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I read Thomas Merton's autobiography
when I was a sophomore high school
student in Manila, Phi[ippines. Back then
I did not know where Louisville and the
Abbey of Gethsemani were located in
Kentucky. It is God's Providence that led
me to emigrate to the United States, first
to settle in Chicago and then to Lous-
ville. I remember the first time I went to
the Abbey of Gethsemani in 1974. My
tather had difficulty finding the place and
it scemed it took forever to get there.
Today it is a familiar drive and Geth-
semani is always on our itinerary for visit-
ing friends. We would do some distillery
tours on the Kentucky Bourbon Trail and
then go to Gethsemani for a taste of the
real Spirit.

As we commemorate the fortieth anni-
versary of Merton's death | want to re-
flect on some of the quotations from
Merton’s writings that taught me how to
live and how to keep on going.

‘Every moment and every event of
every man’s life on earth plants
something in his soul. For just as
the wind carries thousands of
winged seeds, so each moment
brings with it germs of spiritual
vitality that come to rest imper-
ceptively in the minds and wills of
men. Most of these unnumbered
seeds perish and are lost, because
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men are not prepared to receive
them: for such seeds as these can-
not spring up anywhere except in
the good soil of freedom, sponta-
neity, and love.”

My understanding of these seeds of life
was most limited when T was young. |
recall attending daily Mass throughout
high school and college, joining some
religious organizations such as the Sodal-
ity of Mary and the Legion of Mary, and
doing some apostolic work in our parish
church. T had no idea what contemplation
meant. | know now that prayer and my
many ordinary, sometimes painful, some-
times joyful experiences in life have
helped me discern the deep meaning of
Merton’s teaching that God's inscrutable
love seeks us in every situation, seeks our
good, and seeks our awakening.”

He has helped me understand that con-
templation is actually simple openness to
God at every moment, a real experience of
His nearness and closeness to us and deep
peace.

Merton believed very strongly about
the possibility of having an uninterrupted
dialogue with God if we are attentive to
the reality that changes everyday in our
lite. In several of his writings he con-
stantly refers to the need to be awake, to
listen, to be in tune to the present mo-
ment, and to be mindful of what goes on
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within and outside us. Merton found
comfort in the way nature spoke to him
of God's presence. He wrote in 1957:

“Warching those birds was as
food for meditation or as mystical
reading. Perhaps better.
... I found a bird in the woods
yesterday on the feast of St. Fran-
cis. Those things say so much
more than words....”

He then added:

“No name and no word to iden-
tify the beauty and reality of those
birds today, is the gift of God to

me in letting me see them.”

In Merton’s essay, ‘Love and Living', he
discussed what life consists of and what
education means in a person’s life. He
notes that education aims at [1E]ping a
person to discover who he is and how he
can relate authentically and spontaneously
to the world. He said: “Life consists in
learning to live on one’s own spontaneous
freewheeling: to do this one must recog-
nize what is one’s own—be familiar and
at home with oneself."*

During my first two years in Chicago I
felt very uncomfortable whenever my
officemates or classmates remarked that 1
had a foreign accent whenever I spoke.
My English was not bad at all, bur I felt
self-conscious when the people [ talked to
noticed my accent. | tried my best to
speak like an American, bur [ felr fake
and self-conscious doing so. I resolved
that I would not do that anymore. After
all, English is not my first language and it
should not matter to me or to anyone if
spoke with an accent. Eventually my ac-

cent disappeared when I stopped trying
hard to remove ir.

Merton also wrote that it is important
to learn who we are and what we can
offer as a valid contribution to the world
we live in. We have learned to be our
selves, he said, when we have learned to
die in the trials of each day so that we
may live. “When you are no longer pre-
tending or disguising yourself, you be-
come truly free—free not to kill, not to
exploit, not to destroy, not to compete,
because you are no longer afraid of death
or the devil or poverty or failure.”® This
quotation reminds me of a good friend

“Life consists in learning
to live on one’s own
spontaneous freewheel-
ing: to do this one must
recognize what is one’s
own—be familiar and at

home with oneself.”

who lives on a small boat on the Ohio
River. He stopped holding an office job
several years ago to devote his life to
prayer and to do volunteer work at a local
center for homeless people. He also drives
the elderly to where they need to go. Al-
th(}ugh I worry about him when it is icy
cold in the winter and sizzling hot during
the summer, | know that he is who he is
and he is available to anyone who needs
his help.

Learning for some people stops after
they leave school. Merton says that the
least of the work of learning is done in
the classroom. There are many incidents,
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remarks, encounters and happenings in
our life that can enlighten us. From his
own experience Merron recalled Mark
Van Doren’s remark to him while cross-
ing a street in New York. Mark said:
“Well, if you have a vocation to the mo-
nastic life, it will not be possible for you
to decide not to enter [the monastery].”
Merton said that he immediately grasped
the existential reality of that statement.®

Learning to live also includes learning
to listen to our body. The Zen Buddhists
say: when you are hungry, you eat; when
you are cold, you freeze; when it is hot,
you perspire. There is no point in com-
plaining about it. You live through the
reality of what is in front of and around
you. Merton points out that every act
however small can rteach us everything,
provided we see who it is that is acting.
In one of his conferences to contempla-
tive nuns in 1967, he stressed the need to
experience life directly.”

[ remember trimming bushes in our
vard on a hot and humid morning a few
summers ago. By noon [ had finished
trimming eleven bushes and had one more
to do. My body told me that it was time
to stop, but my mind said, “Go on, Er-
linda. One more bush and you will be
done.” I continued to trim and did not
realize until it was too late that T had
disturbed a beehive hidden inside the
bush. The bees buzzed around and stung
me. I ran away frantically and went inside
the house. After taking my allergy pill, I
realized why one bee got into my ear. The
message in its buzzing seemed to say:
Listen. . listen. . .listen.”

Merton has helped me become aware of
what I do and how I should do my work.
In his conference with comemplativc

nuns in 1968, Merron said: “The work of
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the householder, the work of a tradesman,
the work of a baskermaker, the work of a
farmer, whatever the duties of your state
of life, t]lcy can become a way o being
unified...But everything depends on Aow
you do it. You have to learn to do your
work in such a way that it leads you to
complete enlightenment. Nothing else is
necessary.”™

Citing from his own experience, Mer-
ton related to the nuns the most saristying
experience of sorting paper for the little
magazine Monk’s Pond, which he pub-
lished. At first it seemed so routine and
ordinary, but once he did it, he enjoyed
the process of sorting papers before tak-
ing them to the printer.

In New Seeds of Contemplation, Mer-
ton wrote that, “the requirements of a
work to be done can be understood as the
will of God. If I am supposed to hoe a
garden or make a table, then I will be
obeying God if I am true to the task I am
performing. To do the work carefully and
well, with love and respect for the nature
of my task and with due attention to its
purpose, is to unite myself to God’s will
in my work. In this way I become His
instrument. He works through me.””

In 1968, while Merton and Dr Amiya
Chakravarty were in India, Dr Chak-
ravarty took Merton to the studio and
home of Jamini Roy, one of the most
revered painters of modern India. Jamini
Roy said: “Tell the American saint that
this is my vocation and my life work; I
live here with my family and myself, pre-
pare the colors, the paper and the brushes;
my life is one.” Merton replied: “As a
Trappist monk, my life is one piece, in
the way that you have put it. If T make
cheese it has to be right, if I work on the
land I draw a straight furrow, it [ sing the
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Gregorian chant it has to be authentic.”°

Learning to live includes of course
learning to pray. David Steindl-Rast, a
Benedictine monk and a master at teach-
ing the spirituality of gratitude, recalled
his last conversation with Merton about
prayer. Merton said: “If we really want
prayer, we'll have to give 1t time. We
must slow down to a human tempo and
we'll begin ro have time to listen. And as
soon as we listen to what's going on,
things will begin to take shape by them-
selves. But for this we have to experience
time in a new way.""!

Merton shared his experience of being
attentive to the times of the day when he
went to his hermitage: when the birds
began to sing and the deer came our of
the morning fog, and the sun came up.
He said: “The reason why we don't take
time is a fecling that we have to keep
moving. This is a real sickness. Today
time is a commodity, and for each of us
time is mortgaged. .. We are threatened by
a chain reaction: overwork, overstimula-
tion, overreaction, —overcompensation,
overstimulation,  overkill.”'?  Merton
teaches that we must approach the whole
idea of time in a new way...Every mo-
ment is God’s own good time, his karros.
The whole thing boils down to giving
ourselves in prayer a chance to realize that
we have what we seek. We don't have to
rush after it. It is there all the time, and if
we give it time, it will make itself known
to us.'*

In learning to live we need to look at
and pay attention to the other persons in
our life whether they are close to us or
not. In Merton’s essay, ‘The Good Sa-
maritan’, he repeats Christ's message thar
we must be perfect as the heavenly Father
is perfect. His mercy falls on both the

good and the bad. We must love the
helpless and receive love from them as we
realize our own helplessness." Merton
clearly states that Christ Himself is in the
person of the wounded person in the
wa)'side. and Christ who comes by in the
person of the Samaritan. “And Christ is
the bond, the compassion and the under-
standing between them... When there is
on the one hand a helpless one, beaten
and half dead, and on the other an outcast
with no moral standing, and one leans
down in pity to help the other, then there
takes place a divine epiphany and an
awakening. The Presence of God is made
manifest on earth whenever there is a

1S

movement Of Compassion.

The whole thing boils
down to giving ourselves
in prayer a chance to re-
alize that we have what

we seek. We don’t have
to rush after it

The image of a drug addict in Chicago
came to my mind as | remembered this
quotation. | was waiting for the North-
west train one windy and frigid afternoon
in 1970 when I noticed a young man who
had no hat, no gloves and no socks. His
sweater was very thin and he kept on
moving about because he was trembling
and very cold. I was warmly dressed and
could not help but feel compassion for
him. The train was delayed so I timidly
approached him and gave him my wool-
len muffler. “This will keep you warm
until the train comes,” [ said. He thanked
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me profusely for it. When the train came,
we sat on the same seat. He rold me that
he was a drug addict and that the teenag-
ers in his street were mocking him. Some
even stoned him. I asked him what he
intended to do with his life. He said that
he was going to seek help. After a few
minutes, the train slowed down and I
stood up. As I left he quickly removed my
scarf from his neck and tried to return it
to me. | said to him, “You can keep ir.
Don't fail to seek help tonight.” He nod-
ded and thanked me again. I have some-
times wondered whether that nameless
drug addict really sought help that eve-
ning. I will never know. I just have to
believe thar he did.

In Merton’s 1966 Christmas morning
circular letter to his friends, he assured
them of his prayer for all their needs.

“Be sure that I keep all these needs
you have mentioned in my prayers
and think often of all these prob-
lems: God knows, you are by no
means alone. Most of you, even
with all that you suffer, are much
better off than you realize. Yert the
heart of man can be full of so
much pain, even when things are
exteriorly ‘all right’. It becomes all
the more difficult because today
we are used to thinking that there
are explanaricms for everything.
Bur there is no explanation for
whar goes on in our own hearts,
and we cannot account for it

all."t

Merton believed that things will be re-
solved if we learn how to have a deep
inner patience and believe that God
would help us. “.. Just learn to wait, and
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do what you can and help other people.
Often in helping someone else we find
the best way to bear with our own trou-
ble.”"”

I want to conclude my reflections with
Merton's message to the world in 1967,
which he sent through Dom Francis De-
croix, Abbot of the Cistercian Monastery
of Frattochie near Rome. It sums up
Merton’s own experience of God that he

wants to share with each of us.

"Lt is my joy to tell you to hope
though you think that for you of
all men hope 1s impossible. Hope
not because you think you can be
good, but because God loves us
irrespective of our merits and
whatever 1s good in us comes
from His love, not from our own
doing. Hope because Jesus is with
those who are poor and outcasts
and perhaps despised... The mes-
sage of hope the contemplative
lite offers you...is...that whether
you understand or not, God loves
you, is present in you, lives in you,
dwells in you, calls you, saves you,
and offers you an understanding
and light which are nothing you
ever found in books or heard in

e
sermons.
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