
APOSTOLATE OF FRIENDSHIP 

A man's letters reveal his wh o le 
character, feeli ngs, judgements, 
mc7i ves, per sona l history and the 
various ramificati o ns of his 
i nTer ests. They disc I ose the man 
as , e is known to h i s friends, not i n 
t ~e con stra ined express i on of one 
si t Ting for a portrait , but In the 
•,1r it7en conversation of the whole man, 
man i festec in a ser i es of constant I y 
vary ing and unconstrained expressions, 

In 655 pa ges of se I ected I etters , 
mos7Iy from the last decade of his 
I i fe, Wi 11 iam Shannon gives us a 
var i ety of Thonas Merton I s 
ur. :~nstr a ined express i ons . They 
re·, e= I t he character , fee I i ngs , and 
ju:~e~en t s of this remarkable monk , 
wr iter , poet and contemplative 
critic, as they are painted on the 
wi ce canvas of his i nterests. It l s 
re:narkable that a hermit-monk, living 
out t he paradox of contemp I at ion and 
action could attract such a v ariety of 
correspondents . The attract I on was a 
form of wr i ting which became a way of 
contemplat i on, the expression of a 
reality that was I ived before being 
wr i tten about. The ensuing 
correspondence became for Merton a 
literary form of self-expression in 
wh ich he further shared his 
contemplation. 

Contemplative experience is the 
heart of the matter, the only reality 
being the union of God with men and 
wo:nen in contemplation. Merton 
believed that one's relationship with 
Goa determined one's relationship to 
others. This is the essence of what 
it ~eans to be human and this union is 
the !:las is for a I I construct Ive soc i a I 
action. The problem of our time is 
how to recover the ability to love 
ourselves and one another In that 
ground of love which is God. 

The seeding and flowering of this 
way of fl vi ng is er it i ca II y expounded 
in the revised edition of William 
Shannon's Thanas Mer-ton's Dark Path. 
A summary of Merton's writings on 
contemplation are arranged around a 
cenTrepIece of unpublished material, 
"The Inner Experience". An apologetic 

~r o I ogue pret aces the work, In 
wh I ch. t_he author _extends his ear I ier 
expos1t 1on, making the point that 
f or Merton his most important 
discovery was his fellow human be i ngs 
at the depth of his so I i t ude, t he 
exper i ence of a new soli dar ity I n the 
depths of his s i I ence. Ther e where 
he was mos t a I one he found t he bas j s 
o f commun 1 t y, not God a I one, but 
God who i s t ogether '" I th a I I 
humankind . From this vantage po j nt 
he could engage critically 11ith the 
world and be invol ved in t he soci a l 
issues that occup i ed America at t hat 
t ime . This was no betrayal of 
monastic and contemp lative vocation 
but r ather its f ulfi lment , 

" Thomas Merton's Dar k Path" i s a 
pi lgr inage i n the way of negat ion , 
the apophatic way , a journey i nto 
t he pa i nfu I discovery of his own 
identity. It i s an exper ience t hat 
is continually effecting per sonal 
growth and change and a revis i on of 
thinking in the dispelling of 
i I fusions. It engages the reader 
with the spiritual foundations of 
Merton I s thinking , t he Greek and 
Desert Fathers, Augustine , Aquinas, 
Eckhart, The Cloud , John of t he 
Cross, to name but a few in the 
Christian mystical tradition by which 
he was be l ng formed. Beyond the 
solitude of space the contemplative 
meets with the deeper solitude of his 
own inner se I f to seek the ground of 
his own being, 1 searching his own 
heart and plunging into the heart of 
the world, of which he is a part, 
that he may listen to the deepest and 
most neglected voices that proceed 
from the deptrs of what ls most truly 
real'.(p.17lH This enables the 
1 I ett i ng~go I of the · masks and 
1I luslons of the false self so that 
one can live in the true self firmly 
rooted in one I s own inner truth. 
Beyond such falsity and I l I us ion one 
discovers in the ground of one's 
being the love and I ight of God. 
The end is the transformation of the 
who I e character Into a state of . f u I I 
sp i ritual Identity. 

Modern ex i_stent I a I I st writers who 
had explored the dark side of the 
human psyche provided insights. 
Merton used their language, 
Kierkegaard's dread and Sartre's 

nausea, to describe tracts of 
contemplative experience, and agreed 
with them that knowledge of I iving 
truth begins in one I s own persona I 
be ing in the search for self-

kn owl edge . 

His explor ~tions i nto the 
con temp I at i ve expe~ r ence of. or i en:ta I 
rel i gion led him i nto an 1ncreas1ng 
concern f or t he Transcendent self . 
To exist everywher e he had to become 
no- one, t he no- on e who has gone 
beyond t he I ndivi du a l se l f by 
compassion, purity, love and 
hum i I ity, and in consequence i s 
uni t ed t o a l I by an i ntui t ive 
sympathy . The end i s noth i ng I ess 
t han a deepen i ng of h i s own 
consciousnes s of f aith, of uni on 
with Chr i st i n God. 

Th i s deepen i ng of fundamenta l 
human exper ience I n contempla t ion , 
convinced Merton of the need for 
dialogue between East and West on 
every plane of l i f e f rom t~e mystical 
to t he po l it i ca I . The d I scovery of 
t he absolute value of human life led 
to a refusa I to tie i nvo I ved in the 
practices of a war Id that deg.ra_des 
humankind. MonastIc1sm, 
contemp l ation in a world of action, 
become a r ejection of and protest 
against, the crimes,. injustices , 
and political tyrannies of the 
contemporary wor Id. It was 
inevitable that his writings would 
attract correspondents and natural 
for him to r.espond to people of 
faith prayer, and social concern, 
great' or sma I I, wherever they might 
be. His letters find their context 
in this wider ecumenism beyond the 
ecclesiastical, and the letter to 
Pope John XX111 on his election 
explains his mission. 

"It seems to me that, as 
a contemplative, I do not 
need to lock myself i n 
so Ii tude and I ose a I I contact 
with the rest of the wor ld ; 
rather this poor war Id has a 
right to a place In my 
solitude. It Is not enough 
for me to think of the 
apostolic value of prayer and 
penance; I also have to 
think of the con temp I at Ive 
grasp of the political, 
intellectual, artistic and 
social movements 

in t his ,1orld - by which I mean a 
sympathy for the honest aspiration s 
of -so many l nte I I ectua Is ever ywher e 
in the world and the terrible 
problems t hey have to face. I have 
had the experience of seeing that 
t his k i nd of understand in g and 
fr i end I y sympat hy, on the part of a 
monk who r eall y under sta nds t hem , 
has produced striki ng effec ts amon g 
art i sts, 11r i ter s, pub I i shers, poets 
etc, wno have become my friends 
without ,y having to I eave the 
c Io i ster ••••••• I have exercised an 
aposto l ate; and it has been quite 
simply an ~postolate of f r i endship . " 

"The Letters " begin with Catherine 
de Hueck Doherty where the early 
vocati oncl doubts and aspirations are 
gli mpsed, the connection between 
love and ooli tl cal action , and the 
f undamente l con victi on of Mert on 's 
I i f e , t~at Ii v i ng experi ence must 
precede ·creative wri t ing . Prefaces 
of biogreoh ical i nf or mati on give a 
context to an alphabeti cal 
arrangement of i ndi v idual series of 
let ters, enab l i ng t he reader to 
fo I I ow a sequence of thought, 
adv i ce , comment and questi on . 
I nteres t in t he " Shaker s " is shared 
wi t h Edward Andrews ; wi th Rez a 
Arasteh , a . Pers i an psychoanalys t and 
Sufi f i n·a I integrat i on of t he 
pers~na I i ty. Ang I i can ism is 
discussed wit h Canon Allch l n and Etta 
Gu 11 i ck end· advice given to Sister 
Penelope CSMV on the translation of 
texts. Sixteen correspondents 
di a I ogue on War and Peace sharing 
their frustrations and obstacles , and 
receive theological r eflection wi th 
positive and practical encouragement , 
His I etters on re I lg i ous experience 
cover Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, 
Sufism Taoism and Zen , and reflect 
his ~oncern that these Orient al 
traditions can add a whole new depth 
and dimension t o our understand i ng of 
God In Christ and enable us to 
rediscover the fu 11 meaning of our 
own traditions. 

With Erich Fromm, who accepted 
Merton• s description "atheistic 
mystic" there is true dialogue 
amidst 'fundamental difference, but 
common concern for a society based on 
truth and wholeness. His first 
fetter to the Zen-Buddhist scholar 



u,1. ~uzuKI retrains from the pretence 
of understanding Zen, but confesses 
to feeling a profound and intimate 
agreement on reading his book. A 
common interest in ·Pasternak brings a 
ten year correspondence with John 
Harris a Devonshire teacher :,horn he 
encourages into the RC Church and is 
sensitive to the halting steps of the 
ne1, convert; but humorous on hearing 
of the monk who dropped 'Zhivago• when 
adul tery cropped up, suggesting he 
wou Id have to drop 'Genesis I when 
bigamy came up. His humanity comes 
through i n the f i c~ i ona I I ett er he 
writes to Harris•s 12yr old son Arthur 
which he signs with his I aundry 
number. There are I etters t o pub 11 c 
figures such as President Lyndon 
John so n, Pope Pau I V1 and t o 
Jacque I i ne Kennedy and Coretta Ki ng on 
the assassinat i ons of their respective 
husbands. The contemporary world of 
Protestantism, Roman Catholicism and 

Orthodox Christ i an i ty feature 
I d '1 t ' · · • as a so o ,. ys I c Ism and Rae I a I Issues. 

Merton I s concern is to fl nd the 
God of the •,1ho I e wor Id present and 
active In places where hitherto w 
had presumed h i m absent, in th: 
srruggles of humanity for justice and 
peace and in those places where poets 
and artists are sens itivel y 
questioning. These two works are 
very readab I e and appea Ii ng in sty I e 
and method, and also timely in being 
pub I i shed together, in that they 
put before the reader the 
comp I eteness of Merton' s v Is ion and 
mission . We can be grateful to fr. 
Bil I Shannon for conveying the 
message of one who in journeyina into 
his own i nner darkness found th; 

Light in wh ich he could bring 
discernment, hope and Life, to the 
agonies and darkness of the 
contemporary world. 
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