The Fiction of Merton

Gary Hall

Iam grateful to Thomas Merton for
writing. For writing his life. The person
who emerges through text is the only
Merton [ have known, He is therefore in
some sense a ‘fictional’ Merton; but not
in the sense of unreal or untrue. He 1s,
rather, a literary presence who became an
occasional companion in the business of
trying to live well. Over forty years after
his death, we have an abundance of me-
mentoes of Merton's life: audio and video
recordings, photographs (of him or by
him), calligraphies and sketches which,
along with stories from his friends, all
feed the imagination with impressions of
the Merton we read. But he became sig-
nificant to many of us simply because he

wrote his life.

Every ‘telling’ of myself is a retell-
ing, and the act of telling changes
what can be told next time, be-
cause it is precisely, an act, with
consequences, like other acts, in
the world and speech of others.
The self lives and moves in, only
in, acts of telling — in the time
taken to set out and articulate a
memory, the time that is a kind of
representation  (always partial,
always skewed) of the time my
material and mental life has taken,
the time that has brought me here.
To step aside from this kind of
telling and retelling, this always
shifting and growing representa-

tion of the past, is In effect to
abandon thinking itself or lan-
guage itself.!

The manner in which Merton wrote his
life or ‘told’ himself, and the way in
which he grappled with the ambiguities of
becoming thereby a public presence, may
be amongst his most significant gifts to
this present age in which appearance and
impression sometimes seem to matter
more than life itself. The scale of this
present obsession may yet prove to be our
undoing, though the problem itself is not

a new one.

I think everybody in the world
wants people to read his autobiog-
raphy or his letters or his diaries
or his state papers or even his
account books.

Everywhere I look people are tull
of their autobiographies or their
own collected notes or something
of the sort.... the medium the
whole  age seeks  expression
through most readily is autobiog-

raphy. . .}

Merton wrote autobiography. Indeed, he
gained celebrity by doing just that. But
Merton went beyond autobiography into
autobiographical theology: he didn't just
write abour his life as though the writing
were merely a record of events and
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thoughts which happened some time pre-
viously. He wrote his life. Writing was
also living. Merton’s writing styles vary
greatly over the years, and writing evi-
dently functioned in many different ways
for him as for others. Above all, however,
the trajectory of Merton's vocation is in
the continuous (if occasionally faltering
and sometimes rt‘pctitive) literary move-
ment towards a more precise and vivid
expression of the experience of being
human and Christian at the convergence
of particular streams of mid-twentieth
century realities. Perhaps this is what the
editors of The Intimate Merton mean
when they say that, “Writing was the re-
ligion that bound Merton over to his
God. He would give birth to God in him-
self by writing about his need for God to
be born in him.”* Writers other than Mer-
ton may produce more potent or lucid
prose — or better poetry — yet manage to
reveal little of the life out of which the
writings emerge. Other religious may
glow more brightly in the crucible of
God's calling, and God alone may know
of it. But the way in which Merton lived
by writing, leaving a kind of paper trail in
his wake, brings his life into relationship
with our own. His acts of telling and re-
telling, text to eye rather than voice to ear,
continue to have consequences.

For readers who feel a sense of reso-
nance with Merton, the experience can be
something akin to an actual relationship,
and we may speak of 'knowing Merton'.
Yet he was also a ‘person who nobody
knows,” as Rowan Williams described
him in a paradoxical wibute thirty years

HgDZ

Truth can only be spoken by a
man nobody knows, because only
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in the unknown person is there no
obstruction to reality; the ego of
self-oriented desire and manifold
qualities, secking to dominate and
organize the world, is absent.
There is no-one there to know;
but what 1s there to know is the
form, the configuration of a wider
reality as expressed in one place,
one story. It will not be the story
of an interesting and original per-
sonality, but the story of one se-
ries of responses to and retlections
of the currents and structures of
[he \ﬂ\f’()]'lli.4

To say there is ‘no-one there to know’ 1s
not to question the reality of Thomas
Merton, or the integrity and authenticity
of his testimony. That would be absurd:
his friends, brother monks and many
others who knew the man continue to
ground his written legacy in the person
they have known and loved. The un-
known Merton, the fictional Merton, also
continues to speak from his experience
into our own, in disarmingly familiar and
engaging ways. He continues to engage us
as though a fellow pilgrim. His words do
evoke the person, but the person is not
the focus or the abiding impression. The
reader, rather than lingering i the
shadow of a personality who appeals or
words which hook into us, is prompted
instead to respond to the perspectives,
insights and moods which his words com-
municate. Merton wrote his life whilst he
tollowed a divine voice and forged mean-
ing out of memory and immediacy; the
WIILING seeps 1nto and becomes in turn
part of our present lives. Something vital
tflows between us — between myself and
this Merton, between you and me — be-
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cause he lived his writing. Sometimes it is
just a matter of having our feelings, long-
ings and experiences affirmed. Other
times, as we pay attention to whatever it
is that happens in the wider reality of our
connectedness, we find ourselves re-
focused in the midst of a fragmented,
distracting world by artful yer candid
sentences.

Perhaps it was a mistake to let my in-
terest in Merton evolve into the subject
for a thesis, where inevitably the contem-
plative companionship was overshadowed
by disproportionate attention to meaning
in texts. Writing can sometimes get in the
way of living. Those texts became for a
while more static and cumbersome, rather
than clues about a way of doing theology.
[ had found it easier to connect with the
existential creativity of Merton the par-
able than to scrutinize Merton as a
scholar. From certain perspectives he is
petsistently contradictory and notoriously
averse to systematic thought; but meaning
emerges to rejuvenate or guide our own
attempts at living well if we can trust and
engage his testimony. Time and again in
Merton's writing, vocation is expressed
through a yearning to live well. And living
well seems to involve some understanding
of the mystery of both the particularity
and the universality of our shared human
experience in the world and in God. For
Merton, on balance, the living was the
thing. The act of writing and a walk in
the woods were both /ife.

Merton did seem somewhat amused
and a lirtle dismissive when he was ap-
proached by a student wishing to make
him the subject of an academic thesis.
And academic theologians have tended to
be dismissive of Merton as theologian:
‘As a theologian T have always been a pure

amateur,” he wrote in a dark mood on
June 6, 1961, ‘and the professionals re-
sent an amateur making so much noise.”
Merton was the first to admit he pub-
lished some mediocre work, yet he teaches
us to read each of his immensely varied
texts as contextual, as transient sketches,
always incomplete, serving to carry the
writer to another place where he might
some day re-work the same themes or
recollections in solitude or in public.
Writing as action, not product.

A few years ago | addressed a research
seminar of staff and students at the col-
lege where 1 then worked. Having been
invited to present something abour Mer-
ton to a group engaged primarily with
theological formation, I chose to focus on
some of Merton's thinking abour the
meaning of education.

The purpose of education is to
Sh{)w a Pefson ["IDW to dfﬂnt’ hlm‘
self authentically and spontane-
ously in relation to his world —
not to impose a prefabricated
definition of the world, stll less
an atbitrary definition of the indi-
vidual himself. *

There was general empathy in that mis-
sion-oriented college  where authentic,
spontaneous adaptability to new worlds
was a skill we sought to inculcate and
develop. The strength of reaction from
some present surprised me, however, as |
continued with Merton's assertion that
such education ‘means more than learn-
ing; and for such education one is
awarded no degree. One graduates by
rising from the dead. Learning to be one-
self means, therefore, learning to die in

order to live.”
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Merton's apparent dismissal of aca-
demic qualification and style — along with

honour, recognition, status and ‘success’
in general — was heard by some of that
college audience not only as critical but as
hypocritical: he had a public voice; of
course he needed no degree or academic
status in order to be heard. He was
greatly advantaged by circumstance, con-
text, language and freedom from disrup-

Merton’s choosing and
his insights prompt us to
consider our own
choosing. And if there
are tensions between our
aspirations and our
longing to live, these
tensions may turn out to
be a gift on the path of
discipleship

tion. He had time to write.... Merton's
point was lost to scholars from situations
where formal educational qualifications
and time to write are a rare Privilege, and
the likelihood of being published very
slim. Merton was aware of the ambiguity:
writing and monasticism sometimes felt
like incompatible vocations. The psychia-
trist Gregory Zilboorg® disturbed Merton
with the suggestion thar the monk was
overly concerned to draw attention to
himself and to a life whose virtues tradi-
tionally implied obscurity, anonymity,
withdrawal from the public stage. Was
this really ‘learning to die in order to
lLive”? Whether we agree with Zilboorg's
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assessment depends to some extent on
whether we think that an impulse to com-
municate, to publish, is necessarily or
primarily about gaining public recogni-
tion, or indeed about narcissism. It is an
assumption even more easily made m the
era of Facebook, celebrity-saturation, and
the cravings of adolescents of all ages for
fame or a public profile. Can we read an
author who seemingly writes so much
about themselves, without some distaste?

We can if we approach Merton's words
as an authentic attempt to remain focused
on the essentials of living well (that is, for
a Christian, to live ‘in Christ’). We then
meet a companion rather than an aspiring
celebrity, and may in the process discover
that our own ‘dying to the world’ requuires
us to withdraw from the artificiality of
our own circumstances, in order to rise in
Christ. Merton's choosing and his insights
prompt us to consider our own Choosing.
And if there are tensions berween our
aspirations and our longing to live, these
tensions may turn out to be a gift on the
path of discipleship.

Merton originally caught my attention
because of the way in which he lived and
wrote existential, vocational tensions. At
the age of nineteen | was reeling after a
disturbing and transformative time in
North Bihar, India, and was preparing to
go up to Cambridge. Craving both soli-
tude and a clue as to how to respond to
extreme poverty and injustice, anxious like
so many others about the persistent nu-
clear foreplay of the Cruise missile era,
struggling to make connections and to
find my feet and my soul, I sac with a
good man — minister, activist, friend —
who heard between the lines. He handed
me a copy of Monica Furlong's biography

of Merton.” “I think you'll Like this,” he
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said. I'd heard the name of Thomas Mer-
ton and read a few quoted excerps, little
more. Peter was right: I did like it.

Furlong's book was met with some
criticism, particularly from over the At-
lantic, but it was well-written and effec-
tively drew this reader into the recorded
life of Merton. The abiding impression
on first reading was of a young man grap-
pling persistently with questions of voca-
tion, seeking his place in the world:
would he opt for social commitment or
contemplative solitude? How does a per-
son make a difference in times of social
upheaval or in the midst of corrosive
decadence? Why do some people feel
such a strong impulse to live a life that
counts for something in the public arena?
I found in Merton a trail of questions
and preoccupations which echoed some
of the distracting thoughts which hung
around like mosquitoes on an otherwise
balmy evening. I homed in on whatever
he had written during the years when,
preceding Gethsemant, his need to decide
and to act intensified. | became fascinated
with My Argument with the Gestapo,"
the only ‘novel’ Merton published. In the
more loose and playful style of a writer
still finding his literary voice, the book
comprises creative impressions of a mind
both hemmed in and tossed about by the
world.

But if you want to identify me,
ask me not where I live, or what I
eat, or how I comb my hair, but
ask me what I am living for, in
dertail, and ask me what I think is
keeping me from living fully for
the thing I want to live for. Be-
tween these two answers you can
determine the identity of any per-

son. The better answer he has, the
more of a person he 1s."!

The novel — written just before he en-
tered the monastic life, and published just
after his death — remamned a kind of
benchmark for Merton, the product of a
vital and creative episode, a time of dis-
cernment and of choosing. He would
eventually evolve the voice which ex-
pressed life with precision and transpar-
ency and with a poet's art. Meanwhile,
My Argument with the Gestapo — by no
means great fiction — carried the seeds of
an existential theology which could
emerge more fully after the author had
largely dealt with the need to lay down
some sort of autobiographical framework.
He returned to the novel in his final year
with some affection, and rediscovered
there traces of the d)'namic impu]se of
God forging vocation out of chaos. Mer-
ton commented that he enjoyed mixing
up episodes of his actual experience with
pure invention in that novel-writing pe-
riod. If he had continued to work in simi-
lar vein we would not ‘know Merton’ as
we do. But Merton grew way beyond My
Argument and The Seven Storey Moun-
tamn, producing writing which draws the
reader into a more candid, serious, un-
guarded dialogue of the heart.

There are better ways of describing
what I am reaching for here, and I found
one in a description of the work of the
late great bluesman, John Lee Hooker,
who conjured with few words, fewer
chords and rhythmic moans an effect not
dissimilar to that which Merton could
sometimes achieve in text. This descrip-
tion might also help put into perspective
the many passages in Merton which speak
of grief or pessimism or self-deprecation:
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And this is his art: the art of the
Healer. This is what a blues singer
actually does. Behind all of the
idiosyncrasies of taste and style,
behind all the stagecraft and de-
vices which any long-term per-
former develops, behind the songs
and the riffs and the schtick and
the musicianship, is the blues-
man’s true role: that of our confi-
dant. The bluesman hasn’t heard
our personal, individual story —
not unless he's a close personal
friend, that s — but he should
make us feel that he knows it any-
way, that he has heard us and
understands us. By telling his
story — or a variation of his story,
or several variations of his story,
or even an outright embroidery of
his story — John Lee Hooker en-
ables us to face our own. In this
sense, the bluesman is our confes-
sor, our shrink; it is his job to
forgive us and comfort us, shoul-
der our burdens as he invites us to
help him  shoulder his own.
Against the forces of wickedness,
the preacher is our leader; the
general who marshals our forces;
the conductor who orchestrates
our instruments. But when the
preacher’s mantle passes to the
bluesman, it is so that he can
enlist us in an epic battle against
despair..... If he were a doctor, he
would inject us with a small, con-
trollable dose of that despair, an
inoculation to protect us from
ultimately succumbing to it. And
it doesn’t matter who you are. |
haven't  lived like John Lee
Hooker. Neither have you. Nor
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has anyone who didnt come up in
the racist apartheid South between
the wars. But his pain — recol-
lected in tranquillity as it may be,
but evoked with the immediacy of
a fresh bruise — sounds as if it
feels like mine. ... His music has,
even if only temporarily, inocu-
lated us against despair; and that
triumphal, climactic  boogie s
where we testify that the cure, for
the time being, proved successful.
Once again, the Healer has done

his work...."?

The work he has done is to give language
and therefore meaning to moods or feel-
ings — his own, and by extension those
captivated or comforted by empatheric
tones. Patrick Hart  and Jonathan
Montaldo, in their introduction to 7he
Intimate Merron, say that, ‘Merton knew
his personal dilemmas were universal’ and
that. ‘Merton's journals encourage his
readers to write themselves as large as he
did into the Book of Life by acknowledg-
ing their own hearts just as they truly
are.™ It is a way of describing how Mer-
ton encourages in the reader a habit or
appreciation of writing as a vital activity
In re]igious life; but Writing as action not
indulgence, and one action amongst many
which arise from artention to the essen-
tials:

By hearing Merton's literary voice,
readers are seduced into listening
to that sull, quiet voice within
themselves, one that longs ta be-
come Incarnate in some outrward
gesture unigquely their own.™

The sull, quiet voice can indeed be seduc-
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tive, and lure the unsuspecting soul into a
passivity masquerading as picty. Merton’s
Writings can be used in this seductive way
(though he wouldn't thank us for it) if we
ignore the agitated heart which is also his
experience of God. Writing similarly can
be avoidance of the need to act decisively
in the messy realities of a pressured
world, and Merton was often enough
troubled by the thought that he had been
writing his life instead of living it."” No
doubt that is sometimes what was hap-
pening. But he was also writing his life i
order to live 1t, or perhﬂps Iiving his life

as he wrote it.

In a way ecach one judges himself
merely by what he does. Does, not
says. Yet let us not completely
dismiss words. They do have
meaning. The),' are related to ac-
tion. They spring from acrion and
they prepare for it, they clarify it
they direct it. They are not, by
themselves, enough. Yer, united
with action, they constitute testi-
decision,

mony and  therefore

judgment.'

Merton's attempts to express the inter-
play of word and act sometimes falter or
reach an impasse, so he moves on — seek-
ing different tongues, deeper silences,
other religious frameworks — extending
his experience and searching for language
by which experience acquires meaning.
And there is God.
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