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Editorial Changes 

Gary Hall has now stepped down as co-editor of the Journal. 
He has had a long association with the journal since its 
inception in 1994. He has had 9 articles published in the 
journal, the first in the Eastertide edition of 1997, vo l. 4:1. In 
Easter 2002 he joined Michael Woodward as co-editor. Since 
then he has also worked with fellow editors Danny Sullivan, 
Angus Stuart, Fiona Gardner, Keith Griffin & latterly myself. 
He has been a gentle guiding hand steering the Journal to 
one that has a wider scope than simply Merton studies, to 
the exploration how we can do justice to Merton's life, work 
and w itness in our current times. All in the Society owe him 
a debt of gratitude for his dedication and support. 

Stephen Dunhill 
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Medieval Cistercian History - Initiation into the Monastic Tradition 9 
Thomas Merton 
Ed ited by Patrick F O'Connell 
Preface by William R. Grimes 
Cistercian Publications, Collegeville, 2019 
ISBN 978-0-87907-043-4 (pbk) lxxix + 310 pages 
£22.75 

We are indebted to Patrick O' Connell for his work on Merton's scripts 
both in this volume and elsewhere, as he allows us to read Cistercian 
history and spirituality through Merton's eyes. This present volume 
comprises Merton's conferences for his novices in the latter part of 1962. 

These talks deal with the foundation and beginnings of Citeaux, also 
covering the editions of the early Cistercian documents such as the Carta 
Caritatis and the Exordium Cistercii. Merton charts the rise and decline of 
the order and the privileges which may have accelerated this. He draws 
upon existing Cistercian histories, including texts from King, Knowles, 
and Chenu which he could access so readily in French, as also with the 
history of Cistercian nuns (p.118), as well as the original Latin texts in 
Migne's Patrologia Latina. 

Merton analyses Cistercian origins with unique insights such as on the 
return of Robert to the abbacy of Molesme. [p.xxviii] O'Connell's remarks 
enable us to glimpse Merton's comprehensive grasp of his own tradition: 

The next conference begins ... by providing a framework, 
drawn from his introduction, of the evolution of the Order, 
from being ahead of its time from its foundation until about 
1130, to being reflective of its time, no longer 'inspired', 
through the rest of the twelfth century, to falling behind the 
t ime, Jiving on its reputation, and getting involved in matters 
it was incapable of handling from 1200 on. [p.lxx] 
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Not only is this a cautionary retrospective recounted by Merton 
concerning his order, it has within it his implicit critique of every 
tradition of faith, and more intimately, of the faithful. In the process there 
is some telling reflection upon Merton himself, something not missed by 
O'Connell's perceptive eye: 

Merton comments that any monk worth his salt has at some 
point a sense that he should be living a more intense spiritual 
life, impossible wN.ere he now is, but adds that this doesn't 
mean that everyone should become a founder - what is 
partly grace is often partly temptation, and there is a need to 
be receptive to one without succumbing to the other: plenty 
of people, he warns, lose everything for wanting more -
'Don't get ahead of the Holy Ghost.' [p.xlv] 

Those familiar with Merton's own story will agree with O'Connell: 'His 
listeners probably have little idea to what extent this bit of advice is the 
fruit of Merton's own personal experience.' [p.xlv] In this there is the 
unmissable echo of Merton's unsettlement at Gethesmani during his pre­
hermitage years. What is illuminating is just how much of Merton's text, 
as in previous volumes of this series, reflect what we know of his own 
character and struggles. In his teaching of Cistercian tradition there is 
insightful analysis in which we hear his authentic voice. 

Cistercian scholars will value greatly Merton's take on the developing 
problems of the Order - growing wealth, a huge influx of novices - the 
latter echoed in Merton's time at Gethsemani. O'Connell has a clear grasp 
of Merton's reading and exposition: 

As the complex circumstances surrounding the founding of 
Citeaux and the early expansion of the order discussed in the 
other set of history conferences make clear, it is not simply a 
matter of an initial period of prevailing sanctity giving way to 
an ethos of compromise and mediocrity, but of a vision and 
articulation of a way of Christian discipleship that remains an 
invitation and a challenge to be actualized in the concrete 
circumstances of each unique time and place. This ultimately 
is Merton's main lesson for his readers and listeners here. 
[p.lxxv] 

Given his early years in England it is noteworthy to find Merton charting 
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the course of Cistercian history from early monasticism in England via 
the Regularis Concordia towards Cluny in the developing context of 
eleventh century reform in France. [pp.114ff] Not only does he recount 
the familiar Cistercian topos of the early abbots, Robert, Alberic and 
Stephen but he analyses and draws upon the foundational documents 
Exordium Magnum, Exordium Parvum, Summa Carta Caritatis, Carta 
Caritatis Prior, Carta Caritatis Posterior, the lnstituta and the Usus 
Conversorum. This is done not simply to recount history, but also as a 
means of investigating in depth the spirituality of these foundational 
texts. [pp.80ff] 

Merton narrates the history of the decline of Cistercian order [pp. 99ff] 
and its causes: intellectual, spiritual, business, tithes, the lay brothers 
crisis, the crusades - both the Albigensian and fourth crusade [p.210], as 
well as the decline of holy poverty and the contest between the abbot of 
Citeaux and the abbots of the early filiations, marked by the ascendancy 
of Clairvaux. As might be expected Merton leads us to Cistercian spiritual 
writers such as Isaac of Stella and Aelred of Rievaulx. 

Readers may know much about the beginnings of Citeaux but a 
particular benefit is that Merton explores the period from the death of St 
Bernard to the reform of Benedict XII (1153-1335). [pp.139ff] Here he 
advises us that from 1098 until around 1130 Cistercians were ahead of 
their t ime in every sphere [p.142], noting however, that in 1152 a 
restriction was placed on foundations and that among the large numbers 
received into the order comparatively few were destined to be 
contemplatives. [p.150] He uses Knowles extensively to evidence how 
contemplative fervour waned, excepting those Cistercian convents allied 
to the Beguines in the low countries. [p.151] 

Merton describes the Parvus Fons 1265 as a serious compromise in 
regulating the hierarchy of abbots in a definitorum, a body which 
'destroys the autonomy of the individual house'. This he cites as the 
culprit for the destruction of the traditional Cistercian framework and its 
originality. From here it is downhill via the debt incurred via the wool 
trade and the eventually somewhat inevitable establishment of the 
Cistercian procuratorship in Rome. However Benedict XII's reform, 
Fu/gens Stella (1335), can still insist on the three occupations of the 
monk, opus Dei, lectio divina, opus magnum. [p.227] 

These conferences are not only Merton's perspective on his order as 
we might expect given their original audience, they explore some of the 
basic grounding of what it is to be a Cistercian - what helped to make and 
influence his own vocation. 
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Fr. Louis has performed a valuable service to his novices and to his 
readers - his detailed overview and insights into his own tradition are a 
considerable help. Patrick O'Connell's meticulous editing of these 
conferences is a great gift. They reveal to us Cistercian origins and 
developments but even more, we hear them in Merton's voice. 

Kenneth Carveley is a Methodist presbyter, a church historian and 
liturgist. As a Cistercian scholar he has taught and researched widely in 
the Cistercian tradition and in Merton's life and work. 

The Martyrdom of Thomas Merton: An Investigation 
Hugh Turley & David Martin 
CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2018 
ISBN: 978-1548077389 (pbk) 329 pages 
£17.16 

In this book the authors claim that the generally accepted view that 
Merton died of accidental electrocution is totally false. They aim to show 
that this story was made up several years after the event, identifying four 
individuals as the primary promoters of this false narrative, this story 
being completely contradicted by the evidence which they examine in 
detail including official records, crime scene photographs never seen by 
the police in Thailand and the letters of witnesses; and they conclude that 
Merton was murdered, the most likely suspect in plotting his murder 
being the CIA. 

This manages to be both a stimulating and frustrating book with some 
important material and evidence emerging in a comprehensive way, 
presented as never before, but combined with some rather circular and 
repetitive arguments and suggestions. An immense amount of research 
and hard work has clearly been undertaken by the two authors and they 
bring to the public domain, really for the first time, apparently 
suppressed facts and first-hand accounts of those involved at the time of 
Merton's untimely death and in its aftermath. It would appear that in the 
course of researching the book, or perhaps even before, a narrative, 
which runs counter to the usual explanation of death by accident, has 
emerged for the authors. At times the new evidence they bring before us 
or the facts they discuss seem presented in such a way as to support the 
new narrative rather than letting them speak for themselves. Speculation 
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plays its part too and at times can seem rather wild - one witness 'is 
strongly suspected' of having been a victim of blackmail or even of being 
a participant in a CIA mind control programme as an explanation for his 
actions. At the last I was reminded of Johann Fichte completing Immanual 
Kant's dyad of Thesis and Antithesis with the need for Synthesis. 

For decades the thesis of the cause of Merton's death has been clear 
and simple: death by accident. Our present authors have presented, it 
seems to me, incontrovertible evidence that challenges that, and, to that 
end, sets out the opposite, a death that in fact was neither clear nor 
simple. But this antithesis is not the last word by any means - and it has 
been, and probably needed to be, presented in bald and stark ways both 
to gain attention and to gain traction against what has been the dominant 
narrative. What will be needed in due course, once the dust has settled, is 
a calmer and more objective look at the whole for some sort of more 
satisfactory synthesis to emerge. So perhaps I might summarise this book 
as comprising extensive and exhaustive research with much new material 
and fresh and important evidence that requires proper digestion and 
integration. It comes with a tightly argued polemic that is largely 
convincing on its own terms, but only on its own terms, and which at 
times is exhaustively repetitive and often insufficiently objective. But 
although the reader may well often be frustrated by the authors' style 
and approach you will be rightly challenged and you won't find yourself 
bored along the way. 

Andrew Walker is an Anglican Parish Priest in central London who is 
also director of the three year lgnatian Spirituality Programme which is 
about to move to the Mount St Jesuit Centre. His writings include 'Journey 
Into Joy' (SPCK) and 'On Retreat' (Mowbray /Continuum). 
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