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Introduction

Thomas Merton was a man who
could be fascinated, deeply fasci-
nated, with an innumerable range
of topics. One has only to look at
some of his collections of essays,
his letters and his journals, or the
books on his library shelves to get
some inkling of this. Guy Daven-
port, one of Merton's Kentucky
friends, would write of him that he
was,
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a truly ecumenical spirit.
When he wrote about the
Shakers, he was a Shaker. He
read with perfect empathy:
he was Rilke for hours, Ca-
mus, Faulkner .. I wonder
whether there has ever been
as protean an imagination as
Thomas Merton’s. He could,
of an afternoon, dance to Dy-
lan Thomas (sic) on a Louis-
ville jukebox, argue an hour
later with James Laughlin
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about surrealism in Latin
American poetry, say his of-
fice in an automobile headed
back to Gethsemani, and
spend the evening writing to
a mullah in Pakistan about
techniques of meditation.!

Extraordinary enthusiasms charac-
terised Thomas Merton. Some of
these enthusiasms could be
shortlived, others he would return
to again and again such as Blake,
Hopkins, Gandhi and Joyce, all of
whom Merton discovered as a teen-
ager, and who would surface again
and again throughout his life, right
up to his final years.

At the time Merton was writing
the essays that would eventually be
published as Raids on the Unspeak-
able we also see the beginning of
one such extraordinary enthusi-
asm, one that would last from the
early 1960s right up until his death
in 1968, though one that would
bear little fruit in his published
work in comparison to the degree
of his enthusiasm for it. I'm think-
ing of his interest in Celtic Christi-
anity, in the lives and writings of
the Celtic saints and monks, Celtic
art and poetry, and the Celtic litera-
ture concerning the hermit life, the
themes of pilgrimage and exile, and
in particular The Voyage of St. Bren-
dan.

Merton and Celtic Christianity

Merton’s earliest published refer-
ences to Celtic Monasticism would
appear in Conjectures of a Guilty
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Bystander and in Mystics and Zen
Masters though Merton had begun
reading extensively about Celtic
monasticism well before the ap-
pearance of these references.?
Some of Merton’s handwritten
working notebooks have extensive
notes on the Celts, one such note-
book, number forty-eight, runs to
approximately 180 leaves entirely
on this subject. In addition he com-
piled an anthology of Irish Poetry,
and ten of Merton’s recorded con-
ferences make reference to aspects
of Celtic monasticism, life and art, a
number of them given over to it in
their entirety. References also oc-
cur in various collections of corre-
spondence where he writes that he
is both preparing notes on Celtic
Monasticism to use with his novices
and considering the possibilities for
a book on the subject. However,
unlike other areas of interest that
Merton pursued, his published
work on Celtic monasticism in no
way reflects the extent of his read-
ing and note-taking on the subject,
with just one article ‘From Pilgrim-
age to Crusade’ appearing in his
book Mystics and Zen Masters® and
a review of a book on Celtic Christi-
anity by Olivier Loyer that would
be published in the French Cister-
cian journal Collectanea.*

Much of the material Merton was
reading in his study of Celtic Mo-
nasticism would come to him on
loan from the Irish Studies Collec-
tion at Boston College. Over the
years he had cultivated a number of
friends at Boston College and
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ence of the natural world in the
rhythm of his daily life and prayer.
As Merton gradually put down his
roots at Gethsemani so he began to
truly notice the natural world sur-
rounding him. This change is evi-
dent in the poetry written during
his early years at Gethsemani and
its development can be clearly seen
in his journals The Sign of Jonas and
Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander. So
for example he can write:

All the hills and woods are
red and brown and copper,
and the sky is clear, with one
or two very small clouds. A
buzzard comes by and inves-
tigates me, but [ am not dead
yet. This whole landscape of
woods and hills is getting to
be saturated with my
prayers and with the Psalms
and with the books I read out
here under the trees, looking
over the wall, not at the
world but at our forest, our
solitude.1?

His references to nature—to the
Gethsemani woods, to the rain and
the wind, to the birds and the other
creatures that inhabit the woods, to
the Kentucky knobs, the sky and
the stars—become more frequent
and more developed over the
years.!2 We also see it in Merton’s
interest in the Franciscans, the
early Cistercians and other groups
and authors he was attracted to
over the years, part of his aware-
ness, clearly seen in the Celtic vi-
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sion of the world, that all life is
spiritual, that all life is sacred. At
one point Merton makes the sug-
gestion that the Celtic Christians
were ‘naturally Franciscan, Francis-
can before St. Francis.'3 So Mer-
ton’s poetry and journals, like the
writings of the early Celtic hermits,
are filled with references to nature
and the natural world.

Secondly, Celtic Christianity was
not ‘enclosed and hostile to the rest
of the Christian world,’'* to other
cultures and other faiths. So, for
example, Merton points at times to
their openness to incorporating
pagan or druidic customs and art
into their life whilst, elsewhere in
Europe, pagan shrines were being
despoiled. We see Merton taking a
very similar line, discovering in Zen
Buddhism many things that he
found missing in Catholicism and
monasticism in the middle of the
twentieth century, but which be-
longed to the Christian tradition.!s
It is the same attitude that, for ex-
ample, attracts Merton to the writ-
ings of Clement of Alexandria and
that he emphasizes in the small col-
lection of Clement’s writings he
would publish through New Direc-
tions in 1962, describing Clement
as

. a man of unlimited com-
prehension and compassion
who did not fear to seek ele-
ments of truth wherever they
could be found.1é

We also see Merton learning this
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val culture through the work of
Irish scholars and artists, such as St
Columbanus who would found the
Monastery of Bobbio in Italy and
whose followers are accredited
with founding over 100 other mon-
asteries across Europe. These as-
pects of Celtic Christianity are
clearly attractive to Merton from
the very beginning. His earliest con-
ferences about Celtic Monasticism
focus immediately on early Irish
monastic art explaining aspects of
this art in great detail to his nov-
ices, in particular lecturing on the
monumental crosses and the theo-
logical significance of their art-
work.20 Over the years Merton's
concern with the quality of reli-
gious art is evident and can be
clearly seen in his unpublished
manuscript ‘Art and Worship’, his
commissioning of artwork for the
monastery from artists such as
Jaime Andrade, Peter Watts and
Victor Hammer, and his involve-
ment with the reordering of the
Abbey Church in the light of the
Second Vatican Council. (It is inter-
esting that Merton’s lectures on
early Irish monastic art coincide
with the time that he is drafting the
essay on his own calligraphies
which will appear in Raids on the
Unspeakable as ‘Signatures: Notes
on the Author's Drawings.”?!) In his
lectures Merton draws particular
attention to the desert fathers and
hermits who figure prominently in
many of the Celtic crosses - most
noticeably St Anthony and Paul the
Hermit.
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Merton is also attracted to the
Celtic poetic tradition and in Sep-
tember 1964 compiles an
‘Anthology of Irish Poetry’ of some
twenty-three pages which is
mimeographed for circulation.22
Prominent among the poems he
selects are pieces concerned with
nature and also with the hermit life:

The woodland thicket overtops me,

the blackbird sings me a lay, praise
I will not conceal:

above my lined little booklet

the trilling of birds sings to me.

The clear cuckoo sings to me, lovely
discourse,

in its grey cloak from the crest of
the bushes;

truly - may the Lord protect me! -
well do I write under the forest
wood.23

Fifthly, Celtic Christianity was
marked by its asceticism; the desert
traditions of Egypt and Syria were
to be mirrored in Ireland and
Wales, most noticeably by some of
the Celtic hermits. Instead of the
physical desert, the Celtic monks
sought their own deserted places—
forests, remote coastlines and is-
lands, and the sea. Exile became an
important concept—monks went
on pilgrimage for the love of, or in
the name of God, a pilgrimage in
search of solitude, and exile from
their families and homeland. For
the Celtic monks the geographical
pilgrimage and inner journey were
closely linked. They saw three
THE
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write to him: ‘all things reach you,
and all news jumps your cloistered
walls faster than they enter our
open doors."31

Many of the reasons for Merton'’s
attraction to Celtic Monastic seem to
resonate deeply with his own per-
sonal interests—solitude and the
hermit life, nature, art, the role of
the monk in society, life as a jour-
ney, the importance of place and of
finding the right place, the place of
our resurrection. Merton also, |
would suggest, senses the affinity
between his own life as a solitary in
the Gethsemani woods and the lives
of many of these Celtic monks.

In Merton’s essay ‘Rain and the
Rhinoceros’ he wrote of some of the
times he had spent in the woods, in
solitude, living a life very different
from that of an average Cistercian
monk in his day and more akin to
the stories of some of the Celtic
monks. Merton describes very sim-
ply an evening spent at the building
where he would eventually become
a hermit in 1965:

I came up here from the mon-
astery last night .. and put
some oatmeal on the Coleman
stove for supper. It boiled
over while I was listening to
the rain ... . The night became
very dark. The rain sur-
rounded the whole cabin with
its enormous virginal myth, a
whole world of meaning, of
secrecy, of silence, of rumor.
Think of it: all that speech
pouring down, selling noth-
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ing, judging nobody, drench-
ing the thick mulch of dead
leaves, soaking the trees, fill-
ing the gullies and crannies of
the wood with water, wash-
ing out the places where men
have stripped the hillside!

In the same manner as some of Mer-
ton’s descriptions of nature and
place in his journals, such as in The
Sign of Jonas and Conjectures of a
Guilty Bystander, this passage cele-
brates a wisdom and a way of life
reminiscent of some of the Celtic
hermits in solitude on their islands
surrounded by the ocean and the
elements. For Merton, the wind and
the rain and the darkness and the
solitude of the night in his cabin had
a restoring effect similar to that of
‘The Night Spirit and the Dawn Air’
in The Ox Mountain Parable of Men-
cius. The rain helped to heal the
damage done to the woods by men
who had ‘stripped the hillside’ and it
also had a similar effect on Merton:

In this wilderness 1 have
learned how to sleep again.
Here | am not alien. The trees
I know, the night I know, the
rain | know. I close my eyes
and instantly sink into the
whole rainy world of which I
am a part, and the world goes
on with me in it, for [ am not
alien to it.32

Or a passage such as the following
from Merton’s personal journal re-
calling the first evening he was al-
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begins and ends with the two major
celebrations in the church’'s year,
Easter and Christmas. Fasts and
feasts alternate and ‘correspond to
the daily and yearly round of the
monastery.”*0 The length of the fasts,
caused by the deprivations of the
sea voyages, are of either two, three,
fifteen, twenty or forty days and ‘the
completion of the significant num-
ber seems to take precedence, when
approaching an island, over the tide
or wind,"*! so that the narrative
comes across as stylized, abstract
and non-naturalistic.

The monastic cycle of prayer and
the liturgical cycle are central to The
Voyage. St Brendan and his ‘crew’
are a community, and their relations
with both the natural world and the
external world they encounter on
their journey bear the characteris-
tics that attracted Merton to Celtic
Monasticism. The monasticism of
The Voyage is not an additional ex-
tra but its ‘central organizational
principle both thematically and
structurally.” So too, both in Mer-
ton’s own life at the Abbey of Geth-
semani, and in the lives of the early
Celtic Christians, the monastic way
of life, the monastic vision, the mo-
nastic worldview, was central.

The Voyage seems to operate on
two dimensions simultaneously. As
some scholars have tried to prove
the whole voyage is highly plausible.
The ‘Promised Land of the Saints’ is
not an allegory for Heaven but a real
place and this is supported by the
plausibility of the land Brendan and
his crew discover. Unlike some
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places he visits on his voyage it is to
a normal scale, if not modest ‘the
land is broad and vast, crossed by a
wide river, and exceptionally
(though hardly supernaturally)
bountiful’ and they spend their time
ashore ‘reconnoitring’ rather than in
‘beatific visions’, and there are nei-
ther ‘celestial choirs’ nor ‘divine
epiphanies.’#2 So the first dimension
is highly plausible.

The second dimension of The Voy-
age though is that ‘there is a certain
strangeness to the geographical lay-
out which cannot easily be dis-
counted.”3 Barrind and Mernoc,
from whom Brendan learns of the
‘Promised Land of the Saints,’ reach
land after only ‘about an hour’#* of
sailing whereas Brendan voyages
for seven years ‘apparently circling
the place all the time, before the
proper kairos is reached and he is
finally permitted a landfall.’*5 This
second dimension is reinforced
through a modern textual difficulty
as to the direction in which Brendan
sails—the manuscripts differ, some
suggests ‘east’ and some ‘west’. If it
is ‘west’ then the geographical theo-
ries are feasible, but, if it is ‘east’
then the ‘geographical considera-
tions must give way to thematic and
typological ones,’# and the impres-
sion that Brendan is circling the
Promised Land all the time is rein-
forced and the ‘east’ becomes a rich
symbolic image.

Brendan’s voyage to ‘The Prom-
ised Land of the Saints’ holds to-
gether these different dimensions—
the tension between the temporal
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and the eternal along with the ten-
sion between the external, geo-
graphical pilgrimage and the inner
pilgrimage or journey. It is in this
overlapping zone between ‘the tem-
poral and the eternal, between the
times and places of the world and
their larger infusing divine reality’
that The Voyage of St. Brendan, and
indeed, all archetypal monastic life
unfolds.

In his article ‘From Pilgrimage to
Crusade’ Merton saw in Celtic pil-
grimage that ‘the external and geo-
graphical pilgrimage was .. some-
thing more than the acting out of
psychic obsessions and instabilities.
It was in profound relationship with
an inner experience of continuity
between the natural and the super-
natural, between the sacred and the
profane, between this world and the
next: a continuity both in time and
space.’#?

Through monastic ascesis Merton
had learned to live in that zone
where the temporal and the eternal
overlap, to live his life out of ‘a
transfigured centre,’*® out of ‘the
great compassion’ and to discover in
that compassion all of humanity. We
see him writing about this most no-
ticeably in those moments in his life
that can be seen as epiphanies,
‘spots of time™® or experiences of
the sublime, as the Romantic Poets
would call them. His sense of ex-
ploring, wandering, homelessness,
questioning, strangeness, his con-
tinuing conversion, his sense of
journeying kept him moving for-
ward like Brendan, like Abraham in
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search of the Promised Land, in
search of his hearts’ home, and of
his place of resurrection.

Conclusion

Merton, in his essay ‘From Pilgrim-
age to Crusade,” writes of that jour-
ney and of the search for the place
of resurrection, a place of compas-
sion and of unity for all humanity.
He writes:

Our task now is to learn that
if we can voyage to the ends
of the earth and there find
ourselves in the aborigine
who most differs from our-
selves, we will have made a
fruitful pilgrimage. That is
why pilgrimage is necessary,
in some shape or other. Mere
sitting at home and meditat-
ing on the divine presence is
not enough for our time. We
have to come to the end of a
long journey and see that the
stranger we meet there is no
other than ourselves - which
is the same as saying that we
find Christ in him.

For if the Lord is risen as He
said, He is actually or poten-
tially alive in every man. Our
pilgrimage to the Holy Sepul-
chre is our pilgrimage to the
stranger who is Christ our
fellow-pilgrim and our
brother. There is no lost is-
land merely for the individ-
ual. We are all pieces of the
paradise island, and we can
find our Brendan's island
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only when we all realize our-
selves together as the para-
dise which is Christ and His
bride, God, man and church.50

As Thomas Merton overcame the
alienation from his self and from the
world, and the rootlessness and
wandering that so dominated his
early years, he came to see the Di-
vine manifesting itself in all peoples,
in all times, and in all places. As he
found a rootedness based on a vi-
sion of a world made whole and a
world infused with the Divine, so we
can sense how clearly and strongly
the worldview of these Celtic saints,
monks and hermits must have spo-
ken to him. The continued impor-
tance for Merton of his Welsh Celtic
heritage can be seen in his epic anti-
poem The Geography of Lograire,
left unfinished at the time of his
death, where the ‘Prologue’ contains
numerous references to ‘Wales dark
Wales,” ‘holy green Wales,” ‘Two
seas in my self Irish and German/
Celt blood washes in twin seagreen
people,” ‘Wales all my Wales.’

In Lograire Merton, through the
use of the geographical points of the
compass, encompasses the whole
world - north, south, east and west
- and all times and cultures. Lo-
graire expresses his continued deep
longing for a unified vision of the
world like the one he had also dis-
covered in the Celtic vision of the
world, a monastic, transfigured vi-
sion of the world.
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Merton at 100

A Centenary Edition

of the Merton Journal

To celebrate the centenary of the birth of Thomas
Merton on January 31 2015, the Thomas Merton
Society of Great Britain and Ireland will be publishing
a special centenary edition of the Merton Journal.
Contents are planned to include contributions from
France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Poland, Sweden,
as well as Ireland and the UK.

This will be in the form a softback book and will
replace the usual issue. It will be posted
to TMS members in Advent.
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