is
for example, the reality of Thomas Merton in
community at Gethsemani and Thomas
Merton absorbed in silent meditation, having
resolved, once again, to be done with words;
Thomas Merton immersed in the texts and
traditions of the Western Chnstian world and
Thomas Merton flying off to meet with the
spiritual heirs of the Eastern Buddhist world

When we appreciate what he was getting
at when he spoke of love of the “dreaded real
ity of being onesell.” then we are better able
1o sense the contradictory realities of his own
life. First, however, 1o clanfy what a love of
self does not imply: It does not imply self
absorption, nor does it imply a stance toward
the world that s sohpsistc in nature. It points,
rather, to two things: that a hatred of oneself
is often the “greatest obstacle 1o freedom”
and that a love of onesell means that we see
clearly the essenual and inherent relatedness
of all things—who are we but the homeless
mother irying to feed her children, but the
glittering stars aloft in the indigo sky, but the
loving God Wheo dwells within?

IMomas Merton’s clarity about the essen
tial and inherent relatedness ol all things,
another salient charactenstic of his aApparom h
toward monastic life, speaks to the “at one
ness” he found in his vocation of a monk in
solitude It is the spirit that infuses and. sub-
sequently, helps to make sense of his journal
entry, dated March 19, 195 “The moonlight
is wonderful in the tall pines. Absolute stlence
of moonlit valleys It is the twenty first
anniversary of my simple vows. "™ Such luad
iy, however, does “not always prevent
anguish,” he writes in Learning to Love, the
sixth of his recently published journals. The
anguish of which he speaks 1 the reality ol a
Giod Who “reveals Himsell in the middle of
conflict and contradiction, [however|] we want
to ind Him outside all contradiction ™

1hat Thomas Merton was willing (o live
through what, for most, bevomies the justifica
non for flight and evasion s another important
aspect ol his approach o monastic ife. A will
mgness to live through “conflict and contradic
ton™ 1s what gave hitn the trecdom, for exam
ple. both to kneel in the trdition of the Church
Fathers and 1o sit i the wradition of the Zen

(Continwed on page 3)

Lessons from
Lucasville

“Saceo and Vanzetn,” "Scottsboro,” “the
Rosenbergs.” “Mumia Abu Jamal ™ Fach of
these names or phrases signifies the conver
gence ol two things. an obscenely unfar juds
cial procecding and the death penalty

“Lucasville” should be added to the list. A
prison rebellion began at the Southern Ohio
Correctional Facility in Lucasville, rast of
Cincinnati, on Easter Sunday, 1993 1he pns
Oners were reacung Lo oppressive conditions
and a history of abuses. The uprising contin
ued for eleven days, April 11-21: [t appears to
have been the longest such disturbance n the
history of the United States. Nine prisoners
and one guard were killed by the rebelling
prisoners

Al the beginning of the msurrection, |
block had 429 black and 327 while prisoners
About ten guards (all but one white) were
seized at the outset ol the action and held as
hostages. After the prisoners surrendered.
three black men (Abdullah Siddique Hasan,
formerly know as Carlos Sanders, Keith
lamar, and James Were) and two white men
(Jason Robb and George Skatzes) were found
guilty of aggravated murder and sentenced to
death. All five are now being held al the new
“supermax” prison in Youngstown, Ohio

Lucasville was the third major prisoner
rebelion dunng the last thirty vears. From
September 913, 1971, pnisoners rebelled at
Attica, in upstate New York. They put tor ward
a list ol demands beguning with a mimimum
wage lor prison labor and ending with the
nght to be released 1o a nonimpenalist nation
The prison was retaken by force, and more
than three dozen prisoners and hostages were
killed, all by the attacking troops

Al Santa Fe, New Mexico, in 1980, prison
ers rioted for thirty six hours Almost as
many persons were killed as at Attca, but all
were prsoners, and all were murdered by fel
low inmates. A recent book by a parucipant
(Mike Rolland, Descent Into Madness)
suggests that the prisoner violenve came
about because the pnson administration svs
tematically encouraged prisoner informants
e result was distrust and paranos among
Prisoners

| ucasville falls somewhere between Attica
and Santa Feo Most of the deaths there
occurred in the first few haurs of the distur
bance. Those killed were persons suspected
of being “smitches ™ Thereafter, valiant ellorts
were made by a nuniber of blacks and whites
—notably Abdullali Hasan, Jason Robb, and
Gearge Skatzes—to put forward prisoner
demands, protect the hostage guards, and
negotiate a settlement with the authonties
I‘r:-vm-l; because they came lorward as
spokesmen, these men were singled out for
prosecution. A prisoner severely wonnded in
the disturbance was interviewed by the Ohio
State Highway Patrol in the prison infirmary
soon after the surrender According to las
swor alfidavit

“They made nclear that they wanted the
leaders. They wanted 1o prosecute Hasan,
Livorge Skatzes, lavelle, _].‘tkull Rabb, and
another Mushim whose name | don’t remem
ber. They had not vet begun thew investiga
tion but they knew they wanted these leaders
I joked with them and sad, “You basically
don't care what | say as long as i's against
these guys” They <and, Yeal, that's n ™

(Contimued on page 4/
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(Continued trom page 1)

Masters; to write botli in praise of the Desert
Fathers and i protest of the fathers of war,
and both to sink mto the deeper silence of a
hermmit's Tife and to search actively tor the caus
= ol pohieal, ecanonin and social oppeession
Mough an embrace of the contradictory often
eitails the acceptance of ammbiguity, ot s the
kind of consent that, in the end, <aves us from
the “fatal Maw™ of “being nght at all costs, by
dint of hardening one's vore around an arby
trary choke of a fixed position ™

e canddron of contradiction, or the place
whiere Crod dwells, is fotnd watlun “the nothang
i [our] bemng that must be accepted,” he
wriles in January, 1957 When we own up to
stich emptiness, we risk the Joss of a sure and
certain path, of success within a society that
decms such anmlessness not “cost<cllective,”
and of secunty within institutions that guaran
tee a “thirty percent return on nvestinent, or
your money back ™ What we make room lor,
however, is an acceptance—in God's love—
“Ithat| becomes pure creativity, insight, ete ™
Ihomas Merton's e, granting even its flaws
and limitabions, 15 a beantiii] expression of this
“pure creativity and jnsight

Social Commitment

In |.t'.u.l'rl.i.lﬂ to Love, hie notes that “the
solitary must return to the heart of Gite and
oneness, losmg Tumsell not in nussive dhisions
but simply in the root of reality.” The task ol
returning to the heart is central to his life and
work. His emphasis upon “not losing oneself
i massive lusions” is also central, and it
puints to the third and final navigational
pint—his socal commitment or his “lurn
toward the world ™ In mwch of hes wratimiges thai
deal with the political, the econome and the
sovial, we find a voice that both reots itselt in
and finds itsell at odds with the world o hand
Heis at oddds with a world that is rooted
tiassive haston: a world, i other wards, that
prefers death to lile: Further, a contemplative
who tniderstands s or ier vocation as one al
i l|||||r]vIl' withdrawal and AT phecaratioaty anil

whin s oblivious to the sultermg witha
waorkl, as he

e i Seeds of Destruction
livers ot asamc tomes) Tite bt an llusory lin
Fhomas Merton, ioa letter o liomes
Frorest, puats Tesh oon e Bones of Tis “rooted
1 Bt o dsowith thee sarld™ franne of vl
erence. Inadrgement o this lerter, L Biest
articnlates bis sevsae of whot the ks i bas
Fos this

ol what

ow i oty <houdid be deonge

head, D then ustay s thies veeudits

woes on withun the co wes o the Pentasron

A sevular verswom of “momastie” Tite—a st
towateh the world that advanees et Bl bt
desth Accordimedy. s letter m pa b reads as
ol “the imond s supposed todig oo i
g th ter Gl thie e of Te i baedienness

Usury: Smoke & Mirrors

Hy KATHARINE TEMPLE

According 1o financial reporis in the news
these days, the buzz is how money markets
have run amok: the collapse of the Russian
ruble and ponung of mass bills, the decline of
the Canadian dollar due 1o currency trading and
bank mergers after deficit reduction, constant
crisis i Japan die to bad debis; International
Moty Fune restrocturing ever vwhere; wikd
stock market swings. All this has led one Wall
Street anabvst o opane, “Maybe the market isn'l
all we thought it was,” which has to be in the
runmng lor the understatement of the vem
vansitherng the source. From any other angle
all this is business as ysual

Despite breathless tones, computenzed
charts and comtorted ratonales, evononics
s not nearly as complicated as they would
have us believe, Tnothe eod, all this specula
Hon spring< from one sitmple principle,
“Money makes maney,” a beliel nicely cap
tured by Bengnun Franklin

“Remember that money is of the prolific.
gencratung nature. Money can beget money,
and its ollspring can |n';:|‘l more, and so on
Five shillings turned is six, turned again it is
sevienn and thrupence, and so on, till it be
comes a hundred pounds. The more there is
ol it, the more it produces every turning, so
that the profits nise quicker and quicker He
that kills a breeding sow destrovs all her off
spring lo the thousandth generation. He that
murders a crown murders all it mught have
purchased, even scores of pounds ™

This axiont of capitalism 1 what used to
bes Known as usury (from the | atn wswra, the
s of money), of which the best example has
always been interest on a loan. In contrast to
Ben Frankling ef al | Christanity, trom the
beginning, rejected out of hand any clam that
money can be frontful Clecund”™ being my
word of choiwee), as harmful to all parties

e image of fruithulivess (or lack thereol)
i money appealed particularly to the Greek
Church Fathers, tor the Greek word fokos can
mean both “childbirth™ and “interest.”™ For
instance, from St Gregory of Nyssa

“Only ammate beings have the distinction
between male and female. God the Creator
said, “Increase and multiply” |Genesis 1 28]
that one generation mught gave birth 1o a su
ceeding one. But, rom what kind of marrage
does the birth [tekes| of gold denve? What
sort of conception brings it to irmtion? 1 am
aware of the pains in such a birth from the
pealinist’s words, 'Behaold, he labors with inig
ity conceives mischiel and brings lorth
talsehowd " |Psalms 7 14) Such is the birth
which avance vields, trouble begets and hate
delivers. When urgently pressed, the person
who always conceals abundance and swears
10 have notlung, 1s pregnant with purse and
begets usury [fokos| oul ol desire lor gain. He
asstimes the mistortune of a money-lender
who devotes himsell to material gain in the
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1 person extinguishes a fame with
oil. The calamity ol a loan has no remedy.
instead it becomes worse ”

It 1s no surprise that Peter Maurin
schooled in the Chiurch Fathers and keen
observer of the Amenwcan scene, considered
money-lending at interest cracial to lis own
understanding and analvsis. He dhirected the
most traditional view on usury to the most
advanced forms of the practice

Because the State has legalized

money-lending at interest,

home-owners have morigaged

their homes.

Because the State has legahized

money-lending at interest,

farmers have mortgaged their farms.

Because the State has legaleed

money-lending al interest,

institutions have mortgaged

their buildings.

Because the State has legalized

money-lending at interest,

congregations have

mortgaged their churches.

Because the Stnte has legalized

money-lending at interest,

cities, countics and states

and the federal government

have mortgaged their budgets.,

So people find themsehes

in all kinds of financial difficultes

because the State has legalized

money-lending at interest.

Since the Church Fathers, sinee Benganun
Franklin, since Peters time even, the comy
nations and permtations of how maney iries
to make money bave been ratcheted up well
beyond simiple miterest By now, usury s no
longeer just a prece i the evonomn paezhe,
but the basis for the svstem el Yer, the
ponciple remains the <

Peter s so often dispssad as ecoentr
that | have tocontess o a <urge of satistaction
when | hear about a stock market plunge He
himsell, of course, wauld never be so petty
aboul bemg nght. He would not rejoice i the
fall of powertul mvestors, and he would re
ognize immediately that 1s i always poar peo
ple who suffer the most i economic calann
bes. But nowadays (Peter would learn), even
low: or average paid workers can unwittingly
gel caughl up in usunous vestients—it
only through their pension plans

Eileen Egan, who is more irenic and tem
perate than [am, wrote o me recently. <The
Russian crisis is bonging down the world
fnancial markets—includmg our own banks
which have lost incredible amounts in then
Russian involvement, This deesn’t nwan any
thing to vou and me personally, but | don’t
waril to think of the many tanilies who will sul
fer The poor in Russia are desperate— begin
ning with pensioners, the lower echielons of
bureaucracy, miners and the army I may
soutid depressed, but, rather, L simply con

firmed in our CW view of the world. What can
be expected of a svstem in which mterest is
the very heart ol the global economie motor?
1 am hardly surprised at what is happening,
but taken aback by the blindness of President
Clinton and his scores of asdvisers”

The Blindness goes well bevond advisers
who stand to gaim (or think they do), to Church
iwvolvement (e g, through its own pensson or
mtual funds) and, eventually, to our bestinten
'.dll]l[_\ to s reality Tor what it is
For mstanee, m preparation for the Year
K, varmous Chiareh statements have sug
pested the cancellation or “forgiveness" of
unperyable loans for poor counties, as a Jubilee
prow lamation Now, the sentiments may I

noble, but they seem te miss a fundamental
rmit Without the calculation of « -.||'|;|.‘.uu|
iterest twhat debt servicimge s about) that s,
without usury, the poncipal on owest waorld
debts Tuis adready boen pan] <overal tines over
Apatt fron usury, there s no more debi 1o
vanced Do other words, s oot a Tubilee mat
ter 1 gs o matter o cotmon setse and a
return o basie, evervday teachimgs

“Whien they <av to vour, U onsult the medy
uitns and the wizards wha chirp and muatter.”
should not a perople consult their God?”
(Isaiah B 19) This passage, nght between two
wellloved Advent/Chrstmas texts ("Behold
avirgnn <hall coneemve aned bear a chibd ol call
His vane Tnmanuel™ [7:14), and “The people
whio walk i darkness have seen aereat light™
|92 may give a key 1o Advent as a scason of
repentance. of hope, and a gude for what to do
while we wait, In the Gield of evonomies, 1l wi
could remove the blinders of perceived <t
mterest, it we canld avoud the chirping of the
twerdia and the muttering of the experts, there
pght just be practical alternatives

The way

to avoid inflation

is to highten the burden

of the money borrowers

without robbing

the money lenders,

And the way

to lighten the burden

of money borrowers

without robhing

the money lenders

1% lo pass two laws,

one law

making immediately illegal

all interest

on money lent

and another law

obliging the money borrowers

o pay one pereent

of their debis

CvVery vear

during a period of a hundred vears.

If we cannot extend Peter Maunn's sug
gestion to other forms of usury, then it is a
sure sign of how far we have been sucked
o Bengnmun Franklin's evononmes of simoke
and mirrors, managed by manipulating fig
ures, over the straghtfor ward realism of St
Ciregory's soctal analysis e

Yet, what has come to pass, he continues, are
the “tellows clostered inthe bomb silo, with
their cormmunial hie, their silence, their austet
ity their separation trom the world land whol
tiu.', iito the carth with the Ppower ol death ”

1homas Merton's words bespeak an acule
awaretess of the soctd relationships and striw
tures of power In the same letter 1o James
Forest, he also dentties the darkness and con
tsion in our own nnds Gas he pats i, "
tests o nuands, where death hatches all
kinds it |'|,u'-.h| assource of the social sinfe
Phaat il hicts the workil 1 beleve that wois his
yiow leddge ol the pmer Ludseape of the b
tonned Ghe troit of bis contemplitive practive)
s B sy ity tocddi=oribae and analy e
the appressive tatore ol s tal straetires,
mthes homas Merton

tiest be consaderad

» s il vobee one
Further, his
bl whithe <osange thee con

sy
crgagzenrenn i e <

tradity ol the contempbtne, pots torth a nodel
e actvests worthd o well econsuder Tnoothne
wortels, vosagemment i He wor e st spomng
troin the “Tideben gromid of Tosa™ deep within
[ RIITHIR IR Harply crn alb ot the |n-|1|

Wbl e e social realities copenga

rary to bus ime, Tos social analyses and wiit
ings are not those of a despearing cvie e
cyne is one who relies upon o limited under
\l;lTI(lI[\K of self interest 4 rrest for the null of
life. Whitle e acknowledges the legitmacy ol

seelbanterest, there s alsa roon i his concep
ton of the selt taallow tor the 1 it = unit
e m God through Chrost ™ Accardimgly, the
Christian <l s one whe responds to
world tot with cvmicrsin but sl hope T an
wes Phomas Merton nukes
- 1.Tl|||‘|-
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copwrete i e L linstian

saelt vnnnehiers

I« o 1l thietee is el wicke)
s i the wod bl Bt frhiat | vl trst i Could
vannol e corepleredy divorced oo aocei iun
Pt et Pl v st kst thiep
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1
~~ghnlity ool o nespent
jHr ST e I

el b <iopdy anot by wan ol savinee Tt live i

Tntbe ™ Do Bivwe wn tithy, tor Thioes Mea ton s
lebw'oli=a it to peative et that ro
esas o e ool e o TENTERTH (TR
fepingiet dtih e Wl albsee <aw 1

nevessaty ol socud engagetent) s the French
philosophier Simone Well (19091940 She
sUREests that ene's n spHise o thisse whao
are sutfenng must be a response of “creative
attentivenes<" an intelligence ol the hean
analogons tooenins " I allows for the acut
petception demonstrated, tor example, by the
Covotd samuantan | mply ol dismissivi ]n(h:
e, il

wars e alone whe recogmzed (e
It o tin

e ol the road s a o
b and acted with compasston O reativ
Atentivenes=, | <upn

o1, i nothange other than
the mcarmation of omas Merton's defim
ton ol tathe For both Thormas Merton ol
sttt Wel e "root vealine™ s veallv ot

sttpbe—swher on T b= are opwen, whie wa
areattentive el eiggaated an e warkil il
pviervones death
e pronts o Thommas Mo tores et ]
Vi | “l LERCSN LU AR Y TR il
i W tend ALk but thres ol Thue el
o W wiove e the Baibrse o Dus Ll
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