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Thomas Merton
and Mission-Shaped Church:

Monastic Spirituality
and the Future of the Church

Keith James

M isston-shaped Church is that rare

phenomenon in the Church of England —
a report that became a bestseller. Church
House Publishing described it as its
‘Harry Portter title’. Tt has made a major
impact on understandings of mission,
affecting areas such as the recruitment,
training and deployment of ministers.
The C of E, for example, has begun to
train ‘Ordained Pioneer Ministers’, fol-
lowing the recommendation of the report
that the Church needs to ‘rdencify and
affirm proneers and missron  entrepre-
neurs !

The word ‘mission’ has become ubiqui-
tous in Anglican life — a good example is
the way in the paperwork sent annually ro
each parish from its Diocese, requesting
details of attendance, and numbers of
funerals, baptisms and weddings, has been
re-branded as ‘Statistics for Mission’!

The main thrust of the report is that
the parish church can no longer be the
only Anglican expression of church in
Britain. Certain trends are identified as
having changed the environment in which
the Church of England ministers, such as
increasing mobility, secularisation, mulri-
culturalism, and consumerism. The parish

church, with its fixed territorial bounda-
ries and increasingly elderly congrega-
tions, is no longer able to effectively con-
nect with many people as a result. Mis-
ston-shaped  Church recommends that
other kinds or ‘shapes’ of church commu-
nities are formed. These ‘fresh expressions
of church’ may, for example, take the
form of ‘youth congregations’, or café
church (where the ambience and style of

The report, published in 2004
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modern café culture is the context for a
congregation to meet). The report gives
many other examples of such initiatives. It
cha“cngcs the wider church to rccognisc
these developments as legitimare, and
necessary if the church is to survive in the
new millennium. It also calls the Church

to make ‘mission’ its core concern.

Two Worlds

It seems that people who are drawn to
‘spirituality” tend not to be quite so at-
tracted to ‘mission’ issues and vice-versa.
Thomas Merton could easily be catego-
rised as a ‘spirituality” person — he was a
monk after all — but he was also familiar
with many of the areas that are identified
n Mfs.s;k}n-ﬁ/r;zpt’a’ Church as chnl[cnging
conventional church life, such as consum-
erism, and the ﬂourishing of other faiths
and beliefs.

In this article I want to ask the ques-
tion: ‘If Thomas Merton were able to
read Mission-shaped Church, what would
be his reaction?’ It is a bit of a fool's er-
rand, as Merton was anything but pre-
dictable. He believed that his role was not
ro suppl}r easy answers to problems, bur
to ask questions and raise awareness: ‘I do
not have clear answers to cutrent ques-
tons. [ do have questions, and, as a mat-
ter of fact, | think a man is known better
by his questions than by his answers.”
However, I do believe that Merton’s work
offers insights to people who belong to a
Church that wishes to be missionary in

the twenty-tirst century.

I. Mission according to Mission—shaped

Church

Mission-shaped Church does not at-

tempt, in the words of one of its authors,
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‘a full-blown, intc‘gruu‘d theology of mis-
sion’.’ Instead, it identifies a number of
‘theological anchor points’ which it be-
lieves should influence the future direc-
tion of the Church of England.

The God of Mission
The Report’s first principle is that the
‘shape’ of the Church should reflect the
reality of God, whose nature is ‘2 com-
munion of persons...an outgoing move-
ment Of‘_gt‘fh‘ro_\'.rb . Creatron and f‘t‘u’:’mp-
tion are the overflow of God's rriune
Iife?

Mission s not a Church-related activity
for those who like this kind of thing
rather it is the attribute of God in which

the Church is invited to participate: "F

the Church s nor mr.'s'.s'z'()n;ul‘}; it has de-
nied itself and its calling, for it has de-
parted from the very nature of God.”

Incarnation and Inculturation

The incarnation of God in Christ, 1s seen
as the key model for mission. Just as God
was ‘shapcd' by a particular context, so
the Church should be shaped by the con-
text in which it finds itself. The Church
needs to balance three key ingredients in
its mission to inculturate the Gospel: “rhe
historic Gospel,  unrquely  revealed in
Holy Scriprure and  embodied i the
Catholic creeds; the Church, which is
engagng 1 mission, with its own particu-
lar culture and history, the culture within
which the gospel is being shared. ™

The Church is designed to reproduce

The report believes that Churches are
created by God to grow in number; ‘the
Church is God's community with a divine
mandate ro reproduce. 1t is intended by
God to multply, by che Spirit and fill all
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creatron.” The destiny of the Church, is
to be ‘a new humanity, which is to repro-
duce ieself through mission, and so fill the
carth.’®

There 1s a cavear however, which is that
it must be ‘faithful’ to the Gospel and
maintain a cultural relevance that means
its message is heard and understood: ' We
do not argue that it is the natural condi-
tion for every local church to be growing.
But we do argue thar it is the normative
condition for the natronal church in nor-
mal times if it keeps the faith, and keeps
up with the culture.”

Mission is broadly understood in terms
of enabling an unchanging truth to be
understood in new contexts so that peo-
ple can be converted, and become a part
of the Church.

2. Merton’s Gifts to a Missionary Church

Thomas Merton did not write a book on
mission. There is no one publication
which sets ourt his thinking in this area. It
is only in sifting the huge amount of ma-
tertal that flowed from him, that one
begins to see a number of themes in how

he understood mission.

Ongoing conversion

The conversion of people is important in
Mission-shaped Church’s understanding
of mission. Thomas Merton believed that
conversion was more than adding num-
bers to congregations, and adopting a new
set of beliefs. He was deeply influenced
by the trial of Adolf Eichmann. He was
struck by how Eichmann was able to act
in such an inhuman way without display-
ing any evidence of self doubt: “The trag-
edy of the concentration camps, of
Eichmann and of countless others like

him, is not only that such crimes were
possible, but that the men involved could
do what they did without being in the
least shocked and surprised at themselves.
Eichmann to the very last considered
himself an obedient and God fearing
man!'°

Eichmann's example teaches that the
Christian faith does not, ‘guarantee a
sudden illumination which dispels all
darkness forever.!'It calls, instead, for a
commitment to dismantle destructive
illusions, which may lie hidden in one’s

self.

Converted to become ourselves

Merton was also convinced that to be a
Christian was to embrace a way of life
which leads to discovering our authentic
self; to ‘be born again is not to become
somebody else, but to become our-
selves.””? Programmes of ‘renewal’ can
mask the need for people to find a truly
authentic way of living: ‘Insofar as this
need for change is flavoured with a kind
of desperation, it may be seen as proceed-
ing from people who are struggling with
this deep identity problem and who hope
against hope that changes of rule and
ritual will solve it for them.'"?

The Church’s mission is not to make
people ‘Christians’, but to nurture them
on the path to becoming fully human and
truly alive,

Love — the vital ingredient
Merton believed in the necessity of loving
people, however far from the truth one
may feel them to be. Strangely, loving
those who are the focus of the Church'’s
mission is not mentioned once in Mis-
ston-shaped Church. Perhaps it was as-
sumed or taken for granted. Merton
THE
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makes no such assumptions: “The thing
that Christians must understand. . .is that
there is no use whatever trying to “get
these people into the Church” or to make
“believers” out of them. There is perhaps
no way of bringing them a specifically
Christian comfort which would in any
case only disturb or confuse them. What
is needed is to love them with a love com-
pletely divested of all formally religious
suppositions, simply as our fellow men
who seek truth and freedom as we do.'"*

Silence
In response to the crisis in churchgoing
identified in  Mission-shaped  Church,
Merton would sure]y have questioned
whether activity s the right response;
silence would be more fruittul. Inspired
by his reading of Bonhoetter, he warned
Churches against the temptation of re-
sponding to decline by talking about its
own concerns in ever louder voices: “We
have now entered into a strange period of
desolation and readjustment in which not
only the individual Christian but the
churches themselves will to a great extent
remain silent. There will of course be
much resistance to this state of affairs and
many will raise their voices louder and
louder, not so much to proclaim the
Kingdom of God as to make known their
own presence and declare that they and
their churches are worthy of attention.
Bonhoeffer wisely saw that the real pur-
pose of this period of relative silence was
a deepening of prayer, a return to the
roots of our being, in order that out of
silence, prayer and hope, we might once
more receive from God new words and a
new way of stating not our message but
His.'®

Silence can be the birthplace for dis-
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cernment and learning how to speak and
act in a way that transforms others; for
truly effective mission, in other words.

It may lead to recognising that, ‘there
are some problems in life which are not
to be solved except by being lived with
all the honesty, humility and courage
that grace and nature can provide for

.1 Perhaps there are no solutions to

us. .
the question of how churches may grow
in number. Silence could be a resource
that helps the Church to live with this
possibility with honesty, without resort-
ing to anxicty-drivcn acuvity.

Silence can be the
birthplace for
discernment and
learning how to speak
and act in a way that
transforms others; for
truly effective mission,
in other words

Prophecy

Merton believed that the Church’s mis-
sion to the world involved a prophetic
calling to ‘disturb man in the depths of
his conscience’, rather than simply trying
‘to make converts.!” Prophecy is central.
Christians must either ‘face the anguish
of being a true prophet’ or ‘enjoy the
carrion comfort of acceptance in the
society of the deluded by becoming a
false prophecy and participating in their
delusions.'*#

In contrast Mission-shaped  Church

has very little to say about prophecy or
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the social engagement of the Church. Tt
should be admitted that Mission-shaped
Churchs focus was mission and new
forms of Church. Merton's writing
though, questions whether in this in-
stance, the Church’s institutional survival
has taken centre stage at the expense of an
engagement with ‘the great issues which
compromise the very survival of the hu-
man race.’”

There 1s more however, to prophcq'
than ‘denunciation’. In his last address to
novices, Merton said, “We are living in a
world that is absolutely transparent, and
God is shining through it all the time...
You cannot be without God. It's impossi-
ble, it's just simply impossible. The only
thing is that we don't see it. This again is

'20

what we are here for.

A healthy Church holds together the
two parts that make up prophecy, both
‘annunciation’ and ‘denunciation’; there
‘has to be a dialectic between world re-
fusal and world acceptance.”!

Detachment and success

Mission-shaped Church believes that the
Church is willed by God to grow in num-
ber. Responsibility for the numerical de-
cline of the Church in this country lies
with the Church itself: “We have allowed
our culture and the Church to drift apart,
without our noticing.. It the decline of
the Church rs ultimately caused neither by
the irrelevance of Jesus, nor by the indit-
ference of the community, bur b)' the
Church’s farlure to respond fast enough
to an evolving culture, to a changing
spiritual climare, and ro the promprings
of the Holy Spirit, then that declime can
be addressed by the repentance of the
Church. .. A diocese or parish, which our

of repentance, grows a new relevance to

the contemporary world, may also grow
i numbers and strength, because the
Spirit of Jesus has been released to do his
work.

Merton’s work stresses the importance
of being detached from the fruits of one's
work, however worthy that work may be.
The true test of whether any action has
its roots in God does not lie in popular
acclaim or numerical support — it is sim-
ply whether it is true: "We must learn to
be detached from the results of our own

Merton’s work stresses
the importance of being
detached from the fruits
of one’s work, however
worthy that work may
be. The true test of
whether any action has
its roots in God does not
lie in popular acclaim or
numerical support - it is
simply whether it is true

activity. [One needs to learn] to work
without expecting an immediate reward,
to love without an instantaneous satisfac-
tion, and to exist without any special
recognition. .. OQur Christian destiny 1s, in
fact a great one: but we cannot achieve
greatness unless we lose all interest in
being great.™

Detachment does not prevent disap-
pointment; it means that one's focus is on
acting for the truth. The more one is
focussed on that and less on ‘results’, the
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more one will be able to continue acting
in the face of discouragement.

Jim Forest wrote that Merton was
‘convinced that engagement was made
stronger by detachment. Nor o be con-
fused with disinterest in achieving results,
detachment meant knowing that no good
action 1s wasted even if the immediate
consequences are altogether different
from what one hoped to achieve.”*!

A healthy sense of detachment trusts
that Ged is free to act in a way beyond
our vision and imagination. As Rowan
Williams writes, "'Who knows what serves

God »'*

Contemplation
Mission is often portrayed in rerms of
‘action’ of one form or another. Merton
believed that action needed to be married
with contemplation. Contemplation is
not ‘incompatible with action, with crea-
tive work, with dedicated love. On the
contrary, these all go together. A certain
depth of disciplined experience is a neces-
sary ground for fruitful action. ..’
Merton, in no way, devalued missionary
action ‘but even the good side of activism
has tended towards an overemphasis on
will, on action, on conquest, on “getting
things done” and this in turn has resulted
in a sort of re]igious restlessness, pragma-
tism and the worship of visible results.”’
The following quotations from Mer-
ton’s introduction to the Latin American
edition of his writings beautitully summa-
rises why contemplation and action be-
long together in any understanding of
mission: ‘Contemplation cannot construct
a new world by itself...", but ‘without
contemplation we cannot understand the
significance of the world in which we
must act...” and ‘without contemplation,
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without the intimate silent, secret pursuit
of truth through love, our action loses
itself in the world and becomes danger-

ous. ™

Merton, mission and the monastic
tradition

Thomas Merton's understanding of mis-
sion did not emerge from a vacuum.
Whilst acknowledging his own genius, it
is important to be aware of the way in
which monastic spirituality, especially
that of the Desert Fathers and Mothers,
helped to shape his thinking.

For example, his belief thar the mission
of the Church is not to make ‘Christians’
but to enable people to embark on a jour-
ney of ongoing conversion, to discover
their ‘true self’, and become fu[ly human,
echoes the oft quoted saying of the sec-
ond century sain, Irenaeus, ‘the glory of
God is man fully alive.” This was not an
isolated thought, but one which has al-
ways been present in the monastic tradi-
tion. John Chryssavgis, in his study of the
Desert Tradition, /n the Hearc of the
Deserr * quotes a fourth century eucharis-
tic prayer of Sarapion of Thmuis, as typi-
cal of how early Christians viewed their
faith: “We entreat you, make us rtruly
alive.

This transtormation of the whole per-
son 1s at the heart of the monastic vision,
as illustrated in this story from the De-
sert: ‘Abba Lot went to see Abba Joseph
and said to him: ‘Abba, as far as I can |
say my little office, T fast a little, T can
purify my thoughts. What else can I do ¥
Then the old man stood up and stretched
his hands toward heaven. His fingers
became like ten lamps of fire, and he said
to him, “If you really want, you can be-

come all flame.”""!
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Benedicrine and Cistercian monks, like
Merton, take a vow of Conversatio
Morum, a Latin phrase which implies an
ongoing process of conversion, as the
monk leaves behind his former life and
commits to the monastic one. Merton
acknowledged the Benedictine roots of
his thinking when in the final lecture he
delivered before his death, he said, "When
you stop and think a little abour St Bene-
dict’s concept of Conversatio Morum,
that most mysterious of our vows, which
is actually the most essential [ believe, it
can be interpreted as a commitment to
total inner transformation of one sort or
another — a commitment to become a
completely new man. It seems to me that
that could be regarded as the end of the
monastic life, and that no matrer where
one attempts to do this, that remains the
essential thing.'”

One could take each of Merton’s ‘gifts’
to the Church identified in this article
and find echoes in the Christian monastic
tradition. There 1s a sense in which Mer-
ton said little about mission that is new.
What is striking, however, is the way in
which he took and expressed this ancient
wisdom for his own age and time.

3. Conclusion

The Mission-shaped movement calls the
Church to rediscover ‘mission’ as its voca-
tion, and create different ‘shapes’ of
Church in order to ‘translate’ the gospel
within contemporary culture. If this is
done then people will be converted, and
the Church will be reinvigorated.

Thomas Merton's work considers that
there is more to mission than translating
an unchanging Gospel for a rapidly
changing world. He suggests that the

most urgent task for the Church is the
renewal of people’s lives. In his final talk
before his death, Merton recounted a
conversation he had had with a Tibetan
lama who was faced with the decision of
whether to leave his monastery in Tibet
in order to save his life. The lama sought
advice from an abbot whose response was,
‘From now on, Brother, everyone stands
on his own feet’. Merton went on to say
that, “You cannot rely on structures. The
time for relying on structures has disap-
peared. They are good and they should
help us and we should do the best we can
with them. But they may be taken away
and if everything is raken away, what do
you do next? ¥

The most pressing issue for the Church
is not the creation of new, mission-
shaped structures, but the deeper, more
hidden work of ongoing conversion so
that people can ‘stand on their own feet’,
Merton believed a Christian's vocation is
not so much to convert others, but to
seck ongoing conversion oneself so that
one can see the reality of the world, in its
beauty and illusion, and so that others can
see the presence of Christ in us: "What we
have to do at present is not so much
speak of Christ as to let him live in us so
that people may find him by feeling how
he lives in us.**

The Church of England has been chal-
lenged to adopt a renewed missionary
vigour. Merton calls the Christians to
value detachment, silence and contempla-
tion as well as action — however worrhy
that action may seem to be. Silence is the
cradle where contemplation of God and
the world can grow, which can lead to
action and prophetic witness. Detachment
leads to a deeper dependence on God and
less on ‘results” (however we may detine
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them).

What all this means in practice is not
easy or simple to describe. Merton, as has
been noted, wasn't keen on providing
detailed blueprints tor revival anyway. He
liked to ask questions and encourage peo-
ple to look deeper within themselves,
others and the monastic tradition. Mer-
ton also came to believe that there are
more pressing issues for any Church com-
munity than its own survival, such as the
future of the planet and its peoples; ‘the
vocation of the monk in the modern
world. . .is not survival but prophecy. We
are all too busy saving our skins.”"* It is
for this reason that the focus in Merton's
own work began to change in later life. In
a letter to Dorothy Day, he wrote, I
don't feel I can in conscience at a time
like this, go on writing just about things
like meditation, though that has its point.
I cannot just bury my head in a lot of
rather tiny and secondary monastic stud-
ies either. I think T have to face the big
issues, the life and death issues: and this is
what everyone is afraid of."*

It is safe to say however, that a Church
that followed Merton's lead would be one
that remembered its desert heritage, and
developed a deep, complex understanding
of mussion. In this way it would be more
able to bring about a sure, lasting, firm
foundation for the realization of the
Kingdom of God: “The Coptic hermits
who left the world as though escaping
from a wreck, did not merely intend to
save themselves. They knew they were
helpless to do any good for others as long
as they floundered about in the wreckage.
But once they got a strong foothold on
solid ground, things were different. Then
they had not only the power but even the
obligation to pull the whole world to
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safety after them. It would perhaps be too
much to say that the world needs another
movement such as that which drew these
men into the deserts of Egypt and
Syria...but we must be as thorough and
as ruthless in our determination to break
all spiritual chains and cast off the domi-
nation of alien compulsions, to find our
true selves, to discover and develop our
inalienable spiritual liberty and use it to

build on earth, the Kingdom of God.""
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