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Listen carcfu[]y my child,

to my instructions, and

attend to them with the

ear of the heart.

St. Benedict

The very first word of the Preface to
The Rule of St. Benedice 1s ‘Listen’.
Benedict knew centuries ago how hard it
is to listen — to really learn to listen as he
said ‘with the ear of the heart’. Learning
to listen was also very important to Tho-
mas Merton, Amiya Chakravarty, and the
students in  Chakravarty’s  philosophy
class at Smith College.

I. It all began with a letrer

On January 16, 1967, Amiya Chak-
ravarty, professor and Buddhist scholar,
sent a letter to his interfaich friend Tho-
mas Merton alerting him to the news
‘that we have decided to have a Fr. Tho-
mas Merton Evening at Smith in Febru-
ary’.! He told Merton that students in his
philosophy of religion course at this pres-
tigious woman'’s college on its Massachu-
setts campus were ‘most keenly enthusias-
tic’ and that there was excitement and joy
all over campus 'in anticipation of the
event’.? The idea was to discuss Merton's
newest books, his poems, and the Gandhi
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book. Of course, added Chakravarty,
‘your autobiographical book will be with
us’* Chakravraty’s letter concluded by
emphasizing his own excitement abourt
hm'ing Merton's works in the hearts of so
many young people ‘in these crucial
days'?

In a slight interruption of our story, we
need to say a few words abour Amiya
Chakravarty. At Chakravarty's initiative,
he began a correspondence with Merton
in 1966. Late that year, they met for the
tirst time at Gethsemani. They last met in
Calcutta during Merton's Asian journey.
Born in West Bengal, India, in 1901,
Chakravarty was Oxford educared and
later raught in the United States at Bos-
ton University, Smith CoIlege, and the
State University of New York. As a
young man he had been literary secretary
to the renowned Indian poet Rabin-
dranath Tagore. A poet, Indian philosc—
pher, and world scholar in his own right,
he marched with Gandhi in India’s strug-
gle for independence. Later, his world
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travels took him to Africa, Asia and the
Middle East. In the Caribbean region he
surveyed multicultural patrerns of interac-
tion and addressed problems of religious
minorities. Chakravarty's  humanitarian
work was rccognizcd with a lifetime
award from UNESCO. But at heart,
Chakravarty was a mentor and a teacher.?
And now, back to our story.

On January 2I, 1967, Merton re-
sponded to Chakravarty’s news about the
pending ‘discussion at Smith” with due

caution:

I feel honored — and also I am not
humble enough rto rtake these
things gracefully and therefore I
am also a little confused. It is
perhaps not necessary to do so,
but I would like to say that I hope
it does not take on the aspect of a
personality cult. T think the girls
at Smith are wise enough to avoid
that. Besides, | have always been
frank abour my limitations for
people to be fully aware of them.

Aside from this one reservation, Merton's
overall response was quite positive. He
was pleased at the prospect of a ‘Merton
Night' at Smith. Merton had to admit, ‘I
am happy with the idea, and it is to me, a
way of being in contact with others like
myself, with kindred interests and con-
cerns, people who look for something
more in life than plenty of food, comfort,
amusement and money’.’

Merton affirmed the Smith students in
their desire to move beyond the gross
materialism of much of the western
world. His protest over the Vietnam War
and American racism had buttressed a
deep desire long expressed to lay bear

God's love for all humanity and creation.
Merton wrote to Chakravarty and his
students at the close of his January 21
letter; ‘May that love grow in all of us. It
is the one thing necessary.” Perhaps a new
generation was PI‘CP;II’E‘d to hear this an-
cient truth.

The Merton Evening did occur at
Smith College in March of 1967. It was
considered by Chakravarty to be a tre-
mendous success. On March 29 Chak-

ravarty wrote to Merton:

We had the great evening. It be-
gan late in the afternoon, but the
students and faculty carried on il
past dinnertime. We were im-
mersed in the silence and elo-
quence of your thoughts and writ-
ings...The young scholars here
realized the absolute rootedness of
your faith makes you free to un-
derstand  others faith...Your
books have the rocklike inner
strength, which sustains the Ab-
bey of Gethsemani, which can
challenge violence and untruth
wherever Ehey appear.”

Merton's rootedness did, in fact, set him
‘free to understand other faiths” and his
open posture invited others to do like-
wise. His spirit of openness and inquiry
did open the door for others. Merton, n
the best of his monastic tradition, left no
strangers at the gare. All were welcome at
the rable.

Chakravarty, in his March 29 letter,
also described the activities of the Smith
gathering. He reported to Merton that
the students and faculty had been
‘immersed in the Silence and Eloquence
of your thoughts and writings’. He told
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Merton, ‘T wish you could have witnessed
how intensely the large but selective audi-
ence responded to the readings from a
great number of your works".'" The idea
for the evening’s format had been to use
Merton'’s works to stimulate ‘the memory
and fresh thinking of the participants...’
Time was then allotted for personal reac-
tions and for questions and answers.
Chakravarty also noted that Professor
Stenson, who had known Merton at Co-
lumbia University, read several of Mer-
ton's passages that reflected on the Ger-
man pastor and theologian Dietrich Bon-
hoeffer.!"

The ga[hering itself was very much a
student run affair. They entitled the eve-
ning's event, "The Silence of Eloquence of
Father Merton’. According to Chak-
ravarty, *...the students selected the ritle,
put it in the printed bulletin: the Faculty
is not even consulted in these matters!
Then like the ‘typical pmfesscr', he
added, ... ‘but they did well."? In truch,
Chakravarty hardly encouraged the inde-
pendence of the young women at Smith.
In his April 20 letter to Merton, Chak-
ravarty once again praised the Merton
Evening’ and proudly spoke of his stu-

dcnts:

.a few of them are Catholic, some
from Protestant denominations,
and Jewish — but no lines, of
course, are drawn here to make
them separate and self-conscious.
The prayer life, the simple good-
ness of love and learning are
shared by all. They gave the name
‘Sharing Gives Value” on top of
your poem and letter which they
had printed in their weekly

sheer."”
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All in all, the ‘Merton Evening” was a
rousing  success and Chakravarty had
every right to be proud of his students.
They were learning to listen with the ‘ear
of the heart’.

2. Learning to Listen

Merton's response to Chakravarty’s news
of the ‘Merton Night' is recorded in his
well-known letter of April 13. This is
undoubtedly one of the most loving and
beautiful of all his interfaith letrers.™
Merton confessed to the young women of
Smith:

It is not easy to try and say whar |
know I cannot say. I do really
have the f‘eeling that you have
understood and shared quite per-
tectly. That you have seen some-
thing that I see to be most pre-
cious and more valuable too. The
reality that is present to us and in
us; call it Being, call it Atman, call
it Pneuma...or Silence. And the
simple fact that by being attentive,
by learning to listen (or recovering
that natural capacity to listen
which cannot be learned any more
than breathing), we can find our-
selves engulfed in such happiness
that cannot be explained: the hap-
piness of being at one with every-
thing in that hidden ground of
Love for which there can be no
explanation.”

By learning to listen, or somehow recover-
ing the natural capacity to listen, Merton
sensed that the Smith students ‘have un-
derstood and shared quite perfectly.”
Chakravarty shared similar sentiments.
He told his interfaith friend thar the
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‘enlightened” and ‘spiritually  sensitive’
understood him better than many aca-
demics and most notably the more nar-
rowly focused theological types.'® Despite
such accolades from both Merton and
Chakravarty, I have often wondered how
well the Smith students actually did un-
derstand Merton and his writings.
Learning to listen 1s indeed hard; learn-
ing to listen to the other, the stranger, is
even harder. Did the Smith students truly
understand? Had they learned to listen?
My rescarch shows that the answer is
both ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Yes, they would have
appreciated the spirit of Merton's work.
No, they probably missed much of Mer-
ton's meaning. | am convinced that Mer-
ton's voice as a marginal man, as a monk,

Learning to listen is
indeed hard; learning to
listen to the other, the
stranger, is even harder

as a contemplative in an age of action,
was heard. The students knew how to
identify with marginality. They had ex-
perienced estrangement in relation to the
‘establishment’. As they read Rards on the
Unspmk;ab/e‘, they surely resonated with
Merton’s call to ‘be human in the most

inhuman of ages”."”

3. A Proleptic Event

It remains questionable, however, whether
the students ‘ful[:,' understand” Merton's
ideas. I say this with some confidence
because of an eyewitness student account.
Diana Eck, today an international scholar
of religion and director of Pluralism Pro-
ject at Harvard, was in 1967 a twenty-one

year old senior at Smith College. She was
one of Chakravarty’s students and deeply
involved in ‘Merton Night'. Chakravarty
had written to Merton about his student
Diana Eck, ‘She will go very far in her
creative, scholarly, and spiritual life’.'®
And she did! But looking back on thar
evening in 1967, Eck notes that she un-
derstood very little of Merton at that
time.

In her 1993 book, Encountering God:
A Spirirual Journey from Boseman to
Barnares, Eck confesses that as a college
student her comprehension of Merton
was quite limited. She writes, ‘I did not
understand or “share quite perfectly” this
insight [of Merton's] into the "hidden
ground of Love" as a twenty-one-year-
old." But much to her credit, she adds *...
I continued to read Merton’s works and
write to him’."” She did not give up on
Merton. She knew that this ‘stranger’
from Gethsemani could teach her much.
However, she knew she had to exercise
patience. Learning to listen and under-
stand takes time.

When I read Merton for the first time
during my first year of seminary, [ too

understood very little. I read The Sign of
Jonas only because 1 thought I should

read something by Merton. Why this
particular book, I do not know. All I do
know is that I found it very conﬂlsing.
Honestiy, I did not read Merton again for
well over a decade. Like many others, it
took me a long time to learn how to read
and to listen to Merton — to listen ‘with
the ear of the heart’.

There is a proleptic quality in learning
to listen to someone like Merton. What
begins with us in the past often has its
tulfilment only in the future. It is true
that sometimes we awaken to a rruth
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quickly and dramatically. But most often
we awaken slowly. Thomas Merton art the
corner of Fourth and Walnut in Louis-
ville certainly experienced a kairotic mo-
ment. There is such a thing as instant
recognition — an epiphany. But Diana Eck
on ‘Merton Night” at the Smith campus
experienced something different. It was a
prolepsis event. Its fuller realization was
somewhere in her furure — it had a not-
yet-quality. So it is for many of us most
of the time.

Learning to listen is indeed a prolepsis.
It requires time. Certainly, God can speak
to us at times in a kairotic moment, but,
most often, it occurs as something much
more like a proleptic event. Learning to
listen for God in voices like those of
Amiya Chakravarty, Thomas Merton, and
Diana Eck does take time and great pa-
tience. But if we ‘wait upon the Lord’ the
spiritual insights do come. St. Benedict
was right: we must learn to listen ‘with
the ear of the heart’. And this cannot be
rushed. With God's grace, we will come
to understand the ‘hidden ground of
Love’ of which Merton spoke and wrote.
Indeed, right now, today may be the
opening of a pro[epsis in God’s provi-
dence. Whether it be at Smith College in
[967 or at Qakham school in 2008 —

Geod is not done with us yet.
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