MERTON UNCENSORED: ON ECUMENISM
BY
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Thomas Merton engaged in ecumenical dialogue with Jewish, Orthodox and Protestants during the
late 1950’ s and early 1960's. He wrote of thisto his poet-friend Sister Therese Lentfoehr in May,
1961: “Mostly I am busy with class and with Protestants...” (Lentfoehr, Sr. Therese 5.10.61 RJ
238) And again several months later one senses the broad base of the monk’ s ecumenical contacts
and hissense of the societal difficultiesinvolvedin suchwork: “...I amnow seeing quitealot of the
various retreatants, particularly Protestants still. Also awonderful Rabbi from Winnipeg aHasid
[Zalmon Schachter]: an orthodox priest, a Negro working on fair labor practices for Negroes, and
lotsof otherslikethat. They arewonderful people, and have so much. Itisvery encouraging, except
that there does not seem to be much they can do with all the good that isin them, in the face of the
evil that threatens everyone. | can still get mad at society, al right. It is such atragic thing that
society as a whole should be so violent, corrupt, wasteful, and absurd..” (Lentfoehr, St. Therese
9.19.61 RJ 238-239) He wrote at the same time of these endeavors to Nicaraguan writer Pablo
Antonio Cuadra: “1 have been busy with many interesting meetings and conferenceswith Protestant
theologians, writers and others.” (Cuadra, Pablo Antonio 9.16.61 CT 189-190)

While Thomas M erton appreciated these exchangeswith Protestants, hewasawareof thelimitations
of such dialoguefor institutional reform and reunion. “Onething hereisthat | am having occasional
meetingswith good and earnest Protestant seminary professors, and wesit and talk and discover how
much we really agree on many things and that if we cannot change the situation about respective
groups, we perhaps are not expected to change it. But that there are many other things we can
changein ourselves. This| think can be fruitful.” (Harris, John 6.17.60 HGL 396)

Merton's approach to Christian unity and to the unity among al religions was not grounded primarily
in discussing differences in creed, code and cult. Merton’s was a much more persona, spiritua and
experientid gpproach. Hewrote about thisto English school teacher John Harrisin 1959. Inthemonk’s
view savationisagift from God whichisnot primarily reliant upon one srelationship with any religious
ingtitution or structureor doctrinein Merton’ sview. “For Christ speaksin usonly when we speak asmen
to one another and not as members of something, officids, or what have you. Though of course there
areofficia declarations and official answers. but they never come anywhere near the kind of thing you
bring up, whichispersona. No oneisofficialy saved, salvation cannot bethat kind of thing. The other
reason for not claiming to answer al your questions and solve al your problemsisthat | redly don't
think your problems are as red asthey seem to be: they are indeed, or they tend to be, created by the
whole false position arising out of the fact that there are so many who insist on having, giving, officia
solutions. As| say, declarations can and must be made but they never get into the depthswhere aperson
findshimsdf in God. Y ou may think meflippant if | say you probably believein God adready, and your
problem consists not in whether or not you doubt God, but in trying to account to yoursdlf for a belief
in God which does not sound like anything official you have ever heard about this matter. And in
wondering whether, that being the casg, it is ‘the same God' you bdieve in. “Whatever may be the
intellectual aspects of the thing - | leave them to you, only suggesting that you do not have to apply
yoursdf madly to ‘working” anything ‘out.”” If at the same time you can read and enjoy books by me
and by Pasternak it is clear that you are abasically religious person. And in that case, explanations and
manipulations of symbols are not the most important thing but the redlity of your lifein God. The
symbols can later take care of themsdlves...” (Harris, John 1.31.59 HGL 385-386)

During 1961 Thomas Merton was engaged extensively in Protestant-Catholic dialogue. A cinder
block cottage had been erected in the woods near the abbey to house these conversations Thiswas
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the place which would become Merton’s hermitage in 1965. He wrote about these ecumenical
encountersto Nicaraguan priest-poet Ernesto Cardena: “ Thereisnotelling what isto become of the
work | have attempted with the Protestant ministers and scholars. Evidently someone has
complained to Rome about my doing work that is “not fitting for a contemplative’ and there have
been notes of disapproval. The contacts will have to be cut down to aminimum. | do not mind very
much, personally. | have the hermitage and would rather use it as a hermitage than as a place for
retreat conferences. Inall thisl remain pretty indifferent, asamatter of fact. Thereare much wider
perspectives to be considered. My concept of the Church, my faith in the Church, hasbeen and is
being tested and purified: | hopeit isbeing purified. Even my idea of ‘working for the Church’ is
being radically changed. | have less and less incentive to take any kind of initiative in promising
anything for theimmediate visible apostolic purposes of the Church. Itisnot easy for meto explain
what | feel about the movements that proliferate everywhere, and the generosity and zeal that goes
into them all. But in the depths of my heart | feel very empty about all that, and thereisin me a
growing sensethat it isall provisional and perhaps has very little of the meaning that these zealous
promoters attribute to it. So about any contacts | may have had with Protestants. | have had just
enough to know how ambiguous it all becomes. The only result has been to leave me with a
profound respect and love for these men, and an increased understanding of their spirit. But at the
sametime | am not sanguine about the chances of adefinite ‘movement’ for reunion, and, as| say,
| am left with the feeling that the “movement” is not the important thing. Asif there were
something more hidden and more important, which is also much easier to attain, and is yet beyond
the reach of institutional pressures.” (Cardenal, Ernesto 12.24.61 CT 129)

By May of 1962, although Merton was enjoying time in his “hermitage” more and more, he was
wearying of these ecumenica dialogues as he wrote to Cardena:  “...The frequent retreats of
Protestants and others keep me unusually busy. The hermitage is fine. | take advantage of it as
much as possible. This life takes on a new dimension when one actually has time to begin to
meditate! Otherwiseitisnot really serious, just aseriesof exerciseswhich oneoffersupwithapure
intention and with the hope that they mean something. That is not what the monastic lifeisfor.”
(Cardendl, Ernesto 5.16.62 CT 132)

Abraham Heschel, the Jewish rabbi and theol ogian from New Y ork, was one of Merton’s principal
correspondents regarding Christian and Jewish relations. In 1960 the Trappist wrote to Heschel:
“1 believe humbly that Christians and Jews ought to realizetogether something of the same urgency
of expectation and desire, even though thereis aradically different theological dimension to their
hopes. They remain the same hopes with altered perspectives. It does not seem to me that thisis
every emphasized” (Heschel, Abraham 12.17.60 HGL 431)

In 1963 Merton discussed with Heschel some of the issues between Jews and Christians regarding
the Prophets of the Hebrew scriptures: “We have the bad habit of thinking that because we believe
the prophecies are fulfilled we can consider them to be fulfilled in any way we please, that isto say
that wearetoo confident of understanding this* fulfillment.” Consequently, themedieval facility with
which the Kingdom of God was assumed to be the society inherited from Charlemagne. And
consequently the even more portentousfacility with which Christians did exactly what they accused
the Jews of having done: finding an earthly fulfillment of prophecy in political institutions dressed
up as theocracy. “The twentieth century makes it impossible seriously to do this any more, so
perhaps we will be humble enough to dig down to adeeper and more burning truth. In so doing, we
may perhaps get closer to you, whom the Lord has not allowed to find so many specious arguments
in favor of complacent readings.” (Heschel, Abraham 1.26.63 HGL 432)

Abraham Heschel visited Thomas Merton at the Abbey of Gethsemani on July 13, 1964. For the
monk it proved to bea“warm and memorableoccasion, whichwasarea and providential gift.” The
two discussed the Vatican |l debates on Catholic-Jewish relations which were at something of an
embarrassing impasse after thethird session. Merton expressed both his sense of thelimitationsand
at the sametime of such officia statements. “Every time | approach any such statement, | am more
deeply convinced of the futility of statements. But statementsare easy. And thefact of not having
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made one when it was required can be aterrible and irreparable omission.” (Abraham Heschel
7.27.63 HGL 432)

Heschel’svisit prompted the Trappist to pen aletter to Augustine Cardinal Bea, the head of with
the Secretariat of Christian Unity intheVatican. Theletter was dated the day after Heschel’ svisit.

On July 27 the monk shared that letter with Heschel. 1t spoke of the conciliar chapter on the Jews
and indicated his deep persona concerns for Jewish-Catholic relations. While admittedly far
removed from the scene, he promised his prayers for the issue. “...I and my brothers here will
certainly be praying that God may see fit to grant his Church the very great favor and grace of
understanding the true meaning of this opportunity for repentance and truth which is being offered
her and which so many areready to reject and refuse. It istruethat the Chapter can do much for the
Jews, but thereis no question that the Church herself standsto benefit by it spiritually inincal culable
ways. | am personaly convinced that the grace to truly see the Church assheisin her humility and
in her splendor may perhaps not be granted to the Council Fathersif they fail to take account of her
relation to the anguished Synagogue. Thisis not just a question of agesture of magnanimity. The
deepest truths are in question. They very words themsel ves should suggest that the ekklesiais not
altogether alien from the synagogue and that she should be able to see herself to some extent, though
darkly, in this antitypal mirror. But if shelook at the picture, what she seesis not consoling. Y et
she has the power to bring mercy and consolation into this mirror image, and thus to experiencein
herself the beatitude promised to the merciful. If she forgoes this opportunity out of temporal and
political motives (in exactly the sameway that arecent Pontiff [Pius XI1] isaccused of having done)
will she not by that very fact manifest that she has in some way forgotten her own true identity? Is
not then the whole meaning and purpose of the Council at stake? These are some of the thoughts
that run through my mind as| reflect on the present situation in the Church of God. | dareto confide
them to Y our Eminence as a son to a Father.” (Augustine Cardinal Bea, 7.14.64 HGL 433)

Another of the Trappist’ sfavorite correspondents on ecumenical issueswas the Shaker thinker and
writer, Edward Deming Andrews, to whom he wrote several timesin the early 1960’s. Merton, as
aCigtercian, felt a certain kinship with the simple lifestyle and values of this spiritual movement.
“To methe Shakers are of avery great significance, besides being something of amystery, by their
wonderful integration of the spiritual and the physical in their work.... “I fedl all the more akin to
them because our own Order, the Cistercians, originally had the same kind of ideal of honesty,
simplicity, good work, for a spiritual motive.” (Edward Deming Andrews Dec. 12, 60 HGL 32)
Merton judged that he and the Shakers have much in common spiritually despite their theological
divergences. “I have alowed myself to be involved in more tasks and interests than | should, and
the one that has most suffered has been the study of the Shakers. It isin away so completely out of
the theological realm with which | am familiar, although their spirit has so much in common with
ours.... “Itisvery certain that the Shakers preserved many many deeply important religious symbols
and lived out some of the most basic religious mythsin their Christian and gnostic setting. | cannot
help feeling al so that the very existence of the Shakersat that particular moment of history hasavery
specia significance, a sort of ‘prophetic’ function in relation to what has come since.” (Edward
Deming Andrews 8 22, 61 HGL 35)

One of Monk Merton’s lifelong quests was the search for truth. And in this he found another
commonality with the Shakers: “The Shakers remain as witnesses to the fact that only humility
keeps man in communion with truth, and first of al with hisown inner truth. This one must know
without knowing it, asthey did. For as soon as a man becomes aware of ‘histruth”’ he lets go of it
and embraces anillusion.” (Edward Deming Andrews 12 21, 61 HGL 36)

In the fall of 1962 Merton wrote of some Shaker problems which had arisen at Shirley Meeting
House. They reflected some of his own concerns with the vocation to monastic life since, in both
situations, “...the law of al spiritual lifeisthe law of risk and struggle, and possible failure.” He
continued: “Perhapssomewhereinthe mystery of Shaker ‘ absolutism’ whichinmany ways appears
to be ‘intolerant’ and even arbitrary, there is an underlying gentleness and tolerance and
understanding that appears not in words but in life and in work. It iscertainly in the songs. Some
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of us only learn tolerance and understanding after having been intolerant and ‘ absolute. In aword,
itishardto live with a strict and sometimes amost absurd ideal, and the ambivalenceinvolved can
be tragic, or salutary. More than anything else, the Shakers faced that risk and the fruitfulness of
their lifewasasign of approval upon their daring.” (Edward Deming Andrews 9 20, 62 HGL 37)

A few months later Merton noted that for Shakers, as well as for monks, the foundation on which
thelir lives are based isan obediencein faith: “And of courseit isfor usin our own way by our faith
and obedience to al of God's ‘words' to attune ourselves to His will and to join in His work,
according to our own humble capacities. The Shakerssaw thisso well, and saw that their work was
a cooperation in the same will that framed and governs the cosmos. and more governs history.”
(Edward Deming Andrews 12 28, 62 HGL 37-38)

Following Andrews' deathin 1964, Merton wroteto hiswidow of his profound appreciation for the
Shaker tradition. “I realize more and more the vital importance of the Shaker * gift of simplicity’
which isatrue American charism...” (Mrs. Edward Deming Andrews July 20, 64 HGL 40) As
he had written to her husband in 1962: “The*Gift to be Simple’ isinfact the* Gift to be True,” and
what weneed mostinour lifetoday, persona, national and international, isthistruth... Thereismore
in thisthan just apious song.” (Edward Deming Andrews 0.20.62 HGL 37)

Merton’'s own persona and spiritual approach to ecumenical activities led him toward the Holy
Spirit which, he believed, would lead al religionsin acommon search for Truth. Hewrote of this
in 1963 to the Russian Orthodox scholar Sergius Bolshakoff during the time of the Spirit-inspired
Second Vatican Council . “1 am very drawn to the Russian idea of sobornost [the doctrine of the
Spirit acting and leading the whole Church into the truth] which seemsto meto be essentia to the
notion of the Church, in some form or other. | do not know how this can be gainsaid. Collegiality
isastepinthat direction.” (Sergius Bolshakoff 11.11.63 HGL 104)

Perhaps some of ThomasM erton’ smost profound writingsabout ecumenism can befoundinaseries
of letters with his English Anglican friend, Etta Gullick, between 1963 and 1966. His thoughts
reflected very much the discussions at Vatican |l about the Mystery of the Church. He also
paraphrased, consciously or unconsciously, the words of John XXIII in his opening address at the
council: “For the substance of the ancient deposit of faith is one thing, and the way in which it is
presented is another.” (Peter Hebblethwaite, Pope John XXIII: Pope of the Century, NY:
Continuum, 1994, p. 223) “We cannot get too deep into the mystery of our onenessin Christ. Itis
so deep as to be unthinkable and yet alittle thought about it doesn’'t hurt. But it doesn’t help too
much either. Thething isthat we are not united in athought of Christ or adesire of Christ, but in
His Spirit... thereis all the difference in the world between theology as experienced (which is
basicaly identical in all who know and love Chrigt, at least in its root) and theology as formulated
inwhich therecanbegreat differences. Intheformer it isthe One Spirit who teaches and enlightens
us. Inthesecond it isthe Church, and in this of coursel believe that the Roman Churchisthe only
one that can claim to say the last word. But | do not think it makes sense to be narrowly Roman in
asort of curia-party sense, and | am also very attracted to the orthodox sobornost idea. And of
course | think in reality Pope John has been quietly moving in that direction, and he has been
perfectly right in so doing, without affecting his own primacy and so on... | do not of course intend
a hard-and-fast distinction between the Spirit on one hand teaching the individual and the Church
teaching him: this would be erroneous. But I mean the Spirit teaching us al interiorly, and also
exteriorly through the magisterium. In either case it is the Spirit of the Church, and the Church,
living and speaking. But in exterior doctrinal formulations, where there are different groups, there
are various confusions and differences. And so on. | am not avery sharp technical theologian, as
you can see.” (Gullick, Etta4.29.63 HGL 359-360)

In 1965 the Trappist, again reflecting the discussions at Vatican I, wrote to Gullick of the role of
the Holy Spirit in leading the Church toward deeper unity: “It isthe Holy Spirit who makes us one
and our experience of Him may or may not make much difference. But faith in Him makes avery
great deal of differenceand thisistheimportant thing. Deep faith and obedience. | seethismoreand
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more. So let us be united in prayer in Christ and in His Spirit.” (Gullick Etta 6.9.65 HGL 371)
Thomas Merton's deep faith in the Spirit uniting al in prayer was expressed again to Gullick in
1966: “It isthe Holy Spirit who makes us one and our experience of Him may or may not make
much difference. But faith in Him makes avery great deal of difference and thisis the important
thing. Deep faith and obedience. | seethismore and more. So let us be united in prayer in Christ
and in His Spirit.” (Gullick Etta 6.9.65 HGL 371)

After the conclusion of Vatican Il it was clear to Monk Merton that the institutional reunion of the
Chrigtian churches was not yet possible. Still he believed that, in the Spirit, ared unity dready exists
among Christian peopleand their churches. From hiscontemplative vantage point themonk wrote again
to Gullick: “...there can belittle hope of ingtitutional or sacramenta union asyet between Anglicansand
Romans. Perhaps on the other hand | am too stoical about it al, but | frankly am not terribly anguished.

| am not ableto get too involved in theinstitutional side of any of the efforts now being made as| think,
for very many reasons, they are bound to beillusory in largemeasure. Andthiskind of thingisfor others
who know more about it. To meit isenough to be united with peoplein love and in the Holy Spirit, as
| am surel am, and they are, in spite of the sometimes momentousinstitutiona and doctrind differences.

But wherethereisasincere desirefor truth and real good will and genuine love, there God Himself will
take care of the differencesfar better than any human or political ingenuity can. Prayer isthething, and
union with the suffering Lord on hisCross...” (Gullick, Etta 11.24.66 HGL 378) One can note a this
pointthe Trappist’ searlier expression of qualified admiration of Anglicanisminaletter to Oxford scholar
A. M. Allchinin1964: “It seemsto methat the best of Anglicanismisunexcelled, but that therearefew
who havetherefinement of spirit to see and embrace the best, and so many who fal off into the dreariest
rationalism.” (Allchin, A. M. 4.25.64 HGL 26)

During the mid-1960' s Thomas Merton’s external ecumenical interests and activities were turned
morein thedirection of shared action among religionistsfor human and societal concerns. Hewrote
about thisto Gordon Zahn in 1963: “...the climate of ecumenismisall very nice, but does it have
al the wonderful meaning we read into it? Christ said: If you salute your brethren, what are you
doing that the pagans have not done? | don’t think that the glad gatherings of peoplewho are exactly
alike in every respect except their commitment to dlightly different religious forms are exactly a
presage of world peace. If they gathered together for something significant, like peace and
disarmament, or the race issue, it would make more sense and | might find encouragement in it.”
(Zahn, Gordon 4.30.63 HGL 650)

By 1964, while Merton was still meeting with Protestants at the cottage in the woods as well asin
the monastery, hewroteto Cardena: “There have been meetings of Protestants here often, but | do
not want to overdo this.” (Cardenal, Ernesto 5.8.64 CT 145) In the following spring, as Merton
prepared to move into the cottage as his hermitage, he wroteto Sister Therese Lentfoehr of his shift
of emphasis away from ecumenica involvements. “There is a blessing on every attempt at
ecumenism that is ssimple and sincere, and your desire to do this not for your own sake but for God
and the Church and for them, will guarantee that it will be blessed in one way or another. | am not
in any ecumenical work thisyear. Fr. Abbot wanted me to withdraw from it as| am planning more
and moreto beinthe hermitage and perhapseven live there eventually. | must meet hisrequirements
therefore, and am not sorry to.” (Lentfoehr, Sr. Therese 3.27.65 RJ 250)

Three months later, in June, 1966, Merton the hermit wrote about the decline in his ecumenical
engagementsto hisAunt AgnesMerton living in New Zealand. He also expressed himself to be not
totally “Roman” in his Catholicism. “I am not working with ecumenical groups at the moment.
Since | came up to the hermitage Fr. Abbot feels | ought not to do any kind of active work with
people, and | am not terribly anxious to unless it should turn out to be necessary... | have lots of
Anglican contacts... All High Churchy as you might well imagine. But | am a pretty liberal bloke
myself, if not radical. Actually | feel very much at home with the C. of E. except when people are
awfully stuffy and insular about it. | have never been and will never be aggressively Roman, by any
means. It would not be possible for aMerton to go too far with arealy “popish” outlook. We are
al too hard-headed and independent.” (Merton, Agnes 6.1.66 RJ 75)
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By 1967 Thomas Merton’s interests had clearly grown from ecumenism toward interreligious
dialogue. After years of noncommunication with hisuncle and aunt, Harold and Elsie Jenkins, his
mother’ s brother and his wife, Merton wrote to them of hisgrowing interest in Buddhism: “| seea
lot of ministers and others on an ‘ecumenica’ basis. My main interest in that line however is
keeping up with the Buddhists, especially Zen people. They are the ones for whom | seem to have
the closest affinities. We get along quitewell...” (Jenkins, Mr. and Mrs. Harold 12.31.67 RJ 83)

Thomas Merton’s final comments about ecumenism in his published letters are expressed in an
April, 1968 letter to ahigh school junior at St. Thomas Seminary in Bloomfield, Connecticut, named
Philip J. Cascia. The young man had written to Merton about his term paper on ecumenism and
Merton’s general response was generally affirming of the ecumenical movement: “I’d say that the
ecumenical movement is certainly an excellent thing, and it has meant new life for all Christians.
Of course it issomething of afad in some places, and it gets the usual distorted kind of publicity.
But basically it isagood thing.” (Cascia, Philip J. 4.10.68 RJ 36)
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