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A Stranger No More

Nass Cannon

An auto accident disrupts my planned presentation at the Seventh General Meeting of the
Thomas Merton Society Meeting of Grear Britain and Ireland. Through pondering the
writings of Camus and Merton I gain during my hospitalization and recovery a deeper
appreciation for the conference’s theme, the voice of the stranger’ In the course of this
unplanned journey, I reflect on the question, who is the stranger? I realize: the stranger is a
person I do not know. The stranger is someone I am when in a foreign place. The
stranger is the false self I created whom God does not know. The stranger is Christ,
whose Spirit and my true self; become one Spirit making me and the other, strangers no

more.

The stranger is a person I do not know
Shuddering in the cold on a mountain
top, I await sunrise with my family. The
sun rises beneath us with its warmth and
beauty as we stand where Moses wit-
nessed the glory of God on Mount Si-
nat. The trip is ordinary in every way —
except for the camel ride to the foor of
the steep climb to the summit and the
Bedouin stranger who escorts me arm in
arm to the peak, extolling, “We have one
Father’. On Mount Sinai and in my en-
counter with this stranger, [ reflect on
Merton's proclamation, ‘God speaks, and
God is to be heard, not only on Sinai, not
only in my own heart but in the voice of
the stranger... God must be allowed the
right to speak unpredictably’.’ And He
does so. Two weeks later I am  hospiral-
ized In a trauma intensive care unit from
an auto accident. Surrounded by strang-
ers, | am rtotally dependent on them to
tend to my body as [ lie helpless, stripped
physically, mentally, and emotionally.
Through the care of these strangers, God
speaks a message of care and love,

The stranger s someone I am when in a
foreggn place

A foreigner and stranger, I stand at
Jethro's well in St Catherine’s Monastery
in the Sinai Peninsula where several thou-
sand years’ earlier Moses met his future
wife and perceives himself a stranger: ‘So
Moses settled with this man who gave
him his daughter Ziporah in marriage.
She gave him a son and he named him
Gershom because he said I am a stranger
in a foreign land’.? Here, too, the Israel-
ites trekked with Moses as foreigners.
We, like the wandering Israclites, remain
estranged from God untl we, through
our interior journey, awake to the realiza-
tion of His indwelling Presence. We be-
gin our journey when we confront our

false selves.

The stranger is the false self I created
whom God does not know

In his literary essays, Thomas Merton
reflects on the works of Camus and pro-
vides insight into the false self that God

does not know, as man alienated from his
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true self made in the image and likeness
of God. Such a person appears in Albert
Camus' The Stranger. Camus chronicles
the interior life of someone devoid of a
meaningful encounter with another hu-
man being, much less God. However,
through the protagonist, Mersault, we
discover that his false self is akin to ours
and that we are brothers in our alienation.
Children of Adam and Eve, we all inherit
the seeds of falsity that make us strangers
in exile from our true selves. Camus cor-
rectly perceives this situation of man as
absurd. Merton encourages us to ac-
knowledge our false selves, seek our true
one, and thereby be strangers no more.

Meursault, the protagonist in  The
Stranger, lives an alienated and isolated
life with a selfhood that God does not
know. The plot of this novel is that
Meursault, casually and almost by hap-
penstance, kills another man and is meta-
phorically convicted, more for not crying
at his mother’s funeral than for the mur-
der. His detachment and indifference
convict him in the eyes of society. The
prosecutor sums up his case not with the
act of murder but with Meursault's be-
havior at his mother's funeral, ‘Gentlemen
of the jury, the day after his mother’s
death, this man was out swimming, start-
ing up a dubious liaison, and going to the
movies, a comedy, for laughs. I have
nothing further to say.”

Camus quickly thrusts us into his char-
acter’s detachment and poverty from the
first sentence of the novel, which details
Meursault's emphasis on the details of a
telegram announcing his mother’s death,
rather than an emotional response to his
loss. Meursault’s ruminations and behav-
ior outline the poverty of his relation-
ships. He does not love his mother or his
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girlfriend. Having witnessed an acquaint-
ance beat a girlfriend, he promises to
support him with the police. He also
agrees to write a letter for him to seduce
the girlfriend into returning for the pur-
pose of continuing the abuse. Meursault
realizes that he has killed a man only after
the police interrogation. He feels like a
spectator at his own trial and atr times
torgets that it is his trial, weighing the
pros and cons of the arguments as though
he were a member of the audience. Even
his girlfriend testifies to Meursault's emo-
tional derachment after his mother's
death, describing the activities of their
time mgcther.

In his analysis of Camus’ The Stranger,
Thomas Merton points to Meursault’s
passivity in remaining in his poverty even
though society is ultimately responsible
for it. ‘The poverty of Meursault is the
product of a social system which needs
people to be as he is and therefore manu-
factures them in quantity — and con-
demns them for being what they are...
Meursault remained in his poverty, his
absurd, solipsistic loneliness. He was not
able to find and integrate himselt com-
pletely by compassion and solidarity with
others who, like himself, were poor.*
Merton believes that “...the stranger is an
ironic study In extreme poverty, the man
who has no interiority, who does nothing,
makes no choice, has no real purpose,
cannot be justified, has not God; even his
crime is not really his — it is so automatic,
so mechanical.” His crime was almost
accidental. He happened to be on the
beach; the Arab of a previous encounter
happened to be there. It was as though
nature fired the shot through him:
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It seemed to me as it the sky split
open from one end to the other to
rain down fire. My whole being
tensed and I squeezed my hand
around the revolver. The trigger
gave; | felt the smooth underside
of the burtt; and there, in that
noise, sharp and deaﬁ‘ning at the
same time, is where it all
started... Then I fired four more
times at the motionless body
where the bullets lodged without
leaving a rtrace. And it was like
knocking four quick times on the
door of unhappiness.®

Commenting on the murder, Merton
observes, “The murder is the fruit of this
passive, automatic existence—and an
awakening from it. The shooting is al-
most entirely an accident. Completely
unmotivated, it occurs under the blazing
noonday sun of North Africa in a trance
of acedia worthy of a desert father.”
Camus perceives Meursualt as a man of
integrity whose situation is absurd. His
integrity arises from his authenticity. ‘He
is a man poor and naked’, who ‘retuses
every mask’, who ‘refuses to liez. by say-
ing more than he feels... in love with the
sun that casts no shadows” and animated
‘by profound passion...for the absolute
and for truth’® Meursault’s authenticity
relates to the congruence of his expres-
sions and feelings within his capacity to
perceive them. His passion for the abso-
lute and the truth is limited to that abso-
lute and that rruth which he can know.
Camus strips his character Meursault of
illusions about himself and starkly por-
trays his selthood as unconnected to
those about him while revealing the depth
of Meursault's interior poverty as well as

his poverty in relationships.  Through
this character, Camus provides a mirror in
which we can view our own false selves.
Qur selthood is a lens of sorts through
which we view ourselves and others. Qur
capacity to see accurately depends on the
clarity of this lens. The more opaque our
selfhood becomes through its falsity, the
more it obscures our ability to know,
relate, and love ourselves and others. In
regard to Meursault's passion for the
absolute and truth, the falsity of his self-

Our selfhood is a lens of
sorts through which we
view ourselves and
others. Our capacity to
see accurately depends
on the clarity of this
lens. The more opaque
our selfhood becomes
through its falsity, the
more it obscures our
ability to know, relate,
and love ourselves and
others

hood limits and taints his capacity to seck
the Absolute and the Truth which exist
irrespective of Camus’ and Meursault’s
ability to perceive them. Meursault’s self-
hood becomes an island 1solated both
from his true self who could perceive the
Absolute and the Truth and the true
selves of others. Camus uses the rerm
‘Absurd’ to communicate this sense of the
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stranger’s 1solation and alienation. He
explains the origin of this feeling of the
absurd as follows:

A world that can be explained
even with bad reasons is a familiar
world. But, on the other hand, in a

divested of

illusions and light man feels an

universe suddenl}'

alien, a stranger. His exile is with-
out remedy since he 1s deprivt‘d of
a memory of a lost home or the
hope of a promised land. This
divorce between man and his life,
the actor and his setting, 1s prop-
erly the feeling of the absurd.’

Although Meursault recognizes the ab-
surdity of society and refuses to play its
game, he fails to recognize his own ab-
surdity and the stranger within. His true
poverty results from his lack of love un-
derlying his passivity, indifference and
detachment. Merton reflects on Camus's
notion of the absurd and applies it to
Meursault:

One gives life a meaning by living
it in openness and solidarity with
others. But Meursault is utterly
impoverished because he is utterly
alone. He s caught in his own
absurdity because having rightly
rejected the hypocrisy of system-
atic  answers and explanarions
proposed by others, he has not
entered into solidarity with any-
one else. He does not love anyone
else. He does not love Marie, or
his mother, or his neighbors, or

his friends.'”
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It 1s his failure to love that makes Meur-
sault a stranger to himself. Camus dem-
onstrates Meursault's indifference and
self-centeredness while maintaining his
emotional  honesty  in  this  play-
ful exchange  between Meursault  and

Maria:

She was wearing a pair of my
pajamas with the sleeves rolled
up. When she laughed I wanted
her again. A minute later she
asked me if I loved her. I told
her it didn't mean anything but
that I didn't think so. She
looked sad. But as we were fix-
ing lunch, and for no apparent
reason, she laughed in such a
way that [ kissed her."

Meursault permanently excludes the pos-
sibility of love by his disbelief in repen-
tance and redemption. He wilfully ex-
cludes the option of transcending his
alienated selfhood in a moment of rage
triggered by the prison chaplain’s bother-
some questions. Meursault comments,
‘The chaplain knew the game well too, |
could tell right away: his gaze never fal-
tered. And his voice didn't falter, either,
when he said, “Have you no hope at all?
And do you really live with the thought
that when you die, you die, and nothing
remains?” “Yes,” | said.”"? Rejecting the
entreaties of the prison priest, Meursault
erupts into rage directed at the chaplain
and thar rage results in his epiphany. In
awakening to the world’s indifference,
Meursault forgoes the possibility of love
and hope and has only the wish to experi-
ence the mob’s hate at his execution.
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As if thart blind rage has washed
me clean, rid me of hope; for
the first time, that night alive
with signs and stars, I opened
myself to the gentle indifference
of the world. Finding it so much
like myself — so like a brother,
really — I felt that I had been
happy and that I was happy
again. For everything to be con-
summated, for me to feel less
alone, I had only to wish that
there be a large crowd of specta-
tors the day of my execution
and that they greet me with cries
of hate."

By his fixed and arrested interior develop-
ment, Meursault chooses alienation over
love. This is his true prison making him a
stranger to others as well as to himself. It
is also ours. To escape this prison we
must take a journey which Meursault
refused to make. We must abandon our
false selves in search of our true selves
made in the image and likeness of God.
This journey passes through the stranger
in us that God does not know and the
stranger we make of others because we are
estranged from our true selves. In Mer-
ton’s words:

Everyone of us is shadowed by a
false self. This is the [person] I
want myself to be but who can-
not exist, because God does not
know anything about him. And
to be unknown to God is alto-
gether too much privacy. My
false and private self is the one
who wants to exist ourside the
reach of God's will and God’s

love — outside of reality and

outside of life. And such a self

cannot help but be an illusion."

Such is the false selfhood of Meursault
and ourselves — an illusion outside of
God's love and ourside of life. Those on
their journey to their true selves must
acknowledge this interior stranger. Mer-

ton observes:

In returning to God and to our-
selves, we have to begin with
what we actually are. We have
to start from our alienated con-
dition. We are prodigals in a
distant country, ‘the region of
unlikeness,” and we travel far in
that region before we seem rto
reach our own land (and yer
secretly we are in our own land
all the time!)."®

The stranger, in one of his disguises, is
Christ, whose Spirit and my true self,
become one Spirit making me and the
other, strangers no more.

To recognize Christ in the stranger we
must first pass through the stranger
within ourselves. T can identify with
Meursault by finding aspects of his self-
hood within myself. In a more hedonistic
phase of my life, 1 experienced the de-
tachment, indifference and subsequent
alienation arising from a self-centeredness
that caused a rift between me and my life.
I found that at the end of this path was
not only a sense of the Absurd but also
despair. With the aid of grace, I attempt
to trace the roots of this selthood incapa-
ble of love. I discover that it originates in
an impulse to make a god of myself
which nurtures a fabricated self built

upon drives to lust, power, and wealth.
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The project of this self is not to love but
to control and dominate, to be admired
and worshipped. I share with Meursault a
false selfhood which is detached, alien-
ated, and unloving. It has its roots in the
mysterious consequences of Adam’s and
Eve’s choice to be like God. Camus ap-
pears to me to be correct. Our situation is
absurd because our self-centeredness im-
prisons us within a falsity which is di-
vorced from life and disconnected from
our setting. However there is another self
hidden within us, the one through which
we love. There is a true self made in the
image and likeness of God which bathes
in the light of the indwelling presence of
God within us. Paradoxically, the false
self strives to make of itself a god,
whereas the true self is in mystery co-
joined to God.

Merton shows us the way out of our
falsity.

A man cannot enter into the
deepest center of himself and
pass though that center into
God unless he is able to pass
entirely out of himself and
empty himself and give himself
to other people in the purity of
selfless love.'®

For Merton, spirituality was precisely this
journey from the false self to the true self.
It is a journey to God which passes
through the heart of the stranger and
engages the stranger within. It is a gift of
grace for the secker to have a parched
thirst to see the face of the living God.
This thirst leads him into the warrens and
caverns of his own interior with its at-
tachments, delusions, and the ferocity of
its desires. Slow progress is made by one's
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efforts. Faster growth occurs with the
help of the Spirit. St. John of the Cross
describes this process in the Dark /\Ggﬁr

of the Soul and in The Living Flame of

Love. Like a log of wood burnt by fire,
the soul is slowly purified by the Spirit
until it becomes a living flame itself. For
unlike Meursault who forsook hope, love
and life after death based on beliefs which
excluded repentance and redemption, this
person embraces hope, love, and life after
death based on an encounter with this
Spiritual Fire.

We are destined for an encounter with
an incomprehensible Living God whose

That is a goal of the
contemplative journey -
to realize that tiny spark
at the core of our being
which is Love itself,
where His Being and our
being are one

nature is Love. It is a Love without
boundaries. This redemptive Love allows
a Son to make of Himself a sacrifice and
be nailed to a cross. It is, in the end, a
Love that is not explainable. Nor are
we asked to explain it but rather to live in
it. That is a goal of the contemplative
journey — to realize that tiny spark at the
core of our being which is Love itself,
where His Being and our being are
one. Merton comments, ‘If the deepest
ground of my being is love, then in that
very love itself and nowhere else will I
find myse[f, and the world, and my
brother [and sister] in Christ. It is not a
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question of either/or—but of all in one. .
of wholeness, wholeheartedness and unity

. which finds the same ground of love
in everything.”!” Qur true self is in union
with Love for which there is no stranger,
either within or without. To know that
love as the center of one’s being is to
know the center of all beings. With that
knowledge, the other is a stranger no
more.

Merton witnesses to the union of our

true selves and God's Spirit:

The contemplative has nothing
to tell you except to reassure
you and say that, if you dare to
penetrate your own silence and
risk the sharing of that solitude
with the lonely other who seeks
God through you, then you will
truly recover the light and the
capacity to understand what is
beyond words and beyond ex-
planations because it is too close
to be explamed: it is the ino-
mate union, in the depths of
your own heart, of God's spirit
and your own secret inmost self,
so that you and [God] are in all
truth One Spirit.'

From these insights and his life journey,
Merton grasps the realization that some-
one may be a stranger to himself and
others as a false self divorced from his
true self, but concludes that in the reality
of our existence in God, there are no
strangers. As one of his last testaments he
proclaimed that we have to become what
we already are — we are already one.
When we awaken to this realization, we
come to recognize that the other as a
stranger is Christ in one of his disguises.

When we journey beyond the stranger
whom God does not know within our-
selves, we discover that Christ's spirit
dwells within us and makes us and the

other, strangers no more.

Epilogue

Juxtaposing my exterror ascent of Mount
Sknar and my intersor descent during my
/Josp.'mbzanon, I experience my own
alrenation from my true self as I recall a
young boy racing after me near the great
prranmuds of Egypr pleading for me ro
buy his postcards. Even after I stepped
mto the van, he ran alongside, his face
contorted o an anguished plea. His
desperation was more about survival than
peddiing. I am awake all mght accused
by the flame of my conscience of my rich
American indifference to the cry of the
poor. There remans ncompleteness o
me, m my world, the unmer cry of the
poor, the stranger i the boy racing along

the van, the cry of Meursault, the cry of

those who care for me in the hospital —
there are those to whom [ am stll a
stranger and who indice me as a stranger
ro my vself. Yer amidsc my brokenness, n
the discance of-m/ v nterror, 1 hear f&[ht[;'
a plea from the unborn Christ — the ulti-
mate stranger — to me and to you, the
mnkeepers of the world, ‘Please don't
shur me our!”
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