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rn a paragraph vrhich has becone justly fanous, Father DanieL
I)errigan l^rrote (t ):rr[he tine v'ii]-l shortly be upon us, if it is not already here,

when the pursult of contenplation becones a strlctly subverslve
activity...I an convinced tha"i; contenl:Iation, inclurling the
connon worship of the belj_eving, is a political act of the
hlghest val-r:e, ir,',plying the riskiest oi consequcnces to
those tairing partr'.

The reclisrcovery of the necesrfr.ry unity betvreen contenplation and
resistance, bhc nystical ancl the prophetic, is i;erhairs the
central need of noclern Christia.nity" i;errigan scc.s the neecl in
tho Unitecl States for o. povre:rfu1 uisurge of spirituality which
will rederen a ilccayecl civj I isatio.t " rrThe Arrerican pslrche ", he
writes (2 ), rrcannot becone the fr.r,tr:y-na.l- instrurrent bf woitO
cha.nge untj-l it l:ls nnderl:6111. - "- dark nigh'b of the soul.rr
Anericans ltave be''olre rlienated fron spiritual values by tech-
nology and thr;-'ursuit cf iow.,:r at:.c-l t^realth, and only a renewal
of contelrirlatioii can herl its siclcne ss 

"

Yet, Ie rrigan virote else whe.re , -bhat
rr.. 

o j-n thc r'1e::engcr:eni; of our clilturer w€ sec that people
nove towa,rds coi:tenplatl.on j.=q gj.Sg1g,, c+ven though unrecog-
nised. fhca' ne dita.te nsr a rvaJr of bccor:ing neutra.l - to put
a ground betwe,en ther: n,nil t]:e hor:ror around ther:r. n.!/e have
a te::rib.l-e; trij-ird of druEl ca"l-l-e cl contcr:platJ-on. rr

Suoh contcnplrt-ives, he Fi:l:,rs" nrle cut off fron social prophecy,
and so lrthey hccone anothcr res,cr-'ce of the culture instead of
a resource r.i,'Ai-ns'J thc cu.lturc " (l ) . 1, s1;iritual q.ue st which is
concerned only w:ltir thc lrrivater world of the individual, wlth the
attainnent of his ov/n trcnlightcnnent'r, can easily be absorbed by
the culture" Capitelis-b soci-cty cen nake contenplation itself
ii"rto a con:roCity.
fo dividc conter:1;lati cn f::or-t i:rophccy is to clartage ancl t:aybe
destroy bcth. 3e rrigp.ois thene , that they ,rre a unity, j-s a
ther:e which r(jcuJ's in l:ta.n]r thinkers ancl writers, fn nn earlier
ogcr Charles Pcguy urrote itrat cverything worthwhile tthe5iins in
nysticisn ancl enCs in pollticr:ir. Fr:or: tr..tln Atlerica cones the
catl- f or a risi:iritu.ality of libc;ra'ciont' (4,) . Fron a young r,rdl cal
pacifist 1n the llnited States, fhcoriore Roszalc, col,tes the lanent
that the religious inpulse has bi:cn exilc'd fror: our culture ,

but mlso the vielv that rrit is the enel€fy of religious rc'newal
that will generate 'b,'e nerxt politics n,nrl pe:rhaps the final
radicalisn of oulr societSrtt ( 5 ) . Iror: sone youni.: rrC.ical Christians
in lritain conesl a st:erch for -bhe; rrsl-'iri-tual- c-linensions to
poli Ii cal strug6ilc,r: rrthcr rc-exrr,ina,tion ri;quired was not so r:uch
a cerehra.l critique of t-hcoiogy or i-olitics, but a flesh ancl
blood discovery of spiritu,-l ibots. i' (5) Tt is with this search
for spiritua,l roots tirat Thonas l.terton was concerneC throughout
hi.s 11fe "

: ltertonf s significance is thrt he r:nbodie d in hirlsclf the spiritual
currcnts encl crisc.s of our ,1tzc. In thu, ;)erson of this contenple'tive
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nont and prophet severel- worlds rre'b: the worlds of the renewedIatin church, of the reiliscoverJr of E,:ste rn Christenclon, of thenon-violent novcnentr.?f the counter-culture, of zen and theEa.stern nystlcal tr:ditions, of political- Oi.sencfrintnent ancipolitical revolt. I'ferton'.c writings convcy a profound experienoeof.nanrs preclicanent in the noderi worlc, and it was:ln expe:iiencewhi-ch paracloxically he grine c through nonastlc sol1tude. like anearlier contenplative, Father AlfreE Xelp, a Jesuii who was inprison in Nazi^ Gernr.ny, Ivterton1telieved ittat solitude was a. vltalprgrgquisitc for tha lwakenini,: of the social conscience. Ienp haclwritten (Z ) tItGrerat j-ssues nffecting nr.nlcind hEve to be decicled in thewildern€iss, in unintcirupteil isol:tion and unbrokcn sil-cnce .

The y holcl a r.c;.ni-ng nncr: i blessing, thesc 6.r."t, silent,
_.- en:pty spaOcs thrt brino n r1.?.) fnn,. tc facc with reatity. ',liberitlon'.:lways 

,r:e 
qrns 

-5""tiru"1riJi'or 
r;arth on which one stancts.rrrn solituce, in lhn c1e i:ths of r'nrnrs own aloncness, lie theresources f or resistrnce to in justicerf (a ) on the othe r trano, aresj-stance whlch has not bc;cn rirror.rght out of inner strug6trc:,u*trcr:ain suirerficial or dt,ge;ne;retc into fann.ticisn

Merton saw t1.,, 's,:'-rituil lifci, as the llfe of thc whole .; ersor.
H_o_ r!,-lcrcted the si,ug self'--rssur.ncc of thc devou{ olr""-*rrb';;;;'n11 tho' 'nslw(irs 1n idvance, lcr'r.o,r ,:11- ii.o cliche;s of thc inncr 1ife,and can dofe;nil thcnsel-ve;s ar,ainst r.l1 thc rlcr:ends of 

"l.ii,iil";;"i;
hur:an. He knctv only- too lve1l the clrnge rs of r?bogus inte riority,, (9 ) ,the distortion lty wtricn sclf-stu-tly irXc-cr,:*s ,ro,reIy- tire e;vcrsion ofrislc rnd st:rua'Irlc. ioqus cgntcni.,J-ltion. :ls r vlclciced in r::rny of thefaShiOnfblC _ ^nr-r ,rnfi*.o.1
to avoli, .""r.it[ iI;"i:;3t: ;.I:i],1:*l;t fi3]?3]-;,,il;:_::3;;;il3irrChristian faith is 3 itrinci;.}c of qucsticningl rncl strug6ite be foreit boccne;s a i,rincii;le of ci,::titucl. anc lr( acot-. " . ftr" christianninci is a r:i"n.l thrt rislcs in bolr,r':Lt i: i).rrif icati-ons,i (T0): "ih;
9:::lt.?*. lho pracc of strug,S;-i-c ind puiification vias & constrntrnerle or n1-s ilusFaf c, lncl hc onc(; C. iincd contcr:tplation si::rpfyas rrthe prCf c::cncc -f or ther clcsi,r't,' ( 1 1 ) . Ior thc- rlcsc;rt 

"xp.,ricncey?s thei, e xirirlr-.1-(lncLa of ,qolitr-rdc in v:,rich Gocl .ri) r;"riO to be absent.It was th(') proscnce of conflj-ct rncl strugglc, ,irictr ,iiotingrri-sfreo 
-

true sil-e;nce, fron f "1sc'. iruo -eilt;ncc is 
*ia 

rcll(ratercl benc',ring overthc'. a'by.ssir, vuhr,'rGr.s ,a si1.,nce frcii vrhlch he- (6ocr )- joo,s not scr,mto bc .rbson i.; clrnr1, roust y thri.:itcrns his continuocl prc,"i,"".]i 
- 
?2)".'

fn Mc;rtonts v;ritinijs the re arc-. r11al;.rcl chnnges frorr the pt,riod ofIio-e*ly v;orks, such as *!h-ei F_cy,el storey_ [g3n-t;fu (Tg+5)-;;J
Sssft oI coni;tin3_tj:..ti_gg (lg+g)-.'*'t?r li=rry- ru;iTc,n i,,Totr froi:i withln-5---anO 1'or thc ilor:,rn Ll:tholic ccr::uni-ty of the Countcr*Rc,forr:ction.
"Hi. e.ssunptions v/€rr€,' those of trerlitional Latln nonastici,sm, -nnd
his audionce we{ir 1':robabJ-y for thc l,osrt part froi:r within the Christ-ian trrdition. rt w.s r':uch ln.tc;r th,^t th; work of ccntc.r:i:l:.tionw^s consciousl,Y rclatc;d to thc work o-f socia.l criticis::r."'incl thecrucial e;lr;ncnt in this \ilasr his j-.hilosophy of solitud€r.'( li), tiahc,ld thst sc,litucr: !virs es-.entilrl- tc thc cLnr',on ;;ood, for it was insolitudc. that nan hr:ca,l:lc fu"lly i.r.vake. It i_o this wake fulne ss, thisinsi-ght enC e;n1 i3hteilnent, lrhi.ch llreiscrves re;ligion fron fanaticisn,ancl -Vicrton s.v'/ frncticisr, rs thc i'i:cr,^.f,6s1 te,nptf tion of the .nodrrn

/ tz\clr.(i \ | ) ) .

Mcrtonrs undcrstrnciu;'r of priyer is centrrl to his social cloctrj-ne.
I{e -clcfined Jir.yer as iia consciousness of nan's unic,n ,iti, G;d'i- (i4)and as rfan .wAreness of on(;rs j-nnc;r self " (15). Self-knowlerdge,'ns
?1r -thc,nystics in-ej-st, is e sscn-bi.:.1 to sa.nctity, l:ut it is Sniy
th5; -beginning. ir/c nc:eid to p. ss beyond r?introve,r,"oion', , beryoncl th;self, to God (te ;" J:r,rye,r ihus lii-,uratcs us fron sclf , air.d rron
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a.11 icleas of sel-f. Merrton belicved thrt the central concern with
self l-ecl to the vier,v of Gocl as an objcct, and therefore eventually
leci:to the ttdErith of GoCtt icleis" [he,ie nust be a real transfornation
of consciourqnc ss .

rrThis clynanic of enptSrlng end of t::rnscenc]ence accurately
de:ii'i ii,s the tra.nsfcrnati-on of the Christian consciousness
in Christ, It is a kcnoti-c trensfcrr,ition, an t:nptying of
all tho contents of 'rh(: ego-consciousness to ijecone a void
in which thc liglrt of God or thtr glory of God, the full
radiction of thc infinitc rc.,lity of llis i)e-ing rnd love are
n:"nifcstec,r. (17).

:Splritual progrcss invclves the, re cogni-bion of this false ego-
con"sciou-qnes,q, irrl l'1ie rton l-inks this rlircrctly with g!ei:*i]^qaJ:Sg
which has clonin:te n lie stern thr:ol-oiiy and ;'olitics for.'s;Veral-*-
hunclred ycr,:r,rs, rrlhis inc'livi-dr-ra.Iisr:, 1;riillrily n,n ccononi-c coneept,
with a, pseudo-:s,ti::itual nnd norrl facade, is in flct ncrrc irrestron-
sib11ity". ( tA; . fn confrr,nting this f al-se se 1f-consciousness.,
we bcgin the l.rocess of rc,covory of thc Dlvine inage ruhich is in
all ncn
!/hat is cruci:l here is th.t l,c.hinrl thc lcccunt of i.rrrycr lies a
view of salv."ti on rs a irertici.,r-t1on in Gocl , the?-sirs, a cioctrine
which is a.t thc he:art of -lia.sterrn" O::thoc"lox ther:1og]r. Merton drew
on thc g:rcat theologians of thcr r1;o1;rratic or negr:tive trrr'lition,
nld in par'u-icul-er on Grcgor-';r of Nyssh., in iris unclerstanrrinll of mnnts
sharing in Goclrs na-bure. 'iGod has rado us not sinp1y sicctators af
thc po\^/er of Goil 'r , I,\trot(i Gr:.:;rcry of Nyssl.i. ( 1 I ) , "ilut :,iso |arti ci-
.rants in h.is vr'ry nrturerr, Through thr: Tncarnaiion, nln is 1cd into
a nystiea.l unicn which is not (rxceptional_ l_rut j-s thc norr:al Christ-
1an li-fc. It is lronical th.^t ticrton dicd on thc sarle*frffi]s l(arl
tarth (Dccernl-rc:r lOth , 1968) 'io \,rhon such trn idea would har.c ltcen
unthinkiL-rlt-'. :';s a rccent Eas"birrn lvr:'-tcr h:s coni:,g,n1*d (20), ItA
choice 1:es to l:c r,,ad(: l:eti.rur..,r c rrly larth cr .tasil ,lnri Grcliory of
l{yssarr. Thcnta"s lYierton icl.:ntillie;il hinscl-f closely with the llastcrn
tr,:r-'li-t:on in its s'Lr:c ss on thc trkintr of r':,:nhoocl i.nto God throu5gh
the Incr::n:ti-on. thc br sis of r.1l- nystici srr

Ivlonasticisn thert;fore i-s not to'ber s(tr(,n as r. subtlc Gscapc fron
thc rncL.rn:r.1;ion airc -i;he; conr.ron lif c of l:r;n, but a.s e spc; cif i c we.y
of sharing in thi, redr;r:i;tion cf thc worlcl" Monn.stic pr.yor i-q a
dt,cp confron-bation v,'itir thu. .licn.tion r f node;r:n nan, anc] is thus
particul-arly v:j-tr1 io tht; undc::nining of illusion and falsehood.rrl'4elrton uncl trrstr-,c d th- t thil r-'-lr.i::lski-ni: of :-11-usion be;longs to the
e ssronce of thc conti;L'rpJ-rtivr; l-if ., ,' ( 21 ) . ,?The, iloniirr , hi,; 

-wrote j-n a
ilalrcr [:'ivc,n at 1]tngkok Lrrl thc; clay of his cl. ath (ZZ), tris cssentially
rroneonc who -calees irp a cri-uical rttj-tudc towards the contcr':pora,ry
worlcl encl its st::t-i.cturcs i' . i{cr saw thc fu'burc of thc contonplative
lif c to be closely linke il ivith this critical rcl-c. ilThc grcet
prob3-cn for ncnastic j-s.r.: toCl.y is not survival but irroirhccy'f . So
others, incluclin,T r:any ncn-Christians, hi\re lookccl to Mt,31s,
and to tl:.c nonastic trac'litir:n for a ncw llcrsf cctiver on i:oliticalstrugli:le (23). 3c,ri-iga.n hj-ns,".}f wAs str, pcd in thc thcolo3y of
Mcrton an.cl lcrrnccl nu-ch fr:on hrin (24) 

"

l4ertonrs vj-ew of thc; rol-c r:f thc; nonk iu the r:oclr;rn world concs
out clr,arly in his _-C-g.g!gT*.Iti1IlJg. !_I:-Lq:, and in his l-langkok paper
on Marxisn lni1 itlonistic Pcrsptrctives. In tht; fcrnor work hc ergues
thr.t rrthis is .n agc thit, by its v.ir:y naturc a.q a tine of crisis,
of rcvolutioni of s-L::u,33'1c, c,:l-1-s for the; sire cial scarching and
quest,i-cnin5; vihich,re'r;he vrork of the r:ontre in his r:reditation and
prayer"., Irt rcality the r:onk rbanCons thi, world only in order to
l-isten t:iore in-bently to'the dcr'.:pcst anil nost neglecteci vcices that
proccccl fror.: i-bs inncr c1r,1tth" 'r (25) . The nonk, he says, experiences
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in hir"rself the crtptincss, tlr.e lostness of norrcrn r.t..n, but he nccts
this rt the point where thc void secns to olrcn out into black
A ^ ^.-.^ -i j-1,. +uuil-,rc.r-L . r,Lru he ::cjercts the way 'f despair, anci through his prn.ycr
thcre cones he;i1.ing. In his ii.llcr rt xa"ngkok, he points cut that
thc; nonk 'f be long,s to the worlc"l , but thc worl-C bclongs to hln insofar
as hr- has cl. c'licatcrr hinself tot:I-ly to libe ra.tion frot-t it in ordcr
to liberrte it. rr (25) 

"

The unnasking of illusion nnd thc lihc;r:tion of ran v/erc to Mc:rton
essentlan-y i:onastic tasks, arlc' the;y clrc;ve hin fron contenpl,.tion topolitics. Not in the sense thrt hc r:rodif iecl hi-o ccnte :rplative ro1e,
anc bcgan to canpaign or to clcnonstrite: rathe;r, his thcolo5iical

'?chrlstinn scci^1 r.ction 1s first of ,^.ll:ction thrt iriscovers
rcligion. . ,it- -eocitl profrens fcr bc;tte r v/alicS, Sc,cir1 Setcurity,ctc. not rLt,r11 to twLn the worker for thc Churchtbut because-Goci
beca.ner nan?t (27). Thc fncarnatj-on was contral to his social endspiritual tcaching, r.nd frr-,rr thc Inearnrtion hc c-rorivc;cl a funcjancn-
,t.1}y gq"Iiplt.ig v]; w_ of t:an. l,ike Ganclhi, whon hc ilcscribe c1, r'he
Dcricved ttr,',t ln tht; hil req rlgpths of our l,cirlrl r wc arer rlore trulynon-violcnt thrn vlolcnt!' (28). For luic;rtcn, the cruci:1 qucsticnin the non-violc;nt clel,.atc: wes rr;hcther r,viI wa,s rcveirsll:le. rrln the
usc. of force , on(j sir:plifies thc situation by .ssuninE thnt the e;vilto be overcone is cIc,a.r-cut, Ceflnitc ancl lrlcversibl;. Hcnce there
rer,rains but one thing: to elirinatc it.rl (2il.
Non-violcnce stanr]s cr frlls on thc vicw of evil. If evil_ is anj-rrevr:rsiblc tur:o::, thcn 1t nust bo cut out, and for this vj_olencei*s neccssrry" l,it:rtoil hi.l-cthnt c;vi1 ivas rr,vi;rsib1c, e.ncl crn be
changed_into good by forgivc ir e ss i:.nd lovc. ll,ut r?cnly the; nan whchas-fut1y.a,tte-i-neil his own siriritual iclcntity cr,n live vuithout thcnecd to ici11" ( jo;. So sol-ituclo o.nrt thc inncl qucst are vit,:l ifpei ce on certh is to be; achj-eved . Yct non-violcnce is nc t ncrely arlethocl of achicving a re;sult. iilVon-violcnce is not for power ltut fortruth. rt is not 1ri,:glratic but i;rc,-,hctic. rt is not rincd nt
ittlre diatc lrolitical rcsults, but .{ thc rnife stetion of funria,r:ental
.""9 _crucieJ-ly ir.iport:nt truth.', 3l). Mi.rtcn, fo.t lowing Ganc"thi,hclcl that ncn-violcrrlcu is 1;.,^::t of the ]r.rrr cf irur-ten socf,,:ty, ond thatviolGr.ce ciislocrtes the scciil crcler. Violeince is thc 1aw" of thebeast, non-vi-olcncer thc, law cf reclccltccl nan. Sc the cot-tnitne;nt to anon-violent l-1fe-sty1o j-s a s,.,1ritua"l cor:r:itncnt, for only thcr non-violcnt in s1;irit cFn pr,.'ctisc thc non-vi-orernt lifc.
fhe linerrican pncifist write;r, Jane s Douglass, r,rhose thought owes agrcat clc',1 to Mcrton, hrs cle scribcd thc - esscntial unity of ccnter:p-
lrtion rrrd acticn in tcrns of the Chincse synbol of th; Yin n.ncl the
I**g.. The carl-icst Chincse ch,rracter for Yin wa.s e, cl-oud, whilc that
{o" Yar:g was r. prennlnt or brnn.elr, (,s21 " In his lrte;r ycris Merrton
found nuch guic',ince enc'l i1l-urrinrtion frol: thc lJestern sltirituel
te:chers rnc'l osTicici,"l1y frori Zen, I{is ccncern wlth Zcn was nc t:tercfringe interest. Tt wes 1n Zen thr.t he rcdiscovered thc rlr',..c] to
transcencl the r'Lie stcrn livj sicns cf natter .ncr spirit, sub jcct and
ob j,ect. fn crcerr to progri:ss in Goil-ccnsciousncis, ii is frecessery
t-o l1e.f aside Ciscursive rerrscning.n,'r thought, anii to go bcyoncl tire
Ihi{{}l1lj irrocess to the centre cf iic;in1r itself. Mur{3pl .i.n i, letterto ]t'Ii.ll-ian Johnston, a pricst who hac'l ilso founl spiritual rr:ncwal
through Zert, sug{icstecl thet ther ,-.1:parernt nthelsr: oi Zen was ,robably
lhet Iejection of tirc view of Goct.s.n object. (lZ). II., linked therrvoidrri-n Zen wlth thcl tidlrk night of ther-soultrof St. John of theCross. In thc r.i^rkntiss of contcrirl-iion, thc iciols l-:nd linitcd
conce pts of God rre Ci-ssolved, fr.lflr'i-s lrurif ie cl r .'nd cnc 1s leci toa der,'iler ]-i;vel of trtnowing in which the indiviclual is transforned ancl
r:ado vrhole . He is liberrterl thrr;ugh clarlcncss encl nystcry fron icl ols
within end without.



Thus the truly er;ntcnplative scul is a srul who sees c1ear1y, se(-:s
too cl-ee"rly for ccnfort. In his clir.logue with the llur1Chist Nhat
I{rnh, Dan i}errigan suggcsts th;:.t in a, socie ty where thc. ilichine
scc.ks to ccntrcl- 1.1,:lnrs crrrssinpsne ss, ccntelti:l-ntion rrust bc;cone aforl: of rcsistence. Meirtcn hcli this view. t'A si:ririturlity thntprerehes rcsigna.tion unrler offlcle.l brutr"litiesl servile icquies-cence in frustration ancr stcrility, and tctal subr:j-ssion to organ-lsed injustice, is onc which hns icst intcrcst j-n holincss anilrerinins ccncclnccl only i^rlth sl:urious noticns of r636163t rt (7 4).There j-s.a spirituel j-.rsls fci hunrn oirilression, i,nr1 thcrc; arebogus spiritu,"l-itres vrhich cry tpcace, 

f.,. icc', *ht,n the;rc is nopeace. ]-he aj-n of Christian contc;r1tJ-atlon is not inner rl(;:rce, but
lhn.I(ingdor-: of G?C, ancl this involire s strug,:1c r.nd s,,,1ritual'warfere.Just as thc s].-iritur.l rttr.ck on }drzisn cane fror: ncrn- whc wore
coi:tt:ritted tc. a c'l,trcp i)rr.yer ancl .r"sce tical rlisciplinc r $o Merton
hc;lcl that only the cintcr:;.,1r.tive urhc had beiiun to se r, e throughlove, with the eyes .o{ "coci, I/es :.];l--c to prcvide the nccc: ssaryresj-stnnce tc e vil which coul-c] not bc r'leilrctcc.. Certe.inly his ownpith showcd ,rn eve r-de(,]--;ening lercclrtion rnrl insight. JrnbsIouglass is onc of nrny r^mitr,rs vrho tostify to th;t (li),

ttft wes e,arly in 1955 irrr..r thcr wtr in Virtnn.r: vJis cc,r.ii-ni-: hor.tL.,though ftrw re.lly ltnc:w it. I{r,-rton kncw it in his hcrr:itr.gc.'IIc al-so knew ti:,^t r:cislr wes stuck 1n thc hr;^rt c,f r,r-ruri6a,
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