‘Creative Consent’:
Thomas Merton on

Saying ‘Yes’
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The Easter number of The Mer-
ton Journal is a good place to con-
sider what Merton says about
‘creative  consent’,'about saying
‘ves’, because the resurrection of
Jesus is God’s on-going ‘YES' to the
creation which longs for it.2 What
follows is a modest attempt to in-
troduce Merton’s thought on the
‘Yes' at the root of the True Self and
the ‘Yes’ at the root of resurrection.
While hardly exhaustive, | hope it
may enliven our Easter medita-
tions.
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I begin with a brief and dramatic
true story. [ was once sitting quietly
against the back wall of St. Oran's
Chapel, the oldest continuously
used place of worship on the Isle of
Iona. An elderly woman shuffled in,
creaked down in the last pew, put
her white head in her hands, and
began to pray. Hard. After a long
time, she suddenly sat bolt upright
and said ‘yes’, then standing said
‘ves, Yes, YES' and walked deter-
minedly out of the little chapel. She
was resurrected. The following es-
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say explains why I knew this to be
the case.

Background:

Some Biblical Theology
According to biblical theology, God
made the whole creation including
humans and endowed it all with a
radical freedom which was subse-
quently misused. ‘In the fullness of
time’ (Galatians 4:4) Mary’s ‘Yes’,
her fiat recorded in Luke 1:38, al-
lowed God to set in motion a re-
creation, signaled at the beginning
of St. Mark’s and St. John's gospels
by the carefully chosen Greek word
arche, ‘beginning’. By saying ‘Yes’ to
God’s original intention in a world
wandered far from it, Mary inaugu-
rated, and her Son Jesus gave, that
world another chance, a new begin-
ning. The cross is Jesus’ ‘Yes’ to
God. Resurrection is God's ‘YES’ to
Jesus Whom God raised from the
dead.3 St. Paul glimpsed the mysti-
cal power of this chain of spiritual
affirmatives. He writes of Jesus in 2
Corinthians 1:19-20: ‘For the Son of
God, Jesus Christ, whom we pro-
claimed among you ... was not “Yes
and No”; but in him it is always
“Yes”. For in him every one of God’s
promises is a “Yes”. The risen
Christ is God’s cosmic ‘YES'.

Merton understood that at the
heart of every person is a corre-
sponding ‘Yes’. For Merton the
Christian is called to uncover this
‘Yes’ which is substance and core of
his or her own true identity, and
not only to uncover it, but to choose
it as one’s own basic life stance and
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response to the Creator. This
‘creative consent’ is a personal
resurrective fiat. To choose the
‘Yes' which has been given at the
‘deep heart’s core’ (to borrow W.B.
Yeats’ happy phrase) is to re-enact
the resurrection, to participate in
its new beginning.

The ‘Yes’ of Identity

One of Merton’s most fully articu-
lated ideas is that of the true self. It
is a concept appearing frequently in
his writing and perhaps most fully
worked out in chapters 5 to 7 of
New Seeds of Contemplation and in
The Inner Experience.* Merton has
no illusions about human beings.
He knows that all of us exhibit both
false and true selves. He points out
how thoroughly we are accultur-
ated. From childhood we are taught
to take on board the impermanent
and flawed ‘givens’ of our particu-
lar culture’s stereotypes
(particularly those of what it means
to be men or women). We become
false selves. But we have within
ourselves an alternative, a divinely
given identity, our true self. The
understanding that we have a cen-
tral core of identity which is ‘given’
rather than ‘developed’ was for
Merton a point of contact with Or-
thodox Christianity, Sufism and
Buddhism. It was also an idea to
which he alluded in several talks.
Two examples are conferences he
gave in Kentucky in 1967-68 and to
Precious Blood Sisters in Alaska in
1968.
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Speaking at Nazareth College in
Rochester, NY in November, 1990,
Sr. Mary Luke Tobin (Merton’s
friend, former superior of the Lo-
retto community and an official
observer at Vatican II) recalled how
Merton described the self from a
Sufi perspective. She summarized
his remarks as follows: ‘Sufism
looks at a human person as a heart
and a spirit and as a secret. The
secret is the deepest part. The se-
cret of the human being is God’s
secret. Therefore, it is in God. My
secret is God's innermost knowl-
edge of me which God alone pos-
sesses’.5 She continued by reveal-
ing ‘what the secret really is”:

It is the word ‘yes’. And the act
of ‘yes’. It is a secret affirma-
tion which God places in my
heart, a ‘yes’ to God. That's
God's secret. God knows my
name even when I'm not say-
ing it. My destiny in life ... is to
uncover this ‘yes’ so that my
life is totally and completely
an assent to God ... God gives
us the potential for saying this
yes .. This is the most pro-
found meaning of our person-
alities which is that we say
‘ves’ to God, and the spot is
always there. All we need to do
is turn toward it and let it be-
come a flame. ®

We find the same complex of ideas
almost verbatim in a talk Merton
gave to sisters in Alaska shortly
before he left on his momentous
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and final pilgrimage to Asia. He ex-
plains that Sufism understands the
human person ‘as a heart and a
spirit and as a secret, and the secret
is the deepest part..My secret is
God’s innermost knowledge of me,
which He alone possesses. It is
God's secret knowledge of myself in
Him..." 7It is, in fact, this ‘inmost
secret’ by which humans are able to
contemplate God. And the ‘secret’
‘is the word “yes” or the act of
“yes”. It is the secret affirmation
which God places in my heart, a
“yes” to Him ... My destiny in life -
my final integration - is to uncover
this “yes” so that my life is totally
and completely a “yes” to God, a
complete assent to God'.8 Within
each of us is a ‘holy spark’, ‘the
“yes” which .. cannot be extin-
guished. And this is also the Chris-
tian view. Deep in our hearts is the
most profound meaning of our per-
sonality, which is that we say “yes”
to God, and the spark is always
there. All we need to do is to turn
towards it and let it become a
flame’.?

The point is that the true self is a
‘given’, the gift of the ‘Yes’ which
God offers to each person and longs
to have returned. Authentic identity
returns to its Creator this ‘Yes’ and
is to some degree inauthentic until
this ‘turn’ (the metanoia which the
whole monastic project of conversa-
tio morum hopes to foster)!® oc-
curs. In a section of Conjectures ofa
Guilty Bystander entitled ‘The Fork
in the Road’, Merton suggests that
to ‘make that turn’ is to model
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Christ's own gift of ‘Yes’ to God.
‘One must live as a Christian, act as
a Christian, with a life and an activ-
ity which spring from the uncondi-
tional “yes” of Christ to the Father’s
will, incarnated in our own uncon-
ditional “yes” to the reality, truth,
and love which are made fully ac-
cessible to us in the Person and in
the Cross of Christ. ‘My life and
action seek their meaning in a
world which has been reconciled
with its own truth and its origin by
Christ’s love for it and for His Fa-
ther’.!? This brings us directly to
resurrection’s ‘creative consent’.

The ‘Yes’ of Resurrection

The point of intersection between a
person’s radical ‘Yes’ to what God
has already given, and God’s resur-
rective ‘YES', is, not surprisingly,
Jesus Christ. Discussing ‘trying to
adjust’ and ego-identity in Conjec-
tures of a Guilty Bystander Merton
suggests that, ‘We must go back to
the beginning..The beginning is
now’'? He introduces from the
Christian perspective the Sufi idea
previously presented:

In our being there is a primor-
dial yes that is not our own ...
my being is not an affirmation
of a limited self, but the ‘yes’ of
Being itself, irrespective of my
own choices. Where do T
come in: simply in uniting the
‘ves’ of my own freedom with
the ‘yes’ of Being that already
is before I have a chance to
choose....There is reality, and
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there is free consent. There is
the actuality of one ‘yes’.13

‘Pure affirmation” Merton believes
‘can be arrived at only, in Christian
terms, “in Christ” because ‘the
“yes” of being and the “no” of man's
refusal and evasion of being have
been completely reconciled in
Christ. The Christian’s ‘Yes’ ‘is sim-
ply a complete, trusting, and aban-
doned consent to the “yes” of God
in Christ’.14

Christian theology asserts that
Jesus’ offered his own ‘Yes’ by total
abandonment (in every sense of the
word) to God, an ‘unconditional
“yes” ... to the Father’s will’. Our
own ‘unconditional “yes” is “made
fully accessible to us in the Person
and in the Cross of Christ’.'5 God
longs for our ‘Yes'. Indeed, Merton
asserted earlier in Conjectures that
‘God demands of us a creative con-
sent, in our deepest and most hid-
den self ... This creative consent is
the obedience of my whole being to
the will of God, here and now. The
inner “word” of consent is the coin-
cidence, in the Spirit, the identity
of my own obedience with the will
and obedience and will of Christ'.16

By ‘coincidence’ Merton does not
mean ‘by chance’. [ think he has in
mind something very close to the
word’s Latin root, coincidere:
‘corresponding exactly in nature or
character’.  ‘Coincidence’  here
means not only two events occur-
ring at the same time, but in exact
correspondence or agreement in
nature. The Christian’s deepest
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identity is God’s ‘Yes’ within, a ‘Yes’
that is ‘in coincidence’ with Christ’s.
The transaction to which Merton
points is profoundly Eucharistic:
something is freely given in order
that it may be freely returned. To
return God’s ‘primal Yes’ to God is
not only to be ‘in
Christ’ (coinherence in this case),
but is resurrective, a source of new
life. New life, resurrection, comes
from conforming our deepest, tru-
est selves to the Source of Life.

Discussing ‘the hippie movement’
with  contemplative prioresses
whom he had called together at
Gethsemani in May 1968 Merton
quipped, ‘They’ve got an empty box.
It’s full of death, there’s no life in it".
And then he delivered the punch
line: ‘the only real answer ... is the
Resurrection. The only affirmation
that makes sense to commit your-
self to is the affirmation of the risen
Christ. There is no other. Merton
continued, ‘This awareness is cen-
tral to us because we are witnesses
to life in the Resurrection’.l? Taken
in the context of his understanding
of ‘Yes’, of an ultimate ‘creative con-
sent’, perhaps Merton would agree
that we not only witness to ‘life in
the Resurrection’, but that in some
mysterious way we incarnate it by
joining our ‘Yes’ to the ‘Yes’ of
Christ crucified Whom God vindi-
cated with a cosmically resurrec-
tive ‘YES'. In any case, Merton'’s talk
to the contemplative prioresses
continued as follows:

This is what it boils down to.
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Either Christ is risen or he is-
n't. If he isn’t, as St. Paul says,
we're just a bunch of fools, the
most to be pitied. ... we know
that we're not that crazy be-
cause we know from experi-
ence that when we commit
ourselves to this faith, our life
changes. Something happens
to us which cannot be ac-
counted for otherwise ... Con-
templative life for us is a life
centered on the Resurrection.
Our contemplative life, as life
for any other Christian, is
Christ risen and living in us...
Our life is the sharing of
Christ’s Spirit. Nothing else...18

Conclusion

So where, practically, does this
leave us? With a very practical
choice: to offer our ‘creative con-
sent’, our ‘Yes’ - or not. As we
noted previously, Merton believed
‘God demands of us a creative con-
sent, in our deepest and most hid-
den self. Making a full oblation of
this ‘Yes’ ‘is the coincidence, in the
Spirit, the identity of my own obe-
dience and will with the obedience
and will of Christ’.1 Merton makes
clear that Easter invites us to par-
ticipate in resurrection by being
another ‘place’ in which every one
of God’s promises is a ‘Yes'.

The decision to make the
‘creative consent’ is also the heart
of prayer. In an essay on contem-
plative life in Contemplation in a
World of Action, Merton pens one of
his most striking definitions of
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prayer. ‘Prayer is freedom and affir-
mation growing out of nothingness
into love'. Prayer is ‘the elevation of
our limited freedom into the infi-
nite freedom of the divine spirit,
and of the divine love’2? And divine
love always launches itself and
those who, by grace, become its
channels, into a ‘world of action’.

The crucial choice to say Yes' is
not just for the sake of the solitary
person who makes it. It's not a
choice with ‘private consequences’
alone (although they are manifold).
When our ‘Yes' is said, our fiat
made, we become implicated in,
indeed, in part responsible for, the
ongoing resurrection that began
with Jesus Christ’s, God’s ‘big YES'.
‘Creative consent’ is linked directly
with commitment to God’s in-
tended justice and peace for the
whole creation. This fact, Merton'’s
own writing and life everywhere
demonstrate. ‘Creative consent’,
‘Yes’ enacts the Gospel. As Merton
explained:

The Gospel is the news that, if |
will, I can respond now in per-
fect freedom to the redemptive
love of God ... in Christ, that |
can now rise above the forces
of necessity and evil in order
to say ‘yes’ to the mysterious
action of Spirit that is trans-
forming the world even in the
midst of the violence and con-
fusion and destruction that
seem to proclaim His absence
and His ‘death’.2t
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Like that astonishing woman in St.
Oran’s Chapel we can rise up saying
‘ves, Yes, YES'.
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