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make a faithful life-long witness to the injustices of society. One such 
individual is Ian Cowley, who in his book, The Contemplative Struggle, 
tells of his years as a peace activist against apartheid in South Africa. As 
Ben Hopkinson challenges in his review (see page 44): 'The great 
question that runs through the book is: What does it mean to be held firm 
in Christ in the centre of our being and to live with integrity in the 21st 
century?' 

This issue also carries a review of the film, Day of A Stranger, directed 
by Cassidy Hall, and reviews of books by Pierre-Andre Burton OCSO, 
Fiona Gardner, Paul Pearson and Sophronia Scott. The book by Paul 
Pearson, Beholding Paradise: The Photographs of Thomas Merton, is a 
beautifully presented collection of Merton's own photographs. In 1958, 
Merton bought a copy of The Family of Man, the catalogue of the 
exhibition of photographs of the same name mounted at MOMA in New 
York in 1955. This provides the jumping-off point for Fernando Beltran 
Llavador's article, 'Thomas Merton's "One only Kindness"', in which he 
asks the question, 'Who is our longing and whose our belonging?' In her 
article 'A Door Opening onto Theology', Elizabeth Rainsford-McMahon 
shows how skillfully Merton crafts 'still-points' in his writings. Also 
included are poems by Matthew Robb Brown, and an article by Sr Mary 
Luke, 'The Gracehoper was always Jigging a Jog', in which she urges us to 
be 'full of joy and hope, full of joyicty'. Finally there is an anonymous 
meditation for Advent, based upon one of Merton's journal entries from 
Advent 1966, 'Signs of Hope in Conflicted Times'. 

It was during the Advent of 1944 that another Christian imprisoned 
by the Nazis for his stand against the regime, the Jesuit Fr Alfred Delp (he 
was executed in February 1945), wrote a profound series of meditations 
on the meaning of Advent. They were published in English in 1963 with 
an introduction by Merton. Fr Delp wrote: 'Unless a man is shocked to his 
depths at himself and the things he is capable of, as well as the failings of 
humanity as a whole, he cannot understand the full import of Advent.' 

For Delp, and for Merton, the import of Advent is that it is not just a 
season but a continuous Advent. In the words of Fr Delp, it is 'a 
movement towards receiving the ultimate revelation with all the pain 
inseperable from that achievement.' Three years earlier during Advent 
1941, Merton had entered Gethsemani. That year, just before Midnight 
Mass, he recorded in his journal: 'Lord, it is nearly midnight, and I am 
waiting for You in the darkness, and the great silence.' 

As we prepare to celebrate the birth of The Prince of Peace, may this 
be the prayer of our own hearts this Christmas. 

Stephen Dunhill 
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Introduction 
In Beholding Paradise, the book on the photographs of Thomas Merton 
its editor Paul Pearson refers to Merton's journal entry for March 19'. 
1958 and notes that it records not only the so-called 'Louisville 
epiph~ny', _wh~n Merton realized that he loved all the people in the 
shopping d1stnct - that they were his and he theirs - but also that he 
bought, amongst 'other marvellous books', The Family of Man, with 'all 
those fabulous pictures'. Paul Pearson informs us that this was the book 
that accompanied Edward Steichen's selection of photographs exhibited 
at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1955. The MoMA website 
provides basic background information on this 'ambitious exhibition' 
cast in t_he form of a photo essay, which was meant to be 'a forthrigh~ 
declarat10n of global solidarity in the decade following World War II' and 
a celebration of 'the universal aspects of the human experience'.1 Paul 
Pearson observes that Merton's epiphany 'is mirrored in his experience 
of the photographs in Steichen's book.'2 Merton, in fact, sees in the whole 
b~o~ 'a picture of Christ' ('There, there is Christ in my own Kind, my own 
~md ), and equates the meaning of 'Kind' to 'likeness', 'love', and 'child'. 
The one secret between us,' he adds, is 'that we are all one Kind' 
'embraced in one only heart, one only Kindness, which is the Heart and 
Kindness of Christ.' And if in describing his epiphany he had underlined 
the fact that 'the Word was made flesh and became, too, a member of the 
Human Race,' a few paragraphs later, writing on Steichen's book of 
photographs, Merton placed his only hope of finding wisdom 'in God­
manhood: our own manhood transformed in God!'3 

The Family of Man 
In his recent autobiography, Jim Forest devotes a short chapter to that 
exhibition, which he visited when he was fourteen. For him, the vast 
sequence of black-and-white photos proved that 'we are indeed one 
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family bound together in love, pain, labor, awe, anger, gratitud~,. ~nd 
grief.' And just as Merton had perceived in the catalogue of th~ exh1b1t1~n 
a reflection of Christ, Jim Forest views the catalogue, which he still 
treasures, as 'a Bible without words' whose 'golden thread' is the 'us-ness 
of being'. Besides showing the unity beneath our separateness, the 
exhibition displayed the beauty of the 'unembarrassed nudity of Adam 
and Eve before the Fall' in the form of a photo of 'an un-self conscious 
young Indonesian woman with full, bare breasts shopping in a vegetable 
market'. In contrast it also contained a clear warning, encapsulated in the 
image of a Japanese boy who had survived Hiroshima and who seemed to 
be staring at what his eyes had seen, and which 'was burned into his 
retinas', rather than at what he was seeing when he was being 
photographed. 4 

The cover of The Family of Man describes its content as 'The greatest 
exhibition of all time - 503 pictures from 68 countries'. Carl Sandburg, 
who wrote the prologue, summed up the range of this impressive 
endeavour as follows: 'If the human face is "the masterpiece of God" it is 
here then in a thousand fateful registrations.'5 And in the introduction, 
Edward Steichen himself explains that the exhibition, with photographs 
from '273 men and women, amateurs and professionals, famed and 
unknown', was conceived as 'a mirror of the essential oneness of 
mankind throughout the world'.6 

Amongst the recognizable photos, Dorothea Lange's famous 
photograph of a migrant mother during the Great Depression stands out, 
but its meaning gains further import within the overall tapestry of the 
accompanying images. In spite of critical voices against the project's 
ideological bias including those of Susan Sontag, Roland Barthes and John 
Berger,7 the exhibition offered a global view of the human presence on 
the same earth that over a decade later humans could see for the first 
time from outer space. This was no small feat and, as Jim Forest vividly 
recalls, the 8½ x 11-inch colour photograph of the earth, as seen from 
Apollo 11, in July 16, 1969, which he received while in prison, celebrates 
'our own planet, seen whole, small, and vulnerable, a colourful island of 
cloud-shrouded life in the vast black night of space.' And he shares with 
us the impression of Apollo 14 astronaut Edgar Mitchell that, by looking 
at the Earth from the moon, 'you develop an instant global consciousness, 
a people orientation, an intense dissatisfaction with the state of the 
world, and a compulsion to do something about it.'8 

One year before, in 1968, Merton had addressed the following 
question: 'What does the contemplative life or the life of prayer, solitude, 
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silen~e, meditation, mean to man in the atomic age?'9 The question 
remams: what does it mean to men and women today? His experience of 
Christ in the solitude of the cloister and in the busyness of urban life in 
himself and in others, and the contemplation and growing consciousn~ss 
of the utter poverty and glory of the human condition, the awareness of 
his 'kind' and the 'kinship' with his fellow human beings, within and 
beyond monastic cloisters, religious affiliations, and national boundaries 
may have prepared the path towards a kind of relatedness, integration, 
and catholicity 'no longer limited by the culture in which he [had] grown 
up:10 

Louisville - 1958 & 1959 
In her recent book, The Seeker and the Monk, Sophronia Scott has engaged 
in 'everyday conversations' with Thomas Merton. Reflecting on 'how to 
revive spirit after an epiphany', she reminds readers of the content of a 
unique sign to mark a mystical experience in the United States, the plaque 
in the town of Louisville at the site of Merton's epiphany, which says that 
'Merton's sudden insight ... led him to redefine his monastic identity with 
greater involvement in social justice issues.'11 She next invites us to 'fast 
forward one year' and points to the fact that Merton now records in his 
journal that he hated the very same town, and feels that the world 
oppresses him 'with a sense of infinite clutter and confusion - and this is 
what is worldly in the monastery also.'12 Her first reaction is natural and, 
to some extent, one to be expected; in her own words: 'Part of me wants 
to say, "What the heck, Thomas?"'13 But she next agrees with Lawrence 
Cunningham in diagnosing acedia as a plausible cause for such a 
seemingly striking chasm and suggests, as much as she identifies it in 
Merton, the practice of faith as a way of bringing light back to the heart.14 

Thus, whereas in 1958 Louisville had been the locus of a revelation of 
a world inhabited by grace-filled people, in 1959 the same town had 
unveiled an opacity and lack of light in his monastery as much as in the 
rest of the world. And yet, do the two moments show a real spiritual 
dissonance or are they, rather, the very thread of mercy that binds us to 
the heights of Mount Tabor and to the depths of Christ's descent into hell 
as 'one only Kindness'? Are they two, and collide, or are they one, or at 
least one coherent continuum? 

The Wisdom of the Cross 
One of Master Shogen Sugaku's 'Three Turning Words', phrases which he 
made up and used to examine his disciples in order to choose a Dharma 
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successor when he grew old, reads: 'Why is it that the crimson lines (that 
is, the lines of tears) of a clearly enlightened person never cease to 
flow?'1s And reflecting on 'The Wisdom of the Cross', Father Joseph Wong, 
a Benedictine monk of the Camaldolese Congregation, who has written on 
the Tao and the Trinity, affirms that Christians 'believe that Christ even 
today is present in the suffering people and continues to suffer in 
solidarity with them.'16 

If this is so, what kind of wisdom is this 'wisdom of the Cross'? What 
kind of 'Kindness' is Christ's Kindness? Ramon Cao has written an 
extensive essay on Merton as a diarist where he tracks down some of 'the 
pages that nourished his reflections, inhabited his dreams, and 
encouraged him in his work,' 17 and concludes that they were 'a way to 
participate in that lively conversation with both the living and the dead in 
which, ultimately, culture consists.' 18 If we want to do justice to Merton's 
craft as a diarist and to the entirety of Merton's entry where he jotted 
down both his epiphany and the response prompted by The Family of 
Man catalogue, we cannot ignore the brief paragraph between the two, 
where he adopts an epistolary mode and converses with 'Dear Proverb', 
the young Jewish girl he had met in a 'charming dream' and about whom 
he had written nine days earlier in his journal entry for February 28. 
There, once awake, and rationalizing it 'complacently', he evokes the 
Book of Wisdom ('I loved wisdom and sought to make her my wife') and 
names her Sophia.19 On March 19 Merton writes for the second time not 
about Proverb but to her, as his 'dear child sent to me by God!' He 
confides to her that he had kept his promise and refrained from speaking 
of her until seeing her again. In the preceding paragraph he had 
transitioned from thanking God for being 'only another member of the 
human race' to acknowledging having seen in 'the woman-ness' of 'all the 
women in the world' the image of God brought into the world, 
recognizing in each of them 'Wisdom and Sophia and Our Lady.'20 

In his study on the life transforming journeys of Dagen, Merton, and 
Jung, Robert Gunn underlines that in April of 1958, one month after the 
Louisville 'revelation', Merton asked his literary agent, Naomi Burton, to 
get him Pasternak's novel Dr. Zhivago, with whose character, Lara, 
Merton resonated 'as a reflection of what he was experiencing as Sophia, 
the feminine principle of wisdom.' 21 In his detailed volume devoted to 
Sophia, significantly subtitled The hidden Christ of Thomas Merton, 
Christopher Pramuk concludes that 'the sophiological perspective is alive 
to God's presence in the world never as "abstract essence", or "merely" 
symbolically, but concretely, sacramentally, more than literally.'22 
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Our Inner Stranger 
At this point, I would like to bring in Bonnie Thurston's suggestion that 'it 
was after [Merton] met and began to befriend the inner stranger ... that 
his focus could shift outward to the world and its terrible problems,' and 
that after he had his Louisville experience, 'he knew something of himself, 
he'd seen something of his true self and therefore he could recognize his 
unity with others and see the face of Christ in them;' that, in fact, 'his 
important later teaching on civil rights and social justice and peace and 
ecology and disarmament and interreligious dialogue, all of it came 
largely after he had walked a long way on his own journey of self­
discovery.' For Thurston, 'the text of his life suggests that healing the 
world ... begins when we befriend our own inner stranger.'23 

Indeed, one can read in Pope Francis' 2020 Encyclical Letter Fratelli 
Tutti on Fraternity and Social Friendship, which encourages one to 
'dream as a single human family', 24 as a contemporary expression of 'One 
only Kindness'. More recently, in the course of an interreligious meeting 
in Iraq, Pope Francis brought together Jews, Christians and Muslims, with 
brothers and sisters of other religions, to 'honour our father Abraham by 
doing as he did: we look up to heaven and we journey on earth.' Using plain 
words, his message is pristine clear: 

Thousands of years later, as we look up to the same sky, 
those same stars appear. They illumine the darkest nights 
because they shine together. Heaven thus imparts a message 
of unity: the Almighty above invites us never to separate 
ourselves from our neighbours. The otherness of God points 
us towards others, towards our brothers and sisters . ... God 
urges us to love. This is true religiosity: to worship God and 
to love our neighbour.Zs 

Pope Francis encyclical letter and his address are interspersed with 
names, faces, stories, testimonies, concrete proposals, examples, shared 
longings, words that announce and denounce and that, as he said of 
Merton, challenge the certitudes of our time, open 'new horizons' and 
promote 'peace between peoples and religions'.26 

Witnesses to Love 
Julian of Norwich called Jesus 'our true Mother', for he feeds us 'not with 
milk but with himself, opening his side to us, and calling out all our love.' 
At the end of her revelations, she unveils 'our Lord's meaning in this 
thing': 'Love was his meaning.'27 And as he records at the end of his 

ADVENT 2021: VOLUME 28 NUMBER 2 7 



Fernando Beltran L!avador 

autobiography, Merton hears God saying to him: "/ will give you what you 

d · I will Jeadyou bv the way you cannot possibly understand . ... [A}nd es1re. ... -' d 
you shall die in Me and find all things in My mercy whi~h has create you 
for this end. "ZB Saint John of the Cross wrote that, unhke under the old 
law, God, 'In giving us his Son, his only Word (for he possesses no other), 
he spoke everything to us at once in thi~ sole _Word_-and_he has no more 
to say.'29 Despite their different inflect10~s, m their. umque way, these 
three stand as witnesses to love as the ultimate meanmg, to mercy as the 
source of everything, and to the Word, his_ Son and All, as ,~ad's gi~ ~o ~s., 

What Wisdom is this? Who is this Wisdom? Whose hkeness, child, 
'love' are we? Whose Oneness? Whose 'Kindness'? Whose folly? Whose 
dance? Whose language, whose name, whose Word, whose is-ness, whose 
us-ness? Whose is our longing and whose our belonging? 

In Merton's poignant and poetic words, he asks us: 30 

Who 
Are You? Whose 
Silence are you? 
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Mare of Easttown 
Mare of Easttown is an seven-part American crime drama series with a 
script by Brad Ingelsby released in April 2021 and available on Amazon 
Prime Video. It stars Kate Winslet as detective Mare Sheehan 
investigating the murder of a teenage mother in a small town in 
Pennsylvania while trying to keep her own life from falling apart. In his 
review of the series in The Tablet in June 2021, Mark Lawson claimed 
that it was 'a masterpiece of Catholic writing in the tradition of Graham 
Greene and Evelyn Waugh', with Mare as a 'standout heroine'. 

From a scene from the first episode when Mare, Father Dan Hastings - a 
Catholic priest and Mare's cousin - and Mare's mother, Helen, are all 
together in Mare's kitchen: 

Mare: 

Dan: 
Mare: 

Dan: 
Helen: 
Dan: 
Mare: 

Dan: 

Are you here to guilt me into returning to the church again, 
Danny? 
No, no, no. I gave up on that a while ago. 
Freddie broke into Bethy's again. Did he come by the shelter this 
afternoon? 
Deacon Mark made sure he had a bed for the weekend. 
Poor Bethy. I don't know how she handles it. 
How's she holding up? 
Well, her mom's got Parkinson's, and her brother's smashing her 
kids' piggy banks to buy Dilaudid. I think she's wondering where 
the hell God is in her life. 
Depends on what her view of God is. Merton says that our idea of 
God tells us more about ourselves than about Him. 

Mare: When you're up at the altar preaching to the congregation, you 
ever get the feeling no one's listening? 

Dan: Every single day. 

The Merton quote is from New Seeds of Contemplation, chapter 3, 'Seeds 
of Contemplation'. 

Editor 
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Film Reviews 

A Hidden Life 
A drama documentary written and directed by Terrence Malick 
Released May 2019 at the Cannes Film Festival 
17 4 mins. Available on Amazon Prime with English subtitles. 

This film tells the story of Franz Jagerstatter, an Austrian farmer who was 
imprisoned and executed in 1943 for refusing to take the oath of 
allegiance to Hitler during World War Two. 

Merton mentions him twice in his journals. The first occasion is on 26 
March 1962: 

Again moved by a little bit of information on Jagerstatter -
the Austrian peasant beheaded by Hitler as a conscientious 
objector - though advised by priest and bishop to conform 
and obey. In a child's notebook he wrote a precise essay on 
'Irresponsibility' which exactly hits the point everybody is 
missing. Two Germans both perform the same services for 
the Nazis - one believes in Nazism, the other condemns it -
and thinks himself better. Actually he is the more guilty of the 
two (Turning towards the world p 213). 

The second is on 10 November 1964: 'It was certainly profitable to read 
... Gordon Zahn's little book on the objector Jagerstatter which is 
surprisingly good (Dancing in the water of life p 164). Merton, in the 
retreat held at Gethsemani that month, 'Pursuing the Spiritual Roots of 
Protest', highlighted the importance of Jagerstatter's life and witness; he 
subsequently devoted a whole essay, 'An Enemy of the State', to 
Jagerstatter. It is included in Faith and Violence. 

The film A Hidden Life was made by the visionary director Terrence 
Malick Malick had been a professor of philosophy at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and a translator of Heidegger before he turned to 
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