
ONl.Y ONE MERTON 

The following article is the first of two parts of a talk given at a Thomas 
Merton conference held in West Bolden. Newcastle-upon-Tyne in May of this 
year, It was given by the Rev'd Stephen J,Hotchen and was In response to a 
~adio play which seemed to be saying Merton was schizoid. It is largely 
1 nt I uenced by a book edited by M.B.Penn i ngton, 1 Toward an Integrated 
Humanity 1 ; Cistercian Publications. 

The title given to this essay 
might leave some in a little 
confusion. On the face of It, 
to say that there is 'Only One 
Merton• seems to be a fact 
about which there · can be llttle 
dispute, Clearly. on the face of 
things there is only one Thomas 
Merton, the Trappist monk and 
writer. How ever, there are those 
who would want question whether 
this were strictly true. They 
would suggest that in Merton's 
life and in his thought It Is 
possible to detect a certain 
am ount of conflict; divergent 
v i e w s w h I c h be tr a y a I a c k of 
unity in his make up! It Is my 
purpose In this essay to show 
that to make this assertion is to 
misunderstand Merton totally. 

The most striking exam pie of 
the view noted above which 1 
have come across is in a play 
written by Bruce Stewart, 'Me 
and My Shadow' which was 
broadf~st on BBC radio 4 on 
the 6 February this year. This 
portrayed Merton as a man who 
had a great inner conflict and 
who spent much of his time 
trying to subdue part of his 
personality: Merton it seemed 
was almost schizophrenic. In 
point of fact nothing could have 
been further from the truth; a 
truth w hlch can be 
demonstrated through the 
wr iting of Merton. 

One of the growing number of 
Merton scholars, Lawrence 



Cunningham, has said that 1 ••• 

ft is hard to think of another 
Ca"tholic thinker in our time 
with' su ch wide ranging interests 
a nd SUf h diverse intellectual 
skills,' Ther e can be no doubt 
that Thom as Merton applied his 
min d t o a v ery w id e r a nge o f 
topics but th i s is by no mea ns 
ju stificati on f or assu m in g a 
di v erg e n t p er sonal ity! Indee d, I 
shall pu t f o r w ard a c ase for the 
o p p o site view na mely , that t h is 
•c at holi c m I n d' me an t that 
Merto n was in full u n ion •11 ith 
his fellow man and his 
env i r o n m ent a n d th is is a point 
to w h i c h I sha ll r e t u rn la"ter, 

T he f irst q u estion w e mi g ht ask 
t hen is this, 1 Ho w can a ma n 
w ho has sp e n"t som e tw e nty­
se v en yea rs w I th in t h e confin e s 
o f a C is"te r c ia n mon ast er y , t hree 
y e ars of which w ere spent as a 
h erm i t , be sald to be i n an y 
sort of union wi th th e world 
and hi s f ello w ma n' , bu t t he 
f act is, Merto n bel i eved tha t as 
a monk he was able to become, 
not only more fully integrate d 
w ithin him se l f as a p erson but, 
a l so more fully integrated into 
the world and the life of his 
fellow man, 

Let's begin by taking a look at 
the way in which this monk who 
has renounced the world and 
lives his entire life in seclusion 
can share fully with his fellow 
m an '' in t h e life of the world 
and make a va l id contribution 
to that world . 

If we are to do this, then we 
must turn to the image of the 
desert. The desert is the place 
of m arglnal life; it is the place 
where we come into contact 
with the extremes of heat and 
cold, of thirst and hunger; it is 
the place w here we experience 
l ife t o t he f u ll whil st sta n ding 
f ac e t o fa c e w Ith death: as 
such it is "the place wh e re we 
are able to experience th e self 

to the full. This bri-gs us To a 
theme which domina-:!s much of 
Merton's writing; t-at is, the 
theme of the I True Self' and 
the •False Self', T,e quesTion 
w hi c h /.1 e rt on asks 1 s th is, D o es 
modern man retrea- into the 
s o litude of the des2!'t or does 
h e see k so l i t ud e e l se•.-here a n d, 
d o e s h e stri ve To fi - d t h e true 
s e lf o r th e false self? /-1 e rto n 
c on te n d e d that each :>f us has a 
p ar "t icu la r voca"ti o n - o ide n t if y 
the true self. It s h o::ld !:l e noted 
"that if one ls to ;,:-'.)oerly find 
the true self then one m us"t 
i n evitably iden"tify the false 
se l f. Writing as ear : y as 1955 
Mer ton says, 

" Every mun has <!! vocation 
"to be som e on e: !:>ut he 
mu st und e r sta n ~ clearly 
th a"t in o r de r t o -"ulfll this 
voc ati on h e c a n o nl ~ b e 
one p e rson: h i m seif," 

The soli t ude o f th e des ert i s 
not t hen a n es ca pe f rom th e 
world: t o se e so li t u ca so, is to 
en t er in -to IS OL ATION a nd, to 
Isolate onesel f in "thi s way 
simply t o experience some kind 
of indep e n d ence a n d e nt e r i nt o 
a d i alogue w ith o nesel f , w h at 
m l ght be termed a ' n ar cissi s t i c 
dialogue• Is not t o e nter i nto 
any k ind of unity at all , but 
rather to enter intc a proce ss 
of disintegra"tfon where, a 
profusion of confl i c -rin g passio ns 
drives one to totel confusion! 
The ego takes conr.o l . Merton 
said of this, 

"Such se l f-conte :;; olation is 
a futi l e a"tte m pt t o 
establish th e f i ni t e sel f a s 
infinite, "to ~ak e it 
permanently Independent o f 
all other be i 3gs . And t hi s 
is madness . " 

This Is not, suggest, a 
madness which is restricted to 
the solitary. M o dern man rs 
tempted, not t o w ft h dra w to the 



d es e rt b u t, t o e s c a p e i n t o th e 
m ass of o th er m e n; i n tf th e 
wor l d of 'C o llectivis m ', t h at 
form less sea of irresponsibi l ity 
whi c h i s the crow d ! B ut, t o l ive 
I n a c r o w d, to !Ive i n c lo se 
pr o x im ity t o o th ers d o e s not 
guarantee . communion with 
them. M erton observes, 

"The com man life can 
either make one more of a 
person or less of a person , 
depending w hether it i s 
t rul y co mmo n l if e o r 
merel y l i fe i n a cro wd . To 
live in comm union , in 
g enu i ne dia l ogue wi th others 
ls absolu t ely necessary if 
m an is t ~' re m a in h u m an . 
Bu t to live i n t h e midst o f 
others , sharing nothing with 
them but the comm on noise 
and the general distraction , 
isolates a man in t h e worst 
way , separates him f r om 
reality in a wa~ that is 
a I rn ost pain less." 

It is clear to see from this that 
M erton did not believe that a 
persons external clrcu m stances 
dictated his . internal condition 
but quite the reverse, it is 
what we are which determines 
our external situation! To live 
ones life in separation from 
others is n·ot to find solitude: 
true soli-tude can only be found 
within oneself and, as Merton 
him self might have said, this is 
a grace from God. 

Merton believed that to truly 
Ii v e one m u st be f u II y h u m an, 
just as Christ him self was fully 
human. To become fully human 
we must search out deep wit h in 
ourselves the -true self; we must 
become that · which we were 
created to be. In St. Matthew •s 
gospel, in the words of the 
'Great Commandment• 
( I-It. 22:35-40) we read that our 
first duty or obligation ag 
Christians is to glorify God, 
In becoming fully human this is 
precisely what we do. 

"A tre e gives gl ory t o God 
by bei n g a tre e . F o r i n 
being what Go d me a ns it 
to be it is o beying Him. It 
• c onse nts', so t o sp7ak, t o 
Hi s cr ea tive l o v e ." 

In jus t th e same w ay , man, by 
becom i ng fully hum an, acts i n 
obed i ence to th e 1-1 il l of God. 

However, If as we have al r ea dy 
said , t o be f u l ly hu m a n o ne h as 
to live in com m union with one s 
fello w m an h o w th e n do we 
real iz e t h i s 'i nt-e gr at e d 
humanity ' ? If we turn for a 
moment to St. Jo h n ' s gosp e l w e 

f ind that it i s, in point of fact, 
Chr ist in us who affects this 
uni t y ! "I n tha t day yo u will 
know that I am ln my Father, 
and you in 8 me, and I in you." 
(Jn. 14 : 20) In- a letter wr i tten 
at the suggestion of Pope 
Paul vi Merton states quite 
clea r ly , 

"I have learned to rejoice 
t h at Jesus is i n the world 
in people who know Hlm 
not, that He is at work I n 
them when they thin~ 
them selves far from Him." 

The more fully we are able to 
discern Christ in us then , the 
more fully we share with our 
fellow . man in his situation. God 
dwells in all men ; we all dwell 
in God; so it Is we dwell in one 
another. 

So litude was the way Merton 
developed an ever closer 
relationship with God through 
Christ and, as I have already 
said, he was convinced that the 
only real solitude was that 
which is found within oneself, 
interior solitude. This Interi or 
soli tu de is only possible for 
th ose who have accepted th eir 
right place In relation to other 
men and with God: for Merton 
this place was in the monastery 
living the cenobitic llfe. Thom as 
Merton, of course, was no 



ordinary monk! He was a writer 
and he felt tha t his •11riting was 
an essential constituent part of 
his vocation t o become a :n on k; 
the insights he gained fron his 
situation in the monastery he 
was able to apply to the 
problems facing his brothers on 
the other side of the monastery 
w a II. 

There is in fact a considerable 
body o f m aterlal, held at the 
1 T h o m as M e rt on Stu d y C en tr e 1 

in America, which bears a .,iple 
witness to the fac-t th a-t ~I erton 
was, in reality, sharing h is 
insights with many ;ieople 
throughout the world . There are 
some 3000 letter to more than 
a 1000 corresponden-ts: this is in 
addition to the more obvious 
sharing of insights which he 
undertook through his -:i any 
published 1~orks. it is however, 
in a phrase from one of the 
many unpublished m anusc:-ipts 
held at the Merton Study Centre 
that Merton takes us right to 
the very heart of what it is lie 

are talking about when he says, 

"To live in the fullest sen se 
is to know and to love God 
the author of life 1ii the 
centre of o u r sou f. 11 

ft was to find this kind of fife 
whic h ho lds God the creator 
at its centre, -that Merton 
devoted his entire energy after 
his corrersion to the Catholic 
faith. 

ft was through his theocentric 
life that Merton entered more 
fully into communion with his 
fellow man. In h is existence as 
a cloistered monk, he found, 
and entered into, a wholeness of 
life which was both demanding 
and fulfilling; he was in fact 
quite clear about wha t he felt 
was the role of the monk, and 
describes it in the follo'lting 
way; 

"the monk should be the 
man in the Church who is 

not oq;a n ised but is free 
of the w ith th e free-ppm 

desert no ri ad." 

monk must- be a man who 
cultivates some k ind of 
awareness or consciousness o f 
his surroundings without actua lly 
committin<; himself to- any 
particular 'Party Line' or 
ideology. 

Having raised ones 
consciousness, having become 
a11are, t'i e n there is an 
ob Ii g ati on 7 0 m a k e k no w n to the 
wor ld this reve la tion, t o expose 
th e ' Spi ritual Sickness' with 
'dhicji the •11orld has been - is 
being' brought low. This 
M erton di-:: in the only way he 
as a wri-ter could; he wrote 
about it! It was as a result of 
t his writing that he suffered the 
criticism of being less the monk 
and more the ac-tivist, It was 
seen as a conflict of interests, 
to show concern for the world 
whilst exercising ones vocation 
as a monk; as I've tried to 
illustrate, Merton felt that the 
converse "'a s true. 

It was Merton's writing which 
proved to be a matter of great 
conten-tion within the. confines 
of Gethsemani. He was 
constantly at odds with the 
monastery censor, or so it 
seem ed. In a short piece written 
on 'Monastic Renewal' and 
which I use here in defence of 
his position as both writer and 
monk, Merton says of the 
monastic vocation: 

"ft is not a 
special work 

Ca If 
within 

to a 
the 

Church, The 
•out of th is 
God truly 
prayer, 

monk is called 
world' to seek 

ren u nciai"ion, 
and simplicity 
monastic life 
something of 
atmosphere of 
wii"h God. The 

in silence, 
solitude, 

compunction 
the 

maintains 
the desert 

a life alone 
work of the 

monk is t o seek God 



first and H im alone." 73 1t was 
through th i s searching for God 
which, as I have a l ready said, 
included his writin g, t h at 
Thomas Merton became more 
comp l e t e, moved towar d s b ei n g 
a wh o le pe r son, towards a u nity, 
wit h Go d a t t he c en tre, 
Ho w e ve r , w i t- h in the monast ery 
it was a long time before the 
ab b ot and those responsible for 
his development rea l ized that 
Merton's wri ti ng w as an 
important and necessary part of 
h is sp i ri t u ality, per haps it ne v er 
wa s fully real i zed . For this 
r eas on h is writing w as seen as a 
rel u c ta nce, on the part of 

1-1 e r t on , t o I et g o o f t h e I i f e h e 

*** 

ha d had 
Abbey of 

before entering 
Geth se m ani. 

the 

As have already 
Merto n, throug h his 

stated, 
deep 
God, pers o na l relationship with 

i de ntifie d, an d l ive d 
comm uni o n with t ha t p ar t 
h u ·m a n i t y w h i c h s pen d s i t s 
in t he wo rld. Through 
reading and contac t 
v is i tors to the Abbey he 
able to k e ep h i m s e l f v er y 
i nformed abou t w ha t 
happen i ng i n t he wor l d : it 
this w o r l d w h i ch , t h r o u gh 
praye r and m edi t ati o n, he 
b efore God . 

in 
o f 

l i fe 
his 

w ith 
w as 

we II 
w a s 
w a s 
hi s 

h el d 

Te x tual Notes 

1 . Lawre nc e S, C u nningham, "The Life of Me r ton as Paradigm: The 
View of Academe, " in Patrick Hart, ed. The Message of 
Thomas Merton (Cisterc i an Publications 1981) . 

2. No M an is an Isl and ; Burn s a nd Oates 1955 . 

3 . New Se e ds of Contemplat i on ; Burns and Oates 1962. Chapt er 8 
' Solitude is not Separation'. 

4. Wh en M erton talks o f col l ec ti v i sm I n this p ar ti cu l ar co nte x t he 
is referring to mans tendency to equate love with confer m ity -
a passive subse r vience t o th_e 1 mass-m i nd 1 : see ' Ne w Seeds ~ 
Chapter 8. 

5 , Ibid. 

6. ' ' 'Master, which ls the greatest command me nt of the law? ' 
Jesus said to him, 'You must love the Lord your God 1i1ith all 
your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is 
the greatest and the first commandment. The second resembles 
it: You must lov e your neighbour as yourself, On these two 
commandments hang the whole law, and the prophets too. 1 " 

7. New Seeds of Contemplation; Chapter 5 'Things and their 
Identity 1 . 

8. Merton believed that because Christ dwells in each of us and 
we in him, then we must each, to some extent, dwell in each 
other. For an example of this see, New Seeds of 
Contemplation, Chapter 9 1 We are One Man'. 

9, See The Monastic Journey; Sheldon Press 1977: A Letter on t he 
Conte m platfve Life. 

10. I have not seen this manuscript w hi c h is called, •School of the 
Spirit'; Merton marked it, 1 Not for Publication'. However, M. 



Bas il Pennington uses this particu lar Quote fro~ the work in 
an article published by .Cistercian Publications: Toward an 
Integrated Humanity, Appendix: Centering Prayer, 
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be called ' licentious abandon•: ~fi 
Roman Catholic Church on the 16 
Church of Corpus Christi, Columbia. 
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12. Contemp l ation in a L·/orld of Action; Unwin Paoerbacks 1980: 
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