Thomas Merton, OSCO.
Thomas Merton was a writer of over 70 books on the spiritual life, he was a mystic, student of
comparative religion, a social activist, Roman Catholic priest and a monk of the contemplative
Cistercian Order.
Although American Merton was born in France on the 31st of January 1915 and though his
mother was a Quaker, a faith he flirted with briefly, he was baptised and raised within the
traditions of the Church of England, although by the age of 18 he had declared himself an
atheist saying that he believed in nothing. This may have been a reaction to his mother’s death
from cancer when he was just 6.
His family returned to America the year he was born but the young Merton was sent back to
France to attend boarding school, at school he refused to attend religion classes and church
services.
In 1933 he had a brief flirtation with the Catholic faith following a trip to Rome, but by the end
of that summer he had returned to his position that he believed in nothing.
In 1938 while completing a BA at Columbia university he read as part of his course a book by
the philosopher Etienne Gilson, that book would once again spark his interest in the Catholic
faith and 2 years later to everybody’s surprise he applied to join the Franciscan Order to study
for the priesthood, they turned him down, seemingly because during his interview he was al
little to frank about the high jinks of his life as a student. Ironically following this rejection he
was to get a job at a Franciscan run catholic university.
To everybody’s surprise and shock in 1941 Merton had announced to his only brother that he
wanted to become a monk. Later that year he applied to Cistercian Order. Those who knew him
advised against such a move, the Cistercians were and are a strict monastic order who live a life
of manual labour and silence, the orders rule of life is “Ora et labora”, pray and work, and he
had given no indication that he was suited to such a life,
Merton was loud and boisterous with a keen sense of fun, he liked the ladies and his main
passion in life, jazz and nightclubs. He had a fondness for booze and was a heavy smoker.
Despite advice from those closest to him Merton entered the Cistercian Abbey of Gethsemane
in Kentucky on the 10th of December 1941, in the Cistercian tradition he was given a list of 3
religious names from which to choose, he chose Louis and on the 26th of May 1946 Merton was
ordained a priest in the Abbey’s Church.

Merton initially found life in the enclosed abbey hard to adjust to, at that time in order to
communicate during the long periods of silence the monks used a unique and very complicated
form of sign language which Merton found hard to master. Little had changed in the Cistercian
way of life in hundreds of years, including the rather complicated underwear the monks used to
wear for reasons of modesty and chastity. Merton, in his early monastic life seemingly struggled
with his underwear!!
By the time he entered the monastic life Merton despite his outward appearance and lifestyle
was already living an inner life of contemplative prayer and by the early 1930's had already
begun to show an interest in eastern mysticism, this prepared him well for life as a Trappist
monk, where still today the day begins at 4 am and is filled with manual work, reading study
and prayer until bed at 8pm.
Merton settled into the life of the Abbey set in the Kentucky countryside and soon began to
write prolifically, as I said at the being the author of over 70 books, with manuscripts still being
published nearly 50 years after his death. In 1948, still only 33 he wrote his autobiography. The
book “The Seven Story Mountain” told not just the story of his life but of his journey in the
spirit, it was honest and captured the mood of America where the book was an instant best
seller, at one point selling 10,000 copies a day. Merton the monk had become a celebrity much
to the dismay of his superiors.
Merton’s autobiography was a little too honest for his Order and it has come to light that in the
final draft his Superiors edited out about 1/3 rd of the content. The exact whereabouts of the
missing chapters are still unknown but it is believed they are hidden away at the Abbey of
Gethsemane. There are faint hopes that one day they may be published. The censorship of
Merton’s work by his Superiors was to be a lifelong problem, so much so that he would later
resort to publishing some of his work in the underground press.
Merton had been born during World War 1 and although he didn't see active service he was
deeply affected by the 2nd World War and the dropping of the Atomic bomb on Hiroshima, it
made him an avowed opponent of the so called “Nuclear option”.
In terms of what we term “conventional warfare”, Merton was never truly a pacifist, he
believed in the Theory of The Just War, but only as a theory. The horrors and suffering made
such a theory impractical in reality.
America of the 50's and 60's was a land in the throes of social activism, people like Malcom X,
and Martin Luther King fought for racial equality, and the Cold War was at its height, with the
Cuban Missile Crisis. All this mixed in with new emerging musical force that was rock n roll and
the availability of drugs made for a heady mix and an electric atmosphere. Added to this was
the Vietnam war, a war that would polarize and divide America. By 1965 Merton had realized

he disliked living in a community and had moved to a hermitage in the grounds of his Abbey
and as such it is hard to imagine that this catholic monk would capture the mood of a
generation.
Merton was totally opposed to the war in Vietnam, describing it as evil. He freely associated
himself with the so called left, becoming a hero to a generation of anti-war protestors,
becoming friends with people like Dylan and Joan Baez. His order did not appreciate the tone of
his writing and again sought to censor his work, at this time Merton used the underground
press to convey his message. Merton became the spiritual voice of his time.
In his efforts to promote peace Merton wrote:
“If only people could see themselves as they really are. If only we could see each other that way
all the time.
There would be no more wars, no more hatred, no more cruelty and no more greed. I suppose
the big problem would be that we would fall down and worship each other”
Merton’s fascination with Eastern mysticism and especially Buddhism began in the late 1930's,
it seemed a natural complement to his contemplative side. Soon he was to meet one of the
leading exponents of Zen D T Suzuki, to whom he would latter write “ I do not pretend to
understand Zen, I barely understand Christianity”.
Merton would begin a lifelong devotion to Buddhism, his writings would not please his
superiors who saw him as promoting a non-Christian faith and he caused some consternation
when he said “I see no contradiction between Christianity and Buddhism. I intend to become as
good a Buddhist as I can”
For Merton other religious faiths were seen as travellers on the same road he believed that
faiths did not have to be exclusive of each other, the spiritual life wasn't a competition to see
who had the biggest God. I am reminded of a quote from the American theologian Matthew
Fox “ On our way to the great river we find that there are many paths, but once we get there
we realise there is only one river”.
The attraction of Buddhism for Merton was natural perhaps given his nature and life as a
contemplative monk. The practise of Zen helped him hone his own prayer life and understand
better the mystery of self and of God. For Merton Buddhism’s main attraction was that it didn’t
place any great emphasis for him on doctrine but placed the emphasis on experience.
This was very much in tune with Merton, who while remaining deeply committed to his
Christian faith did not see doctrine as a pathway to the experience of Gods spirit and presence.
Perhaps some might say naively given the church to which he belonged and the times he lived
in Merton hoped that people would see that it was possible to remain faithful to the Christian

tradition and still learn to understand self and God more deeply through Hindu and Buddhist
experiences. On a personal level Merton felt that Zen would make him a better monk and
facilitate in him a deeper understanding of the monastic life to which he had been called.
For Merton God was all about experience and if we can learn from other faiths and thereby
deepen our vision of God and our sense of prayer then that can only be good. In many ways
Merton was perhaps a sharer of our own Unitarian approach to faith, he also studied Hinduism,
Taoism and Sufism. He became a close friend of the Dali Lama who credits Merton with
showing him that Buddhism does not possess all the answers
In 1968 Merton travelled to Bangkok to take part in a conference on Western and Eastern
monastic life, having given a lecture he returned to his hotel room to take a bath before
travelling onto Japan. He was found dead by hotel staff, it is thought that an electric fan
mounted on a wall came loose and fell onto Merton.
Conspiracy theories at once began to circulate around his death, not helped by the fact that the
police in Thailand announced that he had died of a heart attack, this despite no autopsy ever
being carried out on his body and the obvious fact that he had been electrocuted. The local
police also upset the Catholic Church when they reported that he had died while praying in
front of a statue of the Buddha. In the nearly 50 years since his death many still argue that
Merton was murdered, as is always the case the CIA have always remained in the spotlight. No
evidence has ever been presented to make this even a remote possibility. His Order have
always accepted that his death was a tragic accident.
Merton’s legacy of work remains immense with many of his works still unpublished, as well as
his work for peace he sought to bring about a deeper understanding of God ,he did not see the
road to God as a narrow one travelled only by his own catholic faith but rather as a broad
expansive road on which many travelled. He defied the conventional thinking that God is to be
found and experienced through doctrine. He sought to bring contemplative prayer and
meditation out from behind the monastery wall and above all sought to convey the sheer
mystery that is God.
Like many truly spiritual people Merton had a dislike for false piety, in his first years as a novice
he found the piety of the younger monks to be amusing. Merton always retained his sense of
humanity in a very positive and life affirming way, he was and always remained a boisterous
personality, he loved to laugh, he did not seek to lose himself and who he was in order to live a
spiritual life and as a monk unknown to his superiors he would when away from the Abbey
dress in civvies and attend jazz clubs.

Merton perhaps realised that our humanity and our spiritual life are not separate, they are not
2 separate lives but must be always fully integrated. The spiritual life is an embracing of our
humanity not a denial of it.
In recent years some Catholics and traditional Christians have sought to classify Merton as
nothing more than a New Age mystic, this stems mainly from two incidents in his life which it is
claimed take away his authority and credibility. To me such charges are cheap and baseless.
The first is an unsubstantiated claim that while a student at University Merton fathered a child.
The second is an episode in his life that he freely admitted too and the hope is that in yet
unreleased manuscripts we get more of the story.
In 1966 while suffering from chronic back pain Merton was sent to hospital for treatment. Here
he met a young nurse called Margaret Smith and soon the two developed a relationship. When
he returned to his Abbey the two continued to write, he told her to write “Matters of
Conscience” on the envelopes, thereby ensuring that his Superiors would not open and read
the letters.
Merton fell deeply in love and referred to Margaret as “M”. He would use close friends to pass
on messages and arrange secret meetings. The couple would meet and go for meals and to live
jazz shows and Merton began to feel as if he could not live without her but he was a priest and
a monk and as he said of the affair “ I felt as if I were being slowly torn in half”
Merton’s superiors found out about the affair and ordered him to break all ties with “M”. He
did not at first but some months later he ended the affair and rededicated himself to his
monastic vows of Poverty, Chastity and Obedience. There is no evidence that Merton ever
broke his vow of Chastity in the physical sense by consummating his love for M, Merton himself
said that he was torn in that regard and it has been suggested that he may have considered a
chaste marriage at one point.
Following his death his body was returned to the US without any fanfare on board a US military
cargo plane.
Thomas Merton is buried in the graveyard at The Abbey of Gethsemane in Kentucky, he died 27
years to the day after entering that monastery. He was 53 and his life is best summed up by his
own words from the book “Thoughts on Solitude”
“Your life is shaped by the ends you live for, you are made in the image of what you desire”
Merton’s grave is marked by a simple white cross which bears the inscription:
“Fr Louis Merton died 10th December 1968.”

Amen.

