
UNDERLYP:G PRHJCIPLES OF 
MERTON'S SPIRITUALITY 

1) The first being that it is a 
life rather than a technique. The 
Christian saints and mystics 
demonstrate this. Progress in 
spirituality does not depend on 
one ' s natura l gifts and the 
ingenuity with which one masters 
the tr i cks of the spir itual l ife. 
There are no tricks and one 
cannot wri te one's ow n ticket. 
Rather does it depend on grace 
and takin.g note of God's will. 
But suc h a life , in being a 
response to grace, is essentially 
lncarnational and Eucharistic, 
b u i I t o n I T h e I/ or d m a d e F I e s h 1 • 

It is Christ 1·1ho leads us to 
enjoyment and possession of God. 
Christ represents in him self t he 
goal for the Christian and the 
activity that wi ll lead to that 
goal. So the total character of 
Christ's life is the mode I for the 
Christian life . Ii hat this implies 
ls not a mere imitatio n of 
Christ, but rather as a first 
requirement the recognition of 
one's 01,n sinful ness, which can 
come only thoug h grace. 0 nly 
when this sinful self is destroyed , 
by being crucifi.-~d with Christ, is 
the way of Christ ooen at the 
other side of Grace. 1.-/ hat · +hen 
emerges is a ne•.v creat ion , 
transfigured into the Lord's 
likene ss, a rebirth, so that one 
moves - for1vard into a dimension 

.n. o t pre Vi o u s·I y k no w n. 
Tl1e image that /-1erton keeps 
using to describe this process is 
1 The Desert•, The con tem p la tive 
life is preference for the desert. 
What he means is perhaps best 
described in the opening chaoters 
of that mystical treatise, The 
Theologia Germ an i ca, the 
emptying of the I, me, mine, t he 
necessary self-emptying in order 
to be filled with God. This is t he 
painful process which must 
precede the expans i on of our 
conscio usness in God, the 
necessary preliminary to that 

prayer of the he art we describe 
as conte rn plation . Compunct i on 
of the heart is the spi r it in 
whichwe open our;,e l ves to God 
in such prayer. So the classic 
form of m'editation is 'lord 
Jes us Christ, Son of the living 
God , have mercy on me a 
sinner', the Jesus Prayer . 

2) In an age which has placed 
an excessive emphasis on 
Ind ividualism, the second 
pr inc i p I e i m p Ii cit i n a 11 M e rto n I s 
spirituality, is that this lffe 
must be essentially corporate 
and communal. It is an 
i m po rt a n t bib I i ca I pr inc i p I e. 0 u r 
relationship, mediated through 
our membership of a 
comm unity , the People of God. 
The Christ ian contemp lative, 
does not come like the pagan 
mystic as the Alone · to the 
Alone, but as a member of the 
Body of Christ into •,ihi~h - he is 
i ncorporated by Baptism. 

In his introduction to Thom as 
Merton 1 s Contemplative Prayer, 
the Quaker, Douglas Steere, 

1-1 arns readers to bear in mind 
th 2 assumed corporate context 
i n 1, h i c h ,·.1 e rt o n a I \v a y s p I a c es 
h i s understanding of p rayer. 
Merton hir:iself rcinforcr:;s this. 
'The Christian (even though he 
b.e a m on k or a h er m i t), is 
never really an isolated 
ind i vidua l . He is a member of a 
praising co· m m unity, the people 
of God It is un de rstoo d 
that th e· personal prayer of · +he 
m on-k is e r:1 bedded in the life of 
psa l :n ody, litur g ical celebration 
and the meditative reading of 
scripture. All this has both a 
personal ,and a com :n unal 
dimension 1 -

3) Christian spirituality, i n 
order to be rea l and authentic 
must be alive. Not all 
spirituality, even when it goes 
under the n ame Christian, is 
liv in g. Often it can be no more 
than a dead pietism, an escape 
route into a haven of un rea lity . 
For the individual, spirituality 



becomes a dead pietis m when it 
degenerates into an introverted 
cultivation of one's own soul. 
Then religion becomes the 
opium by which to escape or be 
·a naesthetized from 
one ' salienated self and God , 
Such a spirituality is no longer 
alive, but has become an escape 
route from the practical 
realities of one's re al and 
actual situation . 

Douglas Steere.3 Illustrates 
Merton's percepti ve approach to 
this danger in the life of 
prayer. Pointing out the dangers 
of so many books on prayer, 
which seem to get 1 h ung - up 1 on 
' the holy particulari-ty of the 
so u l' and its needs, he explains 
how Merton avoids this by 
dealing with the essence of 
prayer, and especially by dealing 
with what the Germans call 
Entl arvung . \4hat Mer-ton means 
by This is ' the smoking out of 
the bogus interiority I of the 
'Communal wool-gathering ', 'of 
the inert primitive narcissistic 
security ', 'of The wors hi pping of 
idols of our o-.,n making, men-tal 
Id o Is of a G o d that w i 11 n at 
disturb us' • 

Merton 
4 

else 1-1 here. 
elaborates 

He writes 
Th is 

of 
awareness, noT on l y in relation 
to God, but also· i n relation to 
self. For this to happen, and it 
cannot be programmed through 
one's own ingenuity, there · must 
be the renunciation of the 
selfish :rnd limited se l f and an 
entrance into a new kind of 
existence, in order to discover 
an inner centre of motivation 
and love . When this happens, to 
use Blake's words, 1the doors of 
perception are opened' and 
everyth·Jng is se en in a ne v, 
light, Such contemplative 
ill umination aw a kens one to a 
new a 1-1 areness of oneself ' in 
Christ', and all life takes on a 
n e ·11 m e a n i n g • T h e re a J s e n s e of 
our own existence, which is 
normally veiled and distorted by 
the routine distractions of an 

alienated life, is now revealed 
in a central intu ition . 'W hat 
\>/as lost and dispersed in the 
re lati ve Triviality of purposeless 
behaviour (living like a machine, 
pushed around by i mpulsions and 
suggestions from others), is 
brought together in a 
fullyintegra-ted conscious 
significance•, 

Such awareness leads to a true 
evaluation of self in the context 
of life as it is experienced. In 
facT it is an experi ence 
analogo us to death and 
resurrec-tion , where all i l lusion 
about self, God and the wor l d is 
unmasked, the heart made pure 
and the doors of perception 
opened, Then religion cannot 
ever be again an 1 opiu m I by 
which to escape, because 
spirituality will be something 
lived, rather than a mere 
adjustm enT to certain exterior 
norms of conduct, enabling The 
indiv i dual to play an approved 
religious role . 

4) There is another 
v1hich spiri-tuality as 

sense in 
a dead 

pie-tis:n becomes an escape 
route . That is ·.i hen it 
degenerates i n-to a mere w arid­
denying asceticism in which to 
hide fror;i· the vacissitudes and 
difficulties of life in the \'/Crld , 
The goal of Christian spirituality 
has been defined by God's 
intention for the whole of 
creation, Therefore it r., ust 
em brace every aspect of men 's 
li f e in -the crea-ted 1·1 or l d. For 
Merton, union ,.,ith God •.-,as noT 
The ,,.,hole of r:iysticism, because 
the experience is at the sa me 
Time a communion with men , 
That means That a Christian 
sp iritu ality must involve a 
quali-ty of openness to the 
world, which enab l es iT To f i nd 
the living Christ in all hum an 
his-tory and all hum an 
experience. 

This is noT tb advocate an 
activist and secu l ar Chris-tianity, 
as expounded in the l ast fifteen 



ears. !3ut it does mean opening 
one's eyes to certain truths 
with which this kind of thinkin_g 
was concerned - the n eed for 
an organic relationship between 
the sanctu ary and the market­
place. The response to the 
v1orld w ill n-ot be in the form 
of losing one's o~,n perspective, 
but in contributing a perspe c ti ve 
which is not of this 1-,orld, andis 
effectively li b e ra te d fro m the 
s ervitud es of the world in the 
negative and ster ile sense. By 
virtue of th is fact a Christian 
wi ll be enab le d 'to be more 
truly present to 'the 
co nter.ip orary •i1orld by love, 
understanding, joy, peace, 
freedom, tol erance, by a deep 
and Ch rist-li ke hope, 

The Chr i stian life-style ~,hich 
er.ierges 1-1ill hav e at i ts heart a 
spirituality \o/ hich contains a 
sy m oathetic understandi ng of 
the worlc's le g itimate aims s u ch 
as peace, individual freedom , 
justice and the sharing of 
resources in a world community, 
It will see these asp iration s as 
the concern of everyone, but 
a lso beca u se of a contemplat i ve 
perspective, be aw are of what 
Rene Voillaume describes as 
'm an in all h is dimensions', and 
therefore able to see th e 
obstacles frustrating 
conte mporary man in h is 
attainment of them . This must 
not lead to the rejection of 
contemporary secu l ar man, 
because his struggle toward s 
such aspirations appears to lack 
any concern for G od. ?.atrrer 
must he take seriously the valid 
effort of secular m an to aspire 
to such values, which, good in 
the mselves, doubtless come from 
Go d, 

NC TES 

1)Contemplative Prayer p. 30 

2llbic, p. 55 

3) Introdu ctlo n to Co n temp lati ve 
prayer p, 9 

4)Conte m plation in a world of 
action p. 17 6 

By The Rev•d Ar-thur M lddle'ton 
Rec-tor of Boldon. 

********* 

TH£ SCARECROW 

Dragging his· rood 
the scarecro11 pond ered 
'midst the ston es 
denied their song 
and the palm s hate-crushed: 
1 1!01•1 stran g e 
that one designed t o r e pel, 
denied form o r beaut,, 
s hou l d, when displayed 
with a gony-stretched arms, 
attract so many birds.• 

NEHUSHTAN 

G ailed, sore footed, p la gue­
ridden , 

poisoned by the vipers of their 
own despair, 

Israe l ' s children 
stood lost in a wi ld erness 

of barren dreams. 
The warped threads of r.iemory, 
acting alche m ically, 
turned d r oss into go l d 
and wrung from their hearts 
keening psalms of longing 
for skeletal flesh pots 
and straw-less bricks. 
Elohim, distanced by his grief, 
raised the brass-bound 

scarecrow 
to save them from their 

angry suicide 
and in the ca ll ous silence 
the song went unheard : 

ELOI, ELOI, 

LAMA SAOAC T HANI? 

The Rev 1 d J. W hea'tley. 
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