Merton’s Fascination with Deer:
A Graceful Symphony

Monica Weis

[Tt 15 a bitter journey without God's grace to walk peacefully about in the
world, loving created things. . .because they are imperfect yet make captives. . .
When you love them for themselves then you get only bitterness.”

(18 May 1939)'

“Let me seek, then, the g;ﬁ of silence and poverty, and solicude, where every-
thing I rouch s rurned into prayer: where the sky is prayer, the birds are m 1y
prayer, the wind in the trees is my prayer, for God s all in all.”

( Tﬁoughﬂv 1 Solitude, 1958

Can this possibly be the writing of the
same man, T homas Merton? If so, what
has happened to change his opinion from
such a dualistic view of matter as bad,
spirit as good to such an incarnational
view — an attitude that sees all nature as
holy, infused with the spiritual energy
Christians call God?

Some answers to these questions can be
found in Merton's Journals, those seven
volumes of reflective writing that contain
more than 1470 references to nature. If
we examine Merton's encounter with one
species — the deer in the monastery woods
surrounding Merton’s hermitage, we can
witness Merton's adjustment to deeper
solitude and the power of place in his
spiritual development, as well as explore,
in miniature, important themes of the
larger symphony of his life.

1 deliberately use this symphony meta-
phor, because I want to frame my argu-
ment within the structure of the first
movement of a classical symphony, that
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is, three musical sections often accompa-
nied by a coda or final statement. Permit
me to offer a mini-lesson on classical
music.

From Haydn and Mozart to the pre-
sent, the first movement of most sonatas,
concertos, and symphonies is constructed
in what has come to be known as sonata
form. In that first movement, the com-
poser’s ideas are presented in three sec-
tions: the exposition, the development,
and the recapitulation. In the exposition,
musical ideas are introduced, often with a
number of themes, both dramaric and
lyric. In the development, or central sec-
tion, the composer expands on these mu-
sical ideas, using ingenuity and the the-
matic material at his disposal to build
dramatic tension, increase the musical
temperature, and  suggest
forces. The recapitulation section then
restates all the previous themes with

competing

modifications or variations; and, often the
movement concludes with a short fourth
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section, the coda or final statement of the
theme .}

By applying this symphony metaphor
to Merton's experience with the deer in
his woods — and, by extension, to his
whole life — one can understand more
clearly the power of these creatures on
Merton's thinking and spiritual resolve.
His initial fascination with the deer, mov-
ing from mere scientific observation to
spurtual insight and intimacy, comprises
the exposition. A long journal passage
celebrating communion, even ecstasy, in
nature, is the development section. Then
a passage revealing Merton’s compassion
and responsibility for the deer represents
the recapitulation or restatement of
themes, followed by two easily discernible
variations or modifications. This s
quickly followed by a short recommit-
ment to the woods that functions as the
coda or final statement of Merton's voca-
tion to life in the hermitage.

Occurring as they do during the last
five years of his life, Merton’s encounters
with deer, mentioned in twenty-three
journal passages, elicit from him a gamut
of reactions — from dismissing their exis-
tence in 1963 (when one of the brothers
“insists” he has seen “a deer again” in the
woods) to using deer as a symbol of his
love for “M,” to a tongue-in-check com-
ment that his somewhat crazy farmer-
neighbor, Andy Boone, believes the deer
are raping his cows.* However, this ex-
amination of sequential deer passages is
restricted to Merton’s journal entries
from January 1965 through June 1966 in
order to see more precisely how his inter-
action with deer 1s a reflection of the
larger symphony of his life.

Exposition: Fascination/Intimacy

The exposition of a first movement of a
symphony, in proper classical style, in-
cludes both dramatic and lyrical themes.
The movement can hs’lvc Cﬂnnt‘cting PHS‘
sages, repetition and overlapping melodies
before coming to closure. If we look at
the exposition of Merton’s fascination
with the deer, as detailed in his journal
entries [965-66, we note two major
themes: the dramatic outward glance at
nature, and the more lyrical inward
glance, leading to spiritual insight, inti-
macy, and heightened sense of personal
identity.

Theme #1: After an emotionally charged
feast of Epipha.ny, January 19635, Merton
“suddenly” realizes toward twilight that
there are deer in the tall grass, looking at
him (8 January 1965).° Merton is imme-
diately captivated by the drama of the
moment — these five graceful creatures
studying him. Apparently the attraction is
mutual, for the “lovely moment” of look-
ing, says Merton, “stretched into 10 min-
utes perhaps!” This encounter is not the
startling opening melody of a Beethoven
Fifth Symphony, but a more subtle
drama, the Elijah “breeze” moment when
the awesome presence of the Holy is felt
not in the mighty action of wind or
storm, but in the gentle, almost impercep-
tible realization that the Holy is already
present.

Theme #2: Nine months later, when
Merton is living in the hermitage full time
and settling into a routine, a second
theme emerges (6 September 1965).°
Again, Merton's fascination with the deer
begins with an intellectual approach. He
studies the two stags through his field
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glasses. But his scientific observation
quickly moves to lyrical inward reverie.
Captivated by their “beautiful running,
grazing,” Merton is also seeing into the
deer: he is experiencing an epiphany of
universal “deerness,” captured by cave
painters so long ago. Moving beyond his
initial outward gaze, Merton's inward
reflection — “contemplative intuition” he
calls it — recognizes his connection with
those ancient ones, keenly sensitive to the
“Mantu or spirit” of the deer. Merton
experiences what the Scottish theologian
Dun Scotus called the Aaeccerras—
thisness of a creature, and what Gerard
Manley Hopkins (one of Merton's favor-
ite poets) called “inscape.” This Septem-
ber encounter with the deer is a powerful
and deep moment for Merton; he is not
only appreciating the graceful woodland
creatures in the external world, but re-
flecting on their universal spiritual signifi-
cance. He is moving from a solely out-
ward glance at the exterior landscape to
an inward glance at the spiritual meaning
of creation and the geography of his own
heart. He recognizes his link with his
human ancestors, as well as the Divine
Spark he and the deer share with Being
itself. That poignant encounter of mutual
looking, Merton concludes, reveals
“something essential” in  himself. No
wonder he “long[s] to touch them.”

This extraordinary moment of fellow-
ship is not as unique as it may seem.
Native peoples often speak of human and
animal worlds as “parallel cultures” on
two sides of a chasm, occasionally crossed
by the shaman to make inquiries.” Con-
temporary nature writer Gretel Ehrlich
explains this impact of nature on us.
When T discover a certain interdepend-
ence with animals, she writes, I encounter

Advent 2008: volume 15 number 2

Merton's Fascination with Deer

“intimacy with what is animal in me."
The animal and I are “comrades who save
each other’s lives.” We form an odd part-
nership, “stripped-down compassion, one
that is made of frankness and respect and
rigorously excludes sentimentality.”*

Such unspoken intimacy underpins
Merton’s journal comments four days
later (10 September 1965). Merton be-
gins this entry by citing the deer's appar-
ent acceptance of him as part of the envi-
ronment, noting the movement of the doe
toward him as he is pacing in front of the
hermitage saying Compline.” This new
tameness is cause for both elation and
alarm as Merton remembers the oncom-
ing }mnting season. Again, Ehrlich's
words offer insight into the meaning of
this intimacy and its impact on our deep-
est identity.

An animal’s wordlessness takes on
the cleansing qualities of space:. . .
what is obvious to an animal is. . .
what’s bedrock and current in us:
aggression, fear, insecurity, happi-
ness, or equanimity. Because they
have the ability to read our invol-
untary tics and scents, we're trans-
parent to them and thus exposed

— we're finally ourselves."”

Merton would agree with Ehrlich, for he
continues in that entry to comment on
the peace and solitude of his hermir exis-
tence, in contrast to what he calls the
“artificiality of the community life” in the
monastery. The passage concludes with a
list of the harmonious components of his
evenings: “quiet supper reading, walking,
looking at the hills, the silence, the moon,
the does, darkness, prayer, bed.”

This second, lyrical theme of intimacy
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and deepened identity continues to play
out in the following day’s journal entry.
“In a sense,” Merton comments, “a very
true and solitary sense, coming to the
hermitage has been a ‘return ro the world’
not a return to the cities, but a return to
direct and humble contact with God's
world, His creation, and the world of
poor men who work . . .My space is the
world created and redeemed by God and
God is in this true world” (11 Seprember
1965)."" This sense of right relationship
echoes the ecological balance Merton
celebrated four months earlier in Day of a
Stranger, that charming prose poem de-
scribing a typical day at the hermitage. It
Is nOt surprising that Merton spends the
feast of St. Francis Assisi on holiday in
the hollow, field, and woods “where the
deer sleep” and that he comments in the
midst of this intimacy with nature, that
he is “only just beginning to know what
lite really is” {5 October 1965)."

Let's leave the woods temporarily to
examine the larger symphony of Merton's
life, where fascination and intimacy with
nature are also recurring themes. Merton
was introduced to the nature poetry of
Gerard Manley Hopkins at Oakham
when he was recovering from blood poi-
soning; at Columbia, he was fascinated by
the avant-garde poet-engraver William
Blake whose aphorism, “Everything that
is, is holy,” guided Merton toward his
master’s thesis on Blake's concepr of
beauty; and he spent several summers in
western New York Srate at Bob Lax's
family cottage, writing and enjoying the
sunsets over the green hills,

But Merton's fascination with nature
has even deeper roots. His father, Owen,
a landscape painter, awakened in little
Tom an attention to detail and color; his

mother, Ruth, a writer, recorded many of
his early experiences. In Tom's Book To
Granny, a chronicle Ruth was keeping for
the New Zealand relatives, she records
how at three months of age Tom
“watched and talked to a flower,” that at
eight months, he “stood up in his pram,
especially to see the river when we went
on the bridge,” and that before they left
Prades, France, ten-month old Tom “had
already begun to wave his arms toward
the landscape, crying ‘Oh color!”” The
vocabulary two-year old Tom had ac-
quired included the typical terms for
clothes, food, and furniture, but also a
curious and wide array of bird species he
apparently recognized and could name:
kingfisher, chickadee, woodpecker, wren,
and oriole.”

Merton’s early habit of being attentive
to his surroundings was useful to him
throughout his life: as a cartoonist at Co-
lumbia, a writer of letters, essays, poems,
and books, and as a contemplative monk,
especially in his later years when he be-
came deeply interested in Zen with its
emphasis on awareness. One might say
that Merton’s nature awareness was train-
ing for prayer awareness'* for soon after
his entrance into Gethsemani, Merton
writes that all feelings and obligations
inside and outside had been brought into
harmony (18 December 1941)."* By Janu-
ary of 1947, Merton acknowledges the
providence of God for bringing him to
this place where he can pray “walking up
and down under the trees.”’® On 2 July
1948, Merton notes that “landscape
seems to be important for contempla-
tion... Anyway I have no scruples about
loving it.”"

And we cannot overlook the pivotal

date of 27 June 1949 when, after being at
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Gethsemani for eight years, Merton is
allowed to go beyond the confines of the
cloister to roam the hills of the abbey
property.'" The increasing frequency of
nature references in his journals with their
connection to prayer indicates how in-
tensely being in the woods nourishes
Merton'’s vocation, and how unswervingly
and urgently the God of Creation draws

him tOW;’II’C{ t["lE hermitage.

Merton dialogues with
his surroundings,
celebrates his harmony
with the sun, articulates
how he and the warblers
share the same nature -
namely, love, and how
being in unity with the
woods, reaffirms his
vocation to solitude

For example, in the major portion of
Volume I of the Journals — much of
which was published as 7he Sign of Jonas
— there are 180 separate entries celebrat-
ing nature. However, in Volume V which
details Merton’s gradual move to the her-
mitage full time, there are 225 separate
nature entries — not counting four full
pages that constitute the core of Day of a
Stranger. Merton dialogues with his sur-
roundings, celebrates his harmony with
the sun, articulates how he and the war-
blers share the same nature — namely,
love, and how being in unity with the
woods, reaffirms his vocation to solitude.
“There is no question for me,” writes
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Merton, “that my one job as monk is to
live the hermit life in simple direct con-
tact with nature, primitively, quietly, do-
ing some writing, maintaining such con-
tacts as are willed by God, and bearing
witness to the value and goodness of sim-
ple things and ways, and loving God in it
all” (15 April 1965)."°

Such a transition from appreciating the
outer landscape to reflecting on one's
inner landscape in prayer is grounded in
Merton’s immersion in Benedictine spiri-
tuality that balances work and prayer, and
reverences the rhythm of the soil. It is
also supported by daily recitation of
psalms, praising a God who feeds us with
the finest wheat (Ps 81), leads us to green
pastures (Ps 23), gives the sparrow a
home and the swallow a nest in which to

place her young (Ps 84).

Development: Communion and compas-
sion

Exposition of one or more themes in a
symphonic work holds its own charms,
but the serious concert-goer is interested
in the development of these themes.
Where do they go from here? What are
their musical possibilities?

Likewise, a student of Merton’s life is
interested in the development of his ex-
perience with nature. What does it do for
prayer? How can it be integrated into a
life of silence and contemplation? Similar
to its musical counterpart, the next several
deer passages reveal Merton's experience
of communion, even ecstasy, in the pres-
ence of nature. Tempo increases; dramatic
tension amplifies, competing forces build
contrast, and Merton is at his literary
best.

During October and November of
1965, Merton had been reading Heideg-

37



38

Monica Weis

A deer in the grounds of the Abbey of Gethsemani (Photograph: Harry Hinkle)

ger and Isaac of Stella, as well as retlect-
ing on his own writing in which he sees a
“superficial existentialism” and “arrogant
tone.”* On 5 November he comments
that he is writing too much, not knowing
where or how to say “No.” His next para-
graph, however, like the comet he has
been seeking in the night sky for several
evenings, streaks off in a blaze of exulta-
tion.? His initial scientific exuberance
quickly moves to poetic images, and fi-
nally prayer.

Introduced by the word “Riches,” Mer-
ton begins with quasi-field notes of the
experience — the “mist,” brightness of the
comet, the reflection of its tail. He then
quick]y moves to metap]wr, praising the
beauty and emotional impact of “this
great spear in the sky" and illustraring,
with poetic dexterity, the context of this
cosmic phenomenon. Acorns drop around
him, the monastery bell signals the most

sacred moment of Roman Catholic Mass,
meteorites flash across the sky, mulitary
planes invade the space, and the stag cries
out beyond his hedge. “Riches” — and
Merton is moved to recite Psalm 18
“with joy.” This is a powerful passage in
which we see how the outer world be-
comes a landscape of the sacred, flower-
ing into a prayer of praise. Psalm 18 cele-
brates how the “heavens are telling the
glory of God and the firmament pro-
claims his handiwork,” how the voice of
all creation 1s heard, and how right rela-
tionship with each other and with God is
essential.

What a curious flight of linguistic exu-
berance — both in Merton's writing and in
the psalm he is moved to recite. In one
short  paragraph, Merton moves from
scientific observation to picturesque com-
position of scene. Juxtaposed to this sky-

ward movement originating in deep space
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is the intrusion of growling man-made
machinery — the SAC plane, symbol for
Merton of all that is wrong with the
American  military-industrial  complex,
and against which Merton often rails.
Here the “stag,” is not central to the pas-
sage, but integrated into the scene. Is the
cry of the stag a mere coincidence of tim-
ing? A mere poetic addition? Or 1s Mer-
ton using this detail as a subtle commen-
tary on the disharmony brought about by
military build-up, the nuclear arms race,
and war itself — issues in his pm]iﬁc writ-
ing. In any case, the intensity of the mo-
ment, captured by the repeated one word
sentence, ‘Riches”, catapults Merton into
i psa]m of exultation in which six of the
fourteen verses are reminders of the im-
portance of being “blameless and inno-
cent of great transgression”.

Caught up in the awe of this cosmic
phenomenon, Merton is something of a
psalmist himself, using several effective
rhetorical strategies: I) poetic contrast
between nature in its most mysterious
manifestation and its interruption by
human implements of destruction; 2) the
numerical sequence of three meteorites,
two planes, and one deer; 3) and the stra-
tegic epanalepsis — “Riches” — to book-
end the passage. From captivation to sci-
entific study to personal insight and inti-
macy, Merton has moved to this new level
of communion which will prepare him for
a yet deeper encounter with Mystery itself
— one thar evokes compassion.

Mid-morning a week later (13 Novem-
ber 1965), Merton spots a wounded deer
limping in the field? Now so totally
caught up with the sacredness of all crea-
tures, Merton experiences an impulse of
compassion; he finds himself “weeping
bitterly” at the sight, then astounded as

Advent 2008: volume 15 number 2

Merton's Fascination with Deer

the deer, after giving him a long look,
“bounds off without any sign of trouble.”
Once again parallel cultures have reached
across the chasm for some kind of deep
inexplicable  communication. Merton
never says whether his initial impression
was mistaken, nor suggests that a miracle
has occurred. He merely sketches the
scene in bare detail, yer surrounded with
mystery — because it is indeed the prove-

nance of Mystery.

What is one to do after
experiencing Mystery in
solitude? “Good news”
must be proclaimed; in-
sights gained in contem-
plation must be shared;
turning from the world
for silence and solitude
requires a return to the
world with compassion

What is one to do after experiencing
Mpystery in solitude? “Good news” must
be proclaimed; insights gained in contem-
plation must be shared; turning from the
world for silence and solitude requires a
return to the world with compassion.
Once we have felt “the life of the other,”
writes ecofeminist Judith Plant, we arrive
at a “new starting point for human deci-
sion making."*  Subsequent passages
about the deer reveal that Merton himself
is at a new, that is, a deeper starting point
— one in a series of starting points he had
begun in 1959 with his “turning toward
the world”.
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Less than a month later (I1 December,
1965), Merton begins his journal entry
by commenting on the close of Vatican II
and celebrating the Council’s strong state-
ment against total war, and noting that
his “own attitude to ‘the world” will have
to be modified.”* Citing news in a letter
from Dorothy Day, and less reliable news
from his farmer-neighbor Andy Boone,
Merton lists five points of environmental
destruction, most of which can be traced
to human interference. Point two records
two deer found dead nearby — possibly
poisoned by chemicals. Here is no poetic
flight of fancy, but hard-nosed dara that
are beginning to trouble Merton — and he
feels compelled to list them in his journal.

One might consider this reference to
dead deer perfunctory or anti-climactic
after what we have read so far; however,
deeper reflection indicates the degree to
which Merton’s vision has broadened.
Deer are no longer the “other” to be
viewed through field glasses, but fellow
inhabitants of the woods worthy of com-
passion and protection. Having been en-
ticed to “study” the deer, Merton has
allowed them to influence his inner life,
often experiencing communion with them
in their murual solitude. Now, compas-
sion for their well-being prompts Merton
toward at least some minimal level of
responsibility for them.

Leaving the woods for a moment, we
can discover a similar development of
themes — communion and compassion —
in the larger scope of Merton’s life. Not
long after his solemn vows and the com-
pletion of The Seven Storey Mountamn,
Merton experienced a moment of spiri-
tual ecstasy that he relates with uncharac-
teristic emotrion:

Love carries me around. Love sails
me around the house. Love, love,
love lifts me around the cloister. I
walk two steps on the ground and
four steps in the air. It is love. It is
consolation. . . I don't want to do
anything but love. . . That was the
way it was up in the apple trees
yesterday morning with all that
blue sky. The bulls in their pens
were rumbling like old men. . .
that was the way it was after
Communion. . .and that was the
way it was going into the refec-
tory. . .and that is the way it is
writing this, too. | feel all clean
inside because I am full of You, O
God, and You are love, love Love!

(26 September 1948).%

Two years later on New Year's Day,
Merton describes his walk in the rainy
woods, and “climbing the steepest of the

knobs...When I reached the top”, he

writes:

I found there was something terri-
ble about the landscape. But it was
marvelous. . . I said ‘Now you are
indeed alone. Be prepared to fight
the devil.” Bur it was not the rime
of combat. I started down the hill
again feeling that perhaps after all
I had climbed it uselessly. Half
way down, . . .I found a bower
God had prepared for me like
Jonas” vy, It had been designed
especially for this moment. There
was a tree stump, in an even place.
It was dry and a small cedar
arched over it, like a green tent,
forming an alcove. There I sat in
silence and loved the wind in the
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forest and listened for a good
while to God. . . The peace of the
woods steals over me when [ am

at prayer" (4 January 1950)25

It is clear that, for Merton, what is exter-
nal has significantly affected and effected
the internal, bringing about an experience
of communion. Indeed, Aabrtar — the
landscape — has become interlaced with
habitus — Merton's way of living.

One sees Merton's awareness of the
dynamic tension of life clearly in the
posthumously  published Dap  of a
Stranger, written in May 1965”7 Merton
celebrates the seduction of his wooded
hermitage and pictures himself as a daw-
dling lover, disposed “to marry the silence
of the forest,” to take as his “wife” the
“sweet dark warmth of the whole world.”
Yet out of compassion for this world, he
also critiques our technological excesses.
For instance, the 2.15 am. light on his
ikon, illuminating a room in which the
“psalms grow up silently like plants” con-
trasts with the SAC plane overhead, that
“meral bird with a scientific egg in its
breast!” Merton's sense of nature is clearly
not the delight of a tourist, alien to or
trapped by geography, but the intimate
sense of place beyond geography where
“one central tonic note. . .is unheard and
unuttered.”

Where does one go from here? In the
symphony, the recapitulation section al-
lows a restatement of all the previous
musical ideas with some modification or
change of key. And so we move back to
the deer passages, their recapitulation and
final statement.

Recapitulation and Coda: Responsibility
In January and February of 1966, Merton
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notes the morning tracks of a small deer
and two deer that bounded away in “long
slow curving leaps.”** In March, after the
worst of winter has passed, Merton and
the deer are again studying each other.”
These passages begin the recapitulation
section of our “deer symphony,” a reprise
of all the motifs of the previous autumn:
field glasses, five deer, a snapshot descrip-
tion of their movement, and again the
fascination. But this time, the initial fasci-
nation which has taken root in Merton's
spiritual life, enables him in May/June to
write about the deer with two different
modifications: the first, a poetic image
celebrating communion; the second, a
vignette of an actual experience with deer
that functions as a parable of responsibil-

Ity.

Modification #I—the poetic image:
Inserted into his journal entry for 7 May
1966 is a love poem for “M,” the nurse
Merton had fallen in love with after back
surgery in March. This poem recalls
their interaction on Derby Day, finding
quiet time together against the backdrop
of the “rich in small jets” landing for the
ceremonies at Churchill Downs. The
poem’s persona speaks of their own ritual
- rhe “tender liturgy” of permitting God
to recreate an Eden for the two lovers;
when the scene is ready, “love walks gen-
tly as a deer/to where we sit on the green
grass.” Here is no actual deer in the
woods for Merton to gaze on but the
universal deer — the Mantu of generations
past, together with allusions to Genesis
and the Song of Songs, in all its intense,
yet gentle, mystery — an apt image of his
relationship with “M.”

If we are open to mystery, argues Har-
vard scientist Edward O. Wilson, crea-
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tures are no longer mere objects, but sub-
jects who reveal their sacred space to us.”!
To say this in poe[ic terms, openness to
mystery means paying attention to meta-
phor as a way to express the ineffable.
Merton 1s surely engngcd In expressing
the ineffable — not, this time, an experi-
ence of agape, that mysterious love of
God for humans, but eros, that equally
mysterious and valued love between hu-
man beings. It is not surprising that deer,
so wild, untameable, and exotic to our
human way of thinking should be so
clearly linked with the wild, untameable,
and exotic love Merton feels for “M.”

Modification #2—a real experience: In
June of 1966 Merton acts on behalf of
his beloved woodland creatures. He
shoorts be-bes at some dogs that have been
hectoring the doe in his woods.** Merton
sees his doe, notes the distress on her face,
and immediately fires upon the offending
dogs — not to kill them, but to “sting
them good” and deter their aggressive
behavior. This act of protection of wild
life has value on the literal level — saving
the deer — but it also carries symbolic
meaning because of its strategic location
in Volume 6 of Merton’s Journals,
namely embedded in the "Mid-summer
Diary for M.”

Merton has been philosophizing that
he can have "M’s” love in a “deep and
lasting, very fruitful form as Iong as it 18
part of [his] solitude.” Despite the chal-
lenge from “M,” solitude, says Merton, is
an issue that “cannot be forced.” Sud-
denly the text switches to this vignette of
the distressed doe and the annoying dogs.
Is this merely a tangential story — a varia-
tion on a theme — inserted in this “Diary
for M” to relieve the heavy tension of

what to do about their relationship? Is it a
parable meant to suggest that their love —
gentle as a deer — must be protected from
badgering outsiders or probing questions?
Is it intended to mean that their love
must remain wild and free and that they —
Merton and “M” — must be satisfied not
with erotic consummation of their love,
but with the mysterious union of each

openness to mystery
means paying attention
to metaphor as a way to
express the ineffable.
Merton is surely engaged
in expressing the
ineffable - not, this
time, an experience of
agape, that mysterious
love of God for humans,
but eros, that equally
mysterious and valued
love between human
beings

other’s authentic identity? Or is chis per-
haps a prophetic and didactic vignette
indicating that Merton is at yet another
starting  point for human decision-
making? Perhaps this latrer interpretation
is more accurate, for by the end of the
“Mid-summer Diary," Merton resolves
his struggle by acknowledging that “[I]ove
and solitude must test each other in the
man who means to live alone, . .”
Merton's “Midsummer Diary for M”
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moves quickly to a coda or closing state-
ment in which he refers to himself as a
wild being of the woods: “You are in
love with a fox, or a deer or a squirrel.
Freedom, darling. That is what the woods
mean to me. I am free, free, a wild being,
and that is all that I ever can really be. . . .
Darling, I am telling you: this life in the
woods is I'T. It is the only way. . . .All |
say is that it is the life that has chosen

itself for me."¥

Merton's decision to
“marry the silence of the forest,” as he
wrote a year earlier in Day of a Stranger,
is apparently irrevocable. Like Thoreau,
Merton is committed to the “tonic of
wildness,”**

Recapitulation of these themes occurs,
as well, in the larger symphony of Mer-
ton’s lite. He is constantly rethinking and
rewriting essays, often publishing them
under a new name. Perhaps the most no-
table revision of his thinking occurs in the
1962 text, New Seeds of Contemplation,
a significantly modified version of the
originally popular Seeds of Contempla-
ton, 1949.% As Donald Grayston has
cogently demonstrated, Merton's experi-
ence during this twelve-year period — a
time of being more deeply influenced by
the alluring and gratifying aspects of na-
ture — enabled him to “remint” the con-
cept of contemplation.’® Whereas Seeds
reveals a traditional and orthodox ap-
proach to individual Catholic piety, New
Seeds is balanced by a deeper understand-
ing of the Christian mystics, as well as a
healthy dose of Zen and holistic thinking;
reason is balanced by intuition, analysis
by synthesis. The “sceds” that God sows
in our souls heIp us discover in contem-
plation our essential unity with one an-
other. Indeed, the individual and God are
“[nJot two loves, one waiting for the
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other, striving for the other, secking for
the other, but Love Loving in Free-
dom.”"” Resorting to nature metaphors to
explain our connectedness and God's
desire to play in the garden of His crea-
tion, Merton writes i New Seeds
“When we are alone on a starlic night,
when by chance we see the migrating
birds in autumn descending on a grove of
junipers to rest and eat;. . .hear an old
frog land in a quiet pond with a solitary
splash. . . — at such times the awakening,
the turning inside out of all values, . .
provide a glimpse of the cosmic dance.”*
Because the incarnate Christ is the means
of our unity, then everything — humans
and all creation — is caught up in the ec-
stasy of the “general dance.”*

There are additional modifications to
Merton’s fascination with nature, particu-
larly in the last three years of his life when
environmental integrity becomes a recur-
ring concern. Just as Merton's “turning
toward the world” elicited strong and
prophetic comments on war, non-
violence, the dangers of technology, ra-
cism, and nuclear proliferation, so too, his
compassion for the world was beginning
to include ecological questions we are just
now acknowledging in the public arena.

In 1963 Merton wrote to Rachel Car-
son, complimenting her on her controver-
sial book, Sifent Spring, and praising her
for situating the problem of pesticides
within the wider issue of “our awful irre-
sponsibility with which we scorn the
smallest values...and dare to use our ti-
tanic power in a way that threatens not
only civilization but life itself.”* In 1966,
Merton published a review of two biblical
texts by Protestant theologians in which
he suggests that monks seem “to be des-
tined by God, in our time, to be not only
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dwellers in the wilderness but also its
protectors” and that perhaps hermits have
a “natural opportunity” to act as forest
rangers or fire guards in “our vast forests
of North America.”*

Merton's  public stance on ecology
gained an even broader audience, just six
months before he died, and forms what
we might consider the Coda or his final
statement on nature. In Merton's review
of Roderick Nash's first edition of Wi
derness and the Amerrcan Mind (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1967),* he
summarizes the history of American atti-
tudes toward the wilderness over three
and a half centuries, then challenges the
reader to recognize our own twisted dual-
istic thinking that regards nature as com-
modity to be used at whim. Connecting
preservation of the land with preservation
of American freedom, Merton asks if we
are capable of developing what Aldo Leo-
pold called an “ecological conscience,”
that is acting on the principle that “[a]
thing is right when it tends to preserve
the integrity, stability, and beauty of the
biotic community. It is wrong when it

tends otherwise.”*

Final Thoughts

If one examines these thirteen deer pas-
sages comprising one cycle of seasons,
Merton has come a long way from mere
fascination with these gmcefu[ woodland
creatures. The deer evoke in Merton
spiritual insight and move him to action.
Indeed, the deer become a kind of tkon of
the immanence of God and the movement
of grace. Like the deer in the woods, grace
can come sudden[y as a flash of spiritual
insighr or gradua“y as a deeply felr reali-
zation. Though the deer are always in the
woods — and grace is always available to

the soul — silence and solitude are pre-
requisites for the gift of deeper intimacy.
One might also suggest that Merton’s
encounters with the deer, occurring as
they do in the hermitage years, prepare
him for the “great coda” of his life — the
penultimate experience of oneness and
compassion bursting from the rocks at
Polonnaruwa and, a few clays later, his
ultimate union with the Divine.

Looking at the larger symphony of
Merton’s life, it is equally clear that na-

Merton has learned in
the depths of his
contemplative
experience what
Rosemary Radford
Ruether argues almost
twenty-five years later,
namely that “the whole
ecological community ...
supports and makes
possible our very
existence.”

ture is no longer merely something fasci-
nating “out there” that Merton can
choose to ignore or regard on only a
speculative level. Rather, Merton has
learned in the depths of his contemplative
experience  what  Rosemary Radford
Ruether argues almost twenty-five years
later, namely that “the whole ecological
community. . . supports and makes possi-
ble our very existence.”* If Merton is to
be “seized” by Jesus, if the incarnation is
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to be an ongoing grace and not just a past
event, then the Divine must be accessible
in the “raw, brute physicality” of this
world. And if Christ is present in every-
thing, we are all linked as earthy, interde-
pendent members of his Body, responsi-
ble to and for one another.

Here, the symphony metaphor breaks
down. There is no progression to a final
cadence such as a public outery from
Merton to inspire us to greater efforts on
behalf of nature. In fact, his untimely
dearh has left us with another “unfinished
symphony”. Just as the student Siissmayr
was left to finish Mozart's Regurem, we,
the students of Merton, are left to finish
the work of the master. We can do this
by learning to look, really look at the
geography around us, reflecting on its
meaning and how it contributes to our
identity. We can do this by examining the
landscape of our own hearts, identifying
and encouraging impulses of compassion
for those humans and non-humans who
need our care and protection. And we can
finish the work of the master by discover-
ing through moments of contemplation
what actions will contribute our own note
of harmony to the environmental sym-
phony of the world.
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