Merton's Last Epiphany?
Michael Plekon
Introduction
Nine days before his death in Bangkok, Thomas Merton visited
Polonnaruwa, which had been the medieval capital of Sri Lanka. It had
long been a sacred site, with two medieval Hindu temples among many
other historical structures and statues. In the 12th century Rock Temple
there were four imposing statues - a seated Buddha, another Buddha in
a cave, one that some scholars think to be Ananda, though others believe
it is Buddha, and a reclining Buddha. Merton had already met Buddhists
in Asia, including the Dalai Lama, and these meetings had exceeded
anything he had expected from what he called his Asian pilgrimage.
Merton went to Polonnaruwa on Monday, 1st December, 1968 and
made the entry about it in his notebook (which would become The Asian
journal) on Thursday, 4 December. In the rolls of film retrieved by John
Howard Griffin from Bangkok after Merton's death, there were exquisite
black and white images of the Buddhas, which are themselves
meditations. These images, included in The Asian journal, allow us to see
something of what Merton saw:
Polonnaruwa was such an experience that I could not write
hastily of it and cannot write now, or not at all adequat ely ....
Yet when I spoke about it to Walpola Rahula at the Buddhist
University I think the idea got across and he said, 'Those who
carved the statues were not ordinary men.'1
Merton went on to describe Gal Vihara, 'a low outcrop of rock, with a cave
cut into it, and beside the cave a big seated Buddha on the left, a reclining
Buddha on the right, and Ananda, I guess, standing by the head of the
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reclining Buddha. In the cave, another seated Buddha.'2 Merton was
restless, constantly searching - for communion with God, and for his own
way and purpose in life. Along the way he tells of several epiphanies (as
we call them), the best known of which was 'at the corner of Fourth and
Walnut' in downtown Louisville in 1958.3 The 'epiphany' at Polonnaruwa
is no indication that Merton was moving from Christianity towards
Buddhism, or that he was planning to leave his monastery and the
Trappists. Comments in The Asian journal show that he intended to
return, that he remained deeply connected to Gethsemani. Polonnaruwa
was for him a powerful testimony to an integration and completion of
years of spiritual pilgrimage. He found, as he had written earlier, that 'the
gate of heaven is everywhere'4, and in this integration, Christ was at the
centre.

anything-without refutation-without establishing some
other argument. For the doctrinaire, the mind that needs well
-established positions, such peace, such silence, can be
frightening.a

Earlier Epiphanies
Merton scholars point to other apparent epiphanies. Before entering
Gethsemani, Merton reports in The Seven Storey Mountain that there
were moments of vision in Rome, when he was looking at ancient
mosaics of Christ. There were others, such as his being transfixed at
Sunday mass in Havana's St. Francis church, when the children sang the
Creed. There was also his experience of the liturgy at Corpus Christi
Church, near to the Columbia University campus on the Upper West Side
in New York City. 5 Particularly striking is his account of a night vision of
mercy whilst on fire watch, described at the end of The Sign ofjonas.6
Other episodes which seem epiphanic are captured in journal entries: for
example, when Merton started using the small building called St. Anne's,
or when he started spending time at his hermitage. One rainy night there
became the extended meditation, 'Rain and the Rhinoceros', telling of
another kind of epiphany. 7 Merton is restrained in his journal account of
the visit to Polonnaruwa:
I am able to approach the Buddhas barefoot and undisturbed,
my feet in wet grass, wet sand. Then the silence of the
extraordinary faces. The great smiles. Huge and yet subtle.
Filled with every possibility, questioning nothing, knowing
everything, rejecting nothing, the peace not of emotional
resignation but of Madhyamika, of sunyata, that has seen
through every question without trying to discredit anyone or

Students of Merton have given a great deal of attention to this encounter
at Polonnaruwa. 9 Was it a moment of enlightenment, satori? Was it the
culmination of numerous other experiences of union, communion,
emptiness, compassion, mercy? Merton describes being 'knocked over
with a rush of relief and thankfulness at the obvious clarity of the figures',
and how, when looking at them, he was 'suddenly, almost forcibly, jerked
clean out of the habitual, half-tied vision of things' such that 'an inner
clearness, clarity, as if exploding from the rocks themselves, became
~vident and ~bvious.' 1 0 He writes of the 'queer evidence of the reclining
figure, the smile, the sad smile of Ananda standing with arms folded'. 11 As
strong as the experience was, Merton was not left drained but in great
peace. In that moment he had felt that 'all problems are resolved and
ever~thing is clear' because it is clear what matters: 'Everything is
emptiness and everything is compassion,'12
Merton writes that he could not recall any time in his life that
matched the sense of 'beauty and spiritual validity running together in
one aesthetic illumination'. 13 What he jotted down in notes and in his
journal would often become a more polished, more powerful piece of
writing for publication. The account of the Fourth and Walnut event is a
case in point. With the epiphany at Polonnaruwa, there was no
opportunity for such embellishment.14

Differing Interpretations
Scho la~s c~ution against turning this last epiphany into something epic,
the point v1erge of Merton's entire life and spiritual pilgrimage.is
Context is important. Grayston reads it against the classical tradition
of mystical experiences found across the world's religious traditions.
Cunningham emphasizes Merton's own description of Polonnaruwa as an
'aesth.e tic illumination', underscoring the ways in which, like many other
expenences on the Asia journey, the new and so very different cultural
and religious contexts knocked Merton off his feet. Raab notes that
Merton did not appear to be expecting so powerful an experience at
Polonnaruwa, and was surprised at what unfolded there.16 To be able to
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go to Asia, to be able to see the religious traditions of Buddhism and
Hinduism in practice, to be able to speak to scholars and monastics of
those traditions - all these were long-held dreams of Merton's. In this
light, Merton writes that:
Surely, with Mahabalipuram and Polonnaruwa my Asian
pilgrimage has come clear and purified itself. I mean, I know
and have seen what I was obscurely looking for. I don't know
what else remains but I have now seen and have pierced
through the surface and have got beyond the shadow and the
disguise.17
The Polonnaruwa experience is described without explicit references to
Merton's Christian tradition, yet the Christian perspective is always
present.ls We hear not of Christ but of Madhyamika, sunyata and
dharmakaya.
Madhyamkia, according to Raab, is a synonym for Buddhism itself;
literally, the 'middle way' and dharmakaya is the 'truth body' or the
essential nature of Buddha and of all beings.19 However, for all his
understanding and reverence for Buddhism, Merton was Christian
without compromise or distortion, as a close reading of The Asian journal
makes clear.20 Polonnaruwa was for him not only a moment of the deep
truth within Buddhism, but of his own faith and life in Christ. 21
'Integration' is like 'communion'. Other Buddhist terms have Christian
equivalents. The 'nothingness' is like a 'death to self', and 'emptiness' is
like Paul's kenosis or self-emptying by Christ and by ourselves.
Compassion is 'mercy within mercy within mercy'.22

Towards Final Integration
In his last years, Merton was exploring the 'final integration' he had read
of in Reza Arasteh's work, Final Integration in the Adult Personality. 23
Having relinquished responsibilities for student monks, and having been
granted permission to travel, Merton visited other communities, led
retreats and scouted possible hermitage locations in New Mexico, Alaska
and Northern California before heading for Calcutta, New Delhi, the
Himalayas (where he met with the Dalai Lama), Madras, Sri Lanka and
finally Bangkok for the conference on monastic renewal for Asian
monastic leaders, where he was one of the principal speakers.

Merton's conference talk, 'Marxism and Monastic Perspectives',
reveals something of where his pilgrimage had brought him.24 He speaks
of being marginal, rather than of a flight from the world, or the 'paradise
of the cloister' he described at length in The Seven Storey Mountain, The
Waters of Siloe, and, to som e extent, The Sign of Jonas. There is a spare
realism about monastic identity, an honesty and clarity influenced by
Buddhism and reshaped by years of writing against war and nuclear
escalation, racism, rampant capitalism and consumerist greed:
The monk is essentially someone who takes up a critical
attitude towards the world and its structures . ... If one is to
call himself in one way or another a monk, he must have in
some way or other reached some kind of critical conclusion
about the validity of certain claims made by secular society
and its structures with regard to the end of man's existence.
In other words, the monk is somebody who says, in one way
or another, that the claims of the world are fraudulent.25
Merton's presentation seems somewhat rambling, yet it bore witness to
how his faith had matured. In it we hear how his 'good times and hard
life', as Columbia classmate Ed Rice described it, had led to integration:26
Both Christianity and Buddhism agree that the root of man's
problems is that his consciousness is all fouled up and he
does not apprehend reality as it fully and really is; that the
moment he looks at something, he begins to interpret it in
ways that are prejudiced and predetermined to fit a certain
wrong picture of the world, in which he exists as an
individual ego in the center of things. This is called by
Buddhism avidya, or ignorance . ... This is the s ource of all our
problems.27

East and West-A Shared Vision
A half century later, we are accustomed to inter-religious dialogue. Popes
have gathered in Assisi with imams, with Buddhist and Hindu monastics,
rabbis and Christian clergy to stand together in silent prayer. Pope
Francis has prayed with the Chief Rabbi and with the pastor and people
of th e Lutheran parish in Rome, with imams in the Blue Mosque and with
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Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew in Istanbul. In 1968, a Trappist monk,
at ease with Buddhist spirituality, having just spent time with the Dalai
Lama, and claiming that there are connections between the
communitarian visions of Marxism and those of Christianity, such a monk
could only come across as controversial and troublesome. There he was
in Bangkok, speaking to Christian monastic leaders, a minority in Asia,
about how much they shared and could benefit from the spiritual thought
of Buddhism. Today it sounds not nearly so controversial or radical as it
must have fifty years ago. Merton sought to describe not just the common
vision and vocation of monks east and west, but also something of the
destination at which he had arrived, after almost thirty years of monastic
life:

of monastic life as healing, a view prevalent in Eastern Christian monastic
thought. 30 Merton's enduring faithfulness to the Gospel is clear to the
end:

Instead of starting with matter itself and then moving up to a
new structure, in which man will automatically develop a
new consciousness, the traditional religions begin with the
consciousness of the individual, seek to transform and
liberate the truth in each person, with the idea that it will
then communicate itself to others .... The monk is a man who
has attained, or is about to attain, or seeks to attain, full
realization. He dwells in the center of society as one who has
attained realization-he knows the score. Not that he has
acquired unusual or esoteric information, but he has come to
experience the ground of his own being in such a way that he
knows the secret of liberation and can somehow or other
communicate this to others.2a
American Catholic church leaders disapproved of Merton and his views.
His writings on war and peacemaking had been censored and often
criticized and corrected by his order's censors. Rembert Weakland, as
Benedictine abbot primate in 1968, helped shape the Bangkok
conference. Years later, he told Paul Wilkes that this last talk did not go
down well with his monastic audience. He also echoes this in his memoir
decades later: 'The talk did not fit into the aims of the meeting and
there was general disappointment in the group, a view I shared.'29
Weakland made no mention of the numerous explicit Christian references
in Merton's talk - to Paul, Cassian, Benedict, Bernard, and Teresa of Avila,
among others. He made no mention of Merton's reference to the twelfth
century writer from his own order, Adam of Perseigne and understanding

I believe that by openness to Buddhism, to Hinduism, and to
these great Asian traditions, we stand a wonderful chance of
learning more about the potentiality of our own traditions,
because they have gone, from the natural point of view, so
much deeper into this than we have. The combination of the
natural techniques and the graces and the other things that
have been manifested in Asia and the Christian liberty of the
gospel should bring us all at last to that full and independent
liberty which is beyond mere cultural differences and mere
externals-and mere this and that.31
This may be what becomes clearer when you have been jolted out of the
deep niches of religious tradition, 'suddenly, almost forcibly, jerked clean
out of the habitual, half-tied vision of things', and gifted with 'an inner
clearness, clarity, as if exploding from the rocks themselves ... evident
and obvious'. 32 It is almost impossible to miss Merton's testifying to a
new understanding of the Christian freedom of the Gospel, informed by
what the Asian traditions had shown him, by what he saw and felt at
Pol.onnaruwa. All that was incidental, habitual and comforting was
stripped away and could be left behind. This emptying did not leave a
void but rather the deep Compassion or Mercy who had always been with
him, was within, closer than his own self, and in Whom there was
communion with all beings. He found paradise, that is, Christ,
everywhere.
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