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Figure 8, Cell density at confluence for control and cryopreserved BCEC. Figure
8 represents the cell densities of control and cryopreserved cells (BCEC and BCEC)
as determined by hemacytometry. Analysis showed that the difference among cell
densities was significant (p<0.0001). Multiple comparisons showed that the significant
difference was between BCEC, and all other (p<0.01). Differences in cell density

among all other groups was not significant (p>0.05).
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BREATHING ZEN: THOMAS MERTON’S SEARCHFOR THE DEATH OF “SELF”
By Angela Fairbanks — Honors Thesis directed by Lawrence Snyder

Abstract

Thomas Merton, awell known Americanmonk of
thetwentieth century, distinguished himselfas a writer,
asocial activist, and areligious thinker. Among his
manifold interests, he was intensely devoted to the
study of other religions, particularly Zen Buddhism.
This study seeks to examine Merton’s relationship to
Zen and discern how he was simultaneously able to
participate in this Eastern tradition and also remaina
Roman Catholic. A look atMerton’s books, journals,
and letters suggests that his understanding of the
fundamental aspects of Zen closely cohered with his
lifelong desire to live a contemplative life. Also,
Merton’s perspective on religious plurality was
characterized by an openness to finding truth in
religions other than Christianity. Eventhough Merton
studied and participated in Zen, as well as other
traditions, he remained a Roman Catholic until his
deathin 1968.

_ Foreword -

In 1949, Friar Louis, a talented, enthusiastic
young monk, wrote a letter to his abbot, saying, “My
personal desire in the priesthood is one of obscurity
and simplicity. T ask Jesus to make me a purely
contemplative priest. . . . he has so few who are
concerned with him alone, in simplicity, silence,
recollection and constant prayer. ... I wanttobea
forgotten and unknown saint, hidden in God alone.”
The statement, undoubtedly made in sincerity and
hope, now carries extraordinary irony; the young
monk wanted to be forgotten, but over the course of
the next two decades he became a prolific writer,
expressing his insights on the spiritual life, his strong
opinions with regard to many controversial social
issues, and his intense interest in other world religions.
Known to the world as Thomas Merton, he was one
of the most popular and influential Roman Catholics of
the twentieth century.

While Merton was well known as a Catholic, he
also developed a reputation as a serious student of
Asian religions, causing some to speculate that,
toward the end ofhis life, Merton was actually more
Zen Buddhist than Christian. Five years after
Merton’s death, Michael Zeik wrote an article for
Commonweal, a Catholic magazine, in which he
asked, “Had 30 years of study and meditation
convinced him that Buddhism was ‘the greater
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vehicle’...?* Zeik concluded at the time that Merton
was still very much Catholic, and now, a quarter of a
century later, the issue is even more clear. Afterthe
publication in the past decade of Merton’s extensive
journals and letters, a deeper study of his life and
thought is now possible. This information, together
with Merton’s published work, demonstrates that
Zeik was correct: Merton was not on the verge of
convertingto Buddhism. He was both astudent ofand
participantin Asianreligions, buthe remained a faithful
Roman Catholic monk. Merton was able to balance
such diverse commitments because, in his study of
Buddhism, he identified a truth in Buddhist teaching
that he perceived as vital to his life as a Christian
contemplative. In Merton’s understanding of
Buddhism and Christianity, both religions taught that a
person must overcome his attachment to his external
self. It was this similarity which drew Merton, asa
Roman Catholic monk, to study and practice
Buddhism.

As Merton related in his autobiography, The
Seven Storey Mountain, his personal ambitions were
notalways centered on the spiritual life. He wasborn
in France to an American father and French mother
and raised nominally Protestant. A lifestyle of
dissipation, tempered by the occasional moderate
interestinreligion, characterized Merton’s adoles-
cence and early adulthood until his conversion to
Catholicism while a graduate student at Columbia
University. Afterjoining the Roman Catholic Church,
Metton continued his education, aspiring eitherto an
academic or literary career. Atthe age 0f26, he cast
these ambitions aside and entered Gethsemani, a
Cistercianmonastery in Kentucky. There he lived for
the remainder of his life, taking a vow of silence and
striving to attain a life of contemplation. In 1968,
Merton died in Bangkok while attending an
ecumenical conference of Cistercian monks.

During his years at Gethsemani, Merton pursued
a wide array of interests. In addition to his daily
monastic activities, he was a poet and author, writing
more than 40 books throughout hislife. Amongother
topics, Merton’s diverse literary endeavorsincluded a
book about the Shakers, a small 19th-century
Protestant community in Kentucky; atranslation ofthe
writings of early Egyptian hermits; and writings against
the Vietnam War. He also corresponded with literally




hundreds of people, including prominent figures such
as Pope John XXII, Flannery O’Connor, and
Dorothy Day.

. Oneofthe dominantthemes of Merton’s personal
and professional life was contemplation, or the pursuit
of a union of man’s spirit with God. Although the
conceptis present in many religions, Merton’s use of
the term had its precedents in the Christian mysticism
of Theresa of Avila, St. John ofthe Cross, and Meister
Eckhart. As those before him, Merton entered a
monastery because he sought an environment of
solitude which would facilitate a life of prayer and
meditation on the scriptures. This ardent desire
permeated his writing, and many of his books, essays,
and letters pertained to the contemplative life. In this
pursuit Merton did not limit his interaction to the
mystics of the Roman Catholic tradition; his intense
desireto beacontempilative also led him to investigate
theconcept inrelevant literary movements and in many
of the other major religions. He studied and wrote
about these traditions extensively, and his interest
frequently surpassed the merely academic. The close
affinity which Merton felt for contemplatives of other
traditions frequently inspired him to engage in a
dialogue with these individuals and attempt to learn
fromthem.

Although Merton studied a wide variety of
religions, the non-Christian tradition with which he
identified most closely was Zen Buddhism, a form of
Buddhism which originated in Chinain the 6* century
and continues to be practiced in modern Japan. He
published two books dealing primarily with Zen,
mentioned Zenrepeatedly in his letters and journals,
and read about the subject extensively, especially the
works of the renowned Zen scholar Daisetz T. Suzuki.
Suzuki was one of the first Japanese scholars to write
about Zen in English, and he figured prominently in
America’s widespread interest in Zen during the
1950’s. Merton’srelationship with Suzuki itlustrates
the depth of'his appreciation for Zen.

. The correspondence between the two began in
1959 when Merton, full of enthusiasm, asked Suzuki
to write a preface for his book The Wisdom of the
Desert? Inaletter, Merton introduced himselfand, in
flowing, joyful language, explained both his greatlove
for Zen and his admiration for Suzuki. The two
exchanged letters throughout the next decade. In
addition to discussing practical matters such as the
book preface, they also engaged in conversations
pertaining to Zen and Christianity. Some oftheideas
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discussed in the letters found a public forum ina series
of articles written by both men and published in
Merton’s book Zen and the Birds of Appetite. The
dialogue consisted of Suzuki’s preface, Merton’s
interaction with it, and concluding remarks by both
authors.*

The relationship between Merton and Suzuki
continued when, much to their mutual pleasure, they
were able to meet in New York City in June 1964.
Although they saw each other only in two brief
meetings, they participated in a tea ceremony and
enjoyed informal conversation about the religious life.
The experience significantly affected Merton, who
wrote afterwards in his journal, “It was profoundly
important for me to see and experience the fact that
therereally is a deep understanding between myself
and this extraordinary and simple man. .. . T had a
renewed sense of being ‘situated” inthis world. . .. For
onceinalong timel feltasifThad spenta fewmoments
withmy own family.””

Therespect for Suzuki which Merton conveyed in
this entry became even more apparent in an article he
wrote after the Zen scholar’s death.® Here, Merton
eulogized Suzuki, comparing him to the “superior
man” of the ancient Asian religioustraditions, and he
also wrote of his great esteem for Suzuki’s religious life
and character, describing him as “someone who. . .
had matured, had become complete and found his
way.”?

Merton’s praise of Suzuki was not limited to a
strictly Buddhist audience. He also complimented the
renowned Zen Master in some of his letters to fellow
Catholics. Merton spoke of the joy he felt upon
meeting Suzuki and called him “deeply Christianina
‘natural’ sort of way.”® Elsewhere he admired Suzuki
forunderstanding and living alife of simplicity.” Ina
letter to the German priest Father Hans Urs von
Balthasar, Merton even said that Suzuki understood
aspects of Christian theology better than some
Christian theologians. He commented, “Thave beenin
contact with a Master of Zen Buddhism, and in fact
had an exchange with him that showed himtohavea
‘natural’ grasp ofthe Patristic approach to Paradise
and the Fall which is most remarkable. He
understands it much better than many technical
theologians and indeed many monks.”1°

Based on Merton’s letters to Suzuki, his
statements to other Catholic monastics, and his public
writings, he evidently held the elderly Zen masterin
highregard. These positive sentiments also extended

to the religion itself. In one 1959 letter to Suzuki,
Merton declared his passionate love for Zen. He
wrote, “Not to be foolish and multiply words, 'l say
simply that it seems to me that Zen is the very
atmosphere of the Gospels, and the Gospels are
bursting withit. It is the proper climate for any monk,
no matter what kind of monk he may be. IfI could not
breathe Zen I would probably die of spiritual
asphyxiation.”! From the pen of a Trappist monk,
such acomment may seem somewhat surprising. Yet,
for Merton, it was a natural expression of his joy at the
way somany elements ofhis life were woven together.

As a monk rooted in the Catholic tradition,
Merton saw his own path as one which combined a
variety of elements, including Christian monasticism,
contemplation, and a great love for Zen. This study
seekstoexamine Merton’s interaction with Zenand to
understand how he was able to remain within the
Roman Catholic tradition while simultaneously
participating in that Buddhist tradition. In short, how
could Merton, writing to Suzuki as a Catholicmonk,
say, “If T could not breathe Zen I would probably die
of spiritual asphyxiation”? Taken by itself, this
statement might imply that Merton was becoming a
Buddhist. A careful investigation of Merton’s general
approach to other religions, however, will dispel this
notion. Althoughhe was for overtwo decades amonk
inthe Roman Catholic Church, Merton also believed
that truth could be found in other religions, and he
soughtto learn from them. The reason Merton was
ableto identify with Zen in particular was because he
found there a truth which he felt was vital to his life as
acontemplative monk. Merton saw within Zen the
ideathat there was no such thing as an individual “self”
and that the search for such a self gave rise to all sorts
of suffering. He correlated this Zen conceptto hisown
Christian idea of the “false self” that prevented man
from attaining a contemplative union with God.
Because contemplation held such personal import for
Merton, his increasing interest in Zen was a logical
development. In this manner he did not leave
Christianity to become Buddhist, but he instead
identified a Buddhist idea which was personally
important to his growth as a Christian.

Inbrief, this study argues that Merton was able to
beaRoman Catholic monk while also practicing Zen
because he observed atruth in Zen which he had long
thought to be a necessary element of Christian
contemplation. Merton did not see this overlap of
religious traditions as violating his Catholic beliefs
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because he had at the same time become increasingly
inclusive in his approach to thinking about other
religions. He believed that all religions possessed truth
to varying degrees, and his goal in studying these
traditions was to affirm the truth he found in them.
This argument will be developed in three sections.
The first part of the paper focuses on Merton’s
experience as a Catholic monk, particutarly examining
the idea of contemplation and its importance in
Merton’s life. This section establishes that the idea of
a“false self” was important to Merton’s world view
before he began to study other religions. The next
section turns to Merton’s encounter with Zen,
analyzing the role that the Buddhist concept of “no-
self” played in Merton’s comparisons between Zen
and Christianity. This investigation should demon-
strate that Merton understood the Zenteaching of “no
self” as a point of commonality between the two
religions. The final sectionreviews Merton’s thought
onthe plurality of religions in general and traces the
development ofhis increasingly inclusive approach.
Theargument will finally come full circle by examining
the implications which Merton’s encounter with world
religions had on his place within the Roman Catholic
faith.
Friar Louis, 2 Roman Catholic Contemplative
Throughout Merton’s extensive journals, which
hekept from his conversionuntil his death in 1968, he
repeatedly expressed his aspirations to be a
contemplative. He defined contemplation, however,
i so many different ways that it is a difficult term to
explainclearly and precisely. Itisalmostnecessary to
read widely among Merton’s many writings on
contemplation to absorb the flavor of the concept. A
definitionis, however, for practical purposes essential,
and the first two chapters of New Seeds of
Contemplation provide the most comprehensive
discussion.’? In these chapters Merton used
“contemplation” to talk about a person’s experience
of God, an experience of being fully aware and
amazed atthe very fact of existence, appreciating the
beauty of being as a gift proceeding and inseparable
from an infinite Source.”® Contemplation was not
focusing on abstract ideas or doctrines, nor wasita
trance or self-hypnotism. It was different from
emotional enthusiasm; it was more than peaceful
reflection; it was not meditation on beliefs.
Contemplation was a response to a call in whicha
persondid notdiscover new ideas about God, but was
carried away by God.™




In The Seven Storey Mountain, Megrton
described the contemplative life as one in which the
entire person was concerned only with the love of
God, and as his highest goal he awaited the union or
marriage of his soul with God. Contemplation was a
“rest, suspension of activity, withdrawal into the
mysterious inner solitude in which the soulis absorbed
in the immense fruitful silence of God and learns
something of the secret of His perfections . . . by
fruitive love.”"* Man’s personal identity “vanished,”
and God alone remained as the source ofaction. ¢

The concept of contemplation was not one which
Merton merely wrote about. Inmany ways, it wasa
desire which permeated his life, touching everything.
Hiswritings were thus a product of the struggles and
insights of this personal quest, which began before he
joined the monastery and continued until his death.
Before coming to the Abbey of Gethsemani, the
Trappist monastery in Kentucky where he lived for
over two decades, Merton desperately wanted to
become amonk, but he was under the impression that
he could not because of his scandalous past. The fact
that this ardent desire remained unfulfilled was the
source of much anxiety inthe young Merton’s life.
Merton was elated when circumstances began to
indicate that he would be allowed to enter the
monastery after all. On November 28, 1941, only
weeksbefore he arrived at Gethsemani, he wrote inhis
journal:

Inbed suddenly I am amazed —in four weeks,

with God’s grace, I may be sleeping on a

board — And there will be no more future —not

inthe world, not in geography, not intravel,
notinchange, not in variety, conversations,
new work, new problems in writing, new
friends, none of that: but a far better progress,

all interior and quiet!!! If God would only

grantit! Ifit were only His will."?

Afterarriving at Gethsemani, Merton continued to
pursue the theme of contemplation in his journals. He
repeatedly expressed not only his personal desire to
concern himself solely with God, but also his
frustrations with activities which interfered with this
goal, activities such as writing. He even recorded
several misgivings he had with the Cistercian order,
misgivings which contributed to his temptationto join
the Carthusians, amonastic order with an even greater
emphasis onsolitude.™®

Merton’s frustrations with the monastic life at
Gethsemani, which he felt was inadequate to foster
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frequently wondered ifhis difficulties were more likely
due to his own behavior rather than to the structure of
the monastic life. On October 12, 1947, he
commented in his journal:

What is the use of my complaining about not

being a contemplative, if T do not take the

opportunities I get for contemplation? 1

suppose I take them, but in the wrong way. I

spend the time looking for something to read

about contemplation — something to satisfy

my raffish spiritual appetite — instead of

shutting up and emptying my mind and leaving

the inner door open for the Holy Spirit to enter

from the inside, all the doors being barred and

allmy blinds down."® :

Perhaps partially dueto this self~doubt, Merton chose
to remain at Gethsemani and take vows as a
Cistercian. But his decision by no means abolished
those doubts or frustrations about the order. Atmany
points during the 1950°shis convictions regarding the
contemplative vocation were so strong that he
resolved to leave. On September 13, 1952, for
example, he wrote, T

I have been making decisions. The chief of

these is that I mustreally lead a solitary life. It

is not enough to try to be a solitary in a

community. Too much ambivalence.

Wednesday — a conference with Fr.

Bellarmine. He is the first person who has

evertold me point blank thatI belongedina

Charterhouse and not at Gethsemani. 1

cannot doubt him, as far as my vocation to

solitude is concerned. Whether itisto bethe

Carthusians, Camaldolese or somewhere

else remains to be seen.?

During the late 1950’s Merton was so serious
about leaving thathe was investigating varioussites in
Mexico where he could start anew monastery, and
writing other monastics concerning the possibility of
changing orders. Eventually, the Vatican officially

contemplatiof; were oftefi mixed with self:doubt. He

. denied Merton permission to leave Gethsemani. By

way of compromise, he lived for several yearsina
hermitage on the monastery grounds, which afforded
more time for solitude, prayer, and study. Ashewas
about to embark on his journey to Asia, the issue of
leaving Gethsemani arose again. This time Merton
consideredliving asahermiteitherin Asiaorin Alaska,
which he actually visited before his trip to Bangkok.
Ashisjournals, letters, and writings confirm, Merton’s

objective in leaving was to find a place more
conducive to contemplation, with greater solitude and
more time for meditation and prayer.

It comes as no surprise that Merton addressed
contemplation frequently in his writings. In his
exposition of the theme, Merton espoused the idea
that each person was born with a “false self,” the
empirical ego, which was an obstacle to hisunion with
God. The original edition of Seeds of Contemplation
provides the most information regarding Merton’s
early thoughts on the connection between the loss of
the empirical ego and a life of contemplation. The
book was his first attempt not merely to explain but to
foster an experience of God in hisreaders’ lives, and
he spent much of the introductory chapters
establishing the existence of and consequent harm
resulting from the “false setf.”

Merton contended that each person, upon entry
into the world, became absorbed in an identity which
neverreally existed. Peopletried to constructa “self,”
anexistence apart from God, and they devoted all their
energy to a facade of meritorious traits which made
that selfseem important. They feltthatifthey exerted
enough effort, they could make the self, their prized
possession, something real. They were wrong. The
lists of accomplishments which somehow suggested
the existence of a “person” to the rest of the world
were merely empty shells. Those who feverishly
composed them were building an illusion; unable or
unwilling to acknowledge that reality, the true self,
could only be found in God, they attempted to become
gods. Tryingto form areal life separate from the only
Being who exists as Real, independent of anything
else, was a pointless endeavor. As Merton aptly
remarked, “This s the man that I wantmyselfto be but
who cannot exist, because God does not know
anything about him. Andto be unknown of God is
altogether too much privacy.””

In addition to the obvious problem of separation
from God, the promotion of the false self also tended
to separate humans from one another. Each person
had to stand out; each needed to prove his existence.
Man created a “self” by making distinctions between
“self” and “other.” He convinced himself he was
somebody by being what those around him were not,
The greater the extent to which he surpassed others,
the more he was to perceive his own defining lines.?2
The solutionto this frenzy of insecurity and self-doubt
was, in Merton’s words,

.. .tohave a will that is always ready to fold
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back within itselfand draw all the powers of

the soul down from its deepest center to rest

insilentexpectancy for the coming of God,

poised in tranquil and effortless concentration
upon the point of my dependence on Him; to
gather all that I am, and have all that T can
possibly suffer or do or be, and abandon them

all to God inthe resignation of a perfect love

and blind faith and pure trust in God, todo His

will.?

This alternative entailed a contentment to be the
person whom God created and God knew, a person
whose true identity remained in God. For nothing
existed outside of God; and nothing was the most
accurate description of the false self. It did not exist,
and it never had.

AsMerton continued to address various aspects
of the contemplative life in Seeds of Contemplation,
he wove this theme, the death of the false selforego,
throughout. He included, for example, achapter on
solitude in the monastic life, and in his discussion he
was careful to note that aloneness was not a
withdrawal inward. He bemoaned this type of
meditation, arguing that it would only cause a person
to focus more consistently on himself. Merton’s
insightful comments on despair also touched on the
concept of the false self when he suggested that this
emotion constituted the height of selfish concern. In
despair, even though man could no longer maintain the
image ofhimselfas a god, he still refused to accept the
true creaturely status and receive the love of God.*
With each new issue, Merton made it clear that “true
contemplation,” the ideal which characterized his
monastic aspirations, entailed “the complete destruc-
tion of all selfishness — the most pure poverty and

- cleannessofheart.”” Thus, when he beganto explore

Zen Buddhism, Merton had already given a
considerableamount of thought tothe notion of selfas
animpediment to spiritual progress, and it became his
major ground for comparing the two religions.
Thomas Merton, a Christian “Zen man”

Before proceeding any further, a working
definition of Buddhism and some related terms might
be helpful. Buddhism, specifically Zen Buddhism, as
areligion or system of thought is difficult to define. In
the first place, itis difficult to place in any established
Western categories such as religion or philosophy.
Even more problematic, a basic tenet of Zen is that
words can never accurately describe reality; they
always distort or falsify. Hence, from a Buddhist




perspective, the very endeavor of defining Buddhism
is doomed from the start. These unique problems are
further complicated by the normal difficulties of
differing scholarly interpretation, bias, and extreme
diversity within the tradition. Bearing these difficulties
inmind, this study will primarily utilize the description
of Zen found in the Oxford Dictionary of World
Religions.®

Zen is the Japanese name for chan, a type of
Buddhism which first developed in China from within
Mahayana Buddhism.”” As such, Zen affirms the
basic teachings of the Buddha: the world,
characterized by impermanence, isunavoidabty full of
suffering because people always desire something
permanent. The end of suffering comes when aperson
attainsenlightenment-he ends desire by following the
middle way of the eight-fold path, a path which is
between indulgence and asceticism. Included within
the foundational concepts of Buddhism is the idea of
anatman, or no-soul. Buddhists believe that humans
themselves are not exceptions to the transience of the
world, and consequently there is no such permanent
essence asasoul.?®

The Oxford Dictionary defines Zen Buddhism as
“acoalition of related ways for attaining realization,
even beyond enlightenment, of the true nature
underlying all appearance including one’s own—and
above all, that there is no duality within appearances,
but only the one Buddha-nature.”? A couple ofkey
points emphasized in Zen as opposed to other forms
of Buddhism are that there is a direct transmission of
the religion from one who is enlightened, not from
texts, and secondly that the experience of
enlightenment is something that already istrue abouta
person, not something he must achieve. For the Zen
Buddhist “there is only the Buddha-nature underlying
all appearance; when one realizes that this also is what
one is, all differentiation ceases and one rests inthat
nature.”

As Merton studied Zen, he focused on this idea
that there is only one nature and that all others were
mere illusions. Although Buddhism uses the word
anatman or no-self, Merton frequently made use of
the term “ego.” Because the word is so laden with
connotations, it may well be the cause of some
confusion. Its importance here is derived from
Merton’s use of it to express a fundamental spiritual
concept, and it is therefore absolutely essential to
grasptheideaasitexists in both Zen Buddhismand in
Christianity.
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When describing Zen, Merton used a wide array
of terms to communicate the concept of the ego. He
called this entity the “empirical ‘1,” “empirical self,”
“everyday mind,” “empirical ego-subject,” “ego-
self,” and “individual person.”! When Merton wrote
of the ego, he referred to a person’s awareness of
himselfas an independent being. The ego was the “T”
that was capable of experiences, or it was the agent
that conceived of itself through relationships to other
agents. In Zen, Merton found, it was the ego, the
awareness of a self distinct from other selves, that was
the source ofillusion. The “I” prevented a person from
recognizing the “ground of Being.™? The goal of the
Zenpractitioner was then to “accomplish the long and
difficultlabor of divesting himself completely of this ‘I’
and all its works, in order to discover the deeper
spontaneity that comes out of the ground of Being—in
Buddhistterms, from the ‘original self,’ the ‘Buddha
mind,” or pragjna. ...

Thediversity of Zenis evident in the reflections of
otherauthors. William Johnston, a Jesuit priestliving
in Japan, also wrote about the Zen concept of the ego
in The Still Point, his book on Zen and Christian
mysticism.* Johnston focused on the dissolution ofthe
subject-object relationship and described the goal of
Zen as the search forunity. When a person attained
entightenment, he realized he was “one with the rain
pattering on theroof or the cloud floating in the sky, no
longer ‘I’ and “it’ or ‘T” and “thou,” but only ‘is.””
Johnston also described the experience of enlighten-
ment by comparing horizontal and vertical thinking.
Instead of extending self-knowledge, which was the
broadening, horizontal type of thought, the person
brought the conscious mind to a standstill and probed
downward, or vertically, toanew level of themind. If
one continued to the absolute bottom layer, he
became identified with the universe.*

D.T. Suzuki, the aforementioned Zen scholar,
described the conceptin a manner very similar to that
of Merton and Johnston, but he included a significant
distinction. Suzuki affirmed their conclusion that the
ego was apolluting agent, and he suggested that the
solution was the Zen concept of emptiness. At this
point Suzuki diverged slightly from the two Roman
Catholic writers. Both Merton and Johnston
understood the ego as something one had to get rid of
Suzuki, in contrast, defined emptiness asrealizing that
this “thingish ego-substance” neverreally existed inthe
first place.’” As Merton continued his dialogue with
Suzuki, he modified his own interpretation of Zento

incorporate Suzuki’scriticism.

Between March 1959 and May 1965, Merton
and Suzuki exchanged a series of letters and penned
the dialogue intended for The Wisdom of the Desert,
Merton’s compilation and translation of the sayings of
the 4th-century desert monastics. Mertonhad asked
Suzuki to write a preface because he had noted
similarities between the wisdom of these Christian
monks and that of the Zen Masters. Merton’s study
of Suzuki’s work, coupled with this personal
interaction, led him to write numerous essays about
Zen, particularly regarding the relationship between
the Buddhist and Christian forms of contempiation.
He published his earliest essays on the subject in the
book Mystics and Zen Masters (1967), while those
from the last four years of'his life he compiled in Zen
and the Birds of Appetite (1968).

Inalmost all of Merton’s essays on Zen, the idea
of“no self” figured prominently. Merton argued in
“Mystics and Zen Masters,” for example, that the Zen
Enlightenment was not a self-absorption; rather, it
required dissolution of the ego, thereby allowing the

- “ground of being” to break through.*® In*“A Christian

Looks at Zen” he maintained that both Zen and
Christianity demanded an experience of self-
emptying. For Zen this occurred through the “Great
Death,” for Christianity through “dying and rising with
Christ.”* Merton then continued in a similar veinin
“Nirvana” to explain that this end-goal of Buddhist
experience entailed “losing” one’s self. While the
theme of “no self” often dominated these essays, a
comprehensive exegesis of these writings would be
tedious and repetitive. Fortunately, the pointis aptly
demonstrated through the story of Merton’s
interaction with D.T. Suzuki, including their letters, the
essay dialogue, and one personal meeting. Ineach of
these avenues, the most important observation is not
simply that Merton liked or identified with the Zen
concept of Emptiness, but that he saw thisideaasa
point of connection between Zen and Christianity.
Aspreviously mentioned, Merton’s firstletter to
Suzuki, written in March of 1959, expressed the
author’s enthusiastic interest in Zen and requested that
Suzuki write the preface for Wisdom of the Desert. In
his reply, Suzuki requested a copy of Merton’s
manuscript, and then offered several opinions on
Christianity. He wrote,
I am trying to write my understanding of
Christianity. Some ofthe ideas I have are:
Wehave never been driven out of Eden;
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We still retain innocence;

We are innocent just because of our sinfulness;

Paradise and Original Sin are not contradictory;

God wanted to know himself, hence the creation;

When we know ourselves we know God.*
Tomany western Roman Catholics or Protestants,
that description is probably not readily identified as
basic Christian theology. When Merton replied to
Suzuki, however, he was quite positive concermning
these statements, eagerly interacting with and
exploring Suzuki’s thoughts in significant depth. As
Merton understood Suzuki, the two of them had the
same perspective, and he interpreted Suzuki’s
presentation of Christianity to mean that the whole
world had already been created anew in Christ. This
being the case, humanity was not separated from God,
but was instead already in Paradise. He then added,

Then comes the question whether or not the

Resurrection of Christ shows that we had

never really been separated from Him in the

first place. Was it only that we thought we
were separated from Him? . . It was a thought
that each one of us had to be god in his own
right. Each one of us began to slave and
struggle to make himself a god, which he
imagined he was supposed to be. Each one
slaved in the service of his own idol — his
consciously fabricated social self. Each one
then pushed all the others away from himself.

... Thisis Original Sin.’ ,

Inthis portion ofhis letier, Merton clearly focused on
theidea of self. While the casual observer might not
interpret Suzuki’s statements as self-evident observa-
tions (even though he presented them with absolutely
no explanation), Merton seemed to comprehend
Suzuki’s unstated rationale completely and even
elaborated upon it. Whatisreally interesting isthat the
basis for Merton’s elaboration was the concept of the
false self, a point which he evidently assumed as
common ground between himselfand Suzuki. In this
particular quotation he tried to explain Suzuki’s
paradox that paradise and Original Sin were not
contradictory. Hedid this by arguing that people were
really already in paradise, and that Original Sin entered
the scene because men rejected God’s paradise by
trying to be gods to themselves.

Merton continued, “Christ Himself is in us as
unknown and unseen. We follow Him, we find Him..
.. and then He must vanish and we must go along
without Him at our side. Why? Because heiseven



closer than that. He is ourself. Oh my dear Dr.
Suzuki,  knowyouwill understand this so well, and so
many people donot, even though they are ‘doctorsin
Israel.””"*? Merton’s radical statement, “He is ourself,”
may sound strange to Western ears; he clearly thought
thatitwould. Yet,he was certain that Suzuki, coming
from a background in Zen and not in Christianity,
would understand it completely. Here Merton was
describing to Suzuki the idea of the human self unified
withthe Absolute, and he was doing so in the context
of Christianity. Evidently he found the correlation
between his own idea of a false selfand the doctrine
of anatman in Zen to be strong enough for Suzuki to
grasp his meaning better than many of Merton’s own
co-religionists.

Suzuki never responded directly to Merton’s
comments, but he did touch on the issue in the 1959
preface for Wisdom of the Desert. In this article,
entitled “Knowledge and Innocence,” he analyzed the
Zen term “Emptiness” in comparison with the
Christian term “Innocence.” By “Emptiness” Suzuki
meant the absence of the self from which “evil and
defilements” arose, and he further described the term
by using the illustration of poverty.”® A person who
was poor was not an individual who gave up all of his
possessions to another object; poverty was notaloss
or “getting rid of ”* He saw it instead asarealization

that one possessed nothing to begin with. Inthesame

way, Emptiness did not mean renouncing the self, but
ratherrealizing thatno such entity had existed in the
first place. Suzuki then related these concepts to the
Christian reader by correlating his description of
Emptiness to the image of poverty found in Meister
Eckhart, a German mystic from the late 1 3thand early
14th centuries.

After receiving Suzuki’s essay, Merton wrote
back that, although he found it to be quite good, he
wanted to add some comments in an essay ofhisown.
He thought the average Catholic reader would have
difficulty grasping the connection between the sayings
of the desert fathers and Suzuki’s comments on
Emptiness.* Inhisresponse Merton tried to engage
the Christian reader by demonstrating that the same
ideas Suzuki had expressed were present elsewhere in
the Christian tradition.

One of the Christian stories Merton mentioned
was the Genesis account of Adam and Eve in the
Garden before they took upon themselves the
knowledge of good and evil. Accordingto Merton’s
description, the first humans were completely
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innocent. They were only aware of God and did not
conceive of themselves as existing separately from
him. Merton thought that this ideal state could be
recovered in the present time through the work of
Christ, the “New Adam.”* Christian theology taught
that Christ had restored man to unity in Himself, and
Merton understood this unity to require a death of the
individual self. Merton drew a connection for his
readers between the Christian idea of dying to one’s
selfwith Suzuki’sdescription of Emptiness, saying, “If
we are to be moved in all things by the grace of Christ
should we notin some sense realize this as action out-
of-emptiness, springing from the mystery ofthe pure
freedom which is ‘divine love,” rather than as
something produced in and with our egotistical,
exterior self, springing from our desires and referred to
our own spiritual interest?” Here, justasinhisearlier
letter to Suzuki, Merton’s point of comparison was
that man’s “exterior self” was an obstacle to his
spiritual growth.

Merton emphasized the point even more whenhe
argued that the final and greatest obstacle to attatning
paradise was the thought of spiritual perfection, a

person’s beliefthat he could achieve the goal by his --

owndesire, effort, and spiritual maturity. The only
solutionto the barrier of spiritual pride was humility, or
what Suzuki had described as emptiness and poverty.
Merton pointed out that the soul which was poor
“must possess and retain absolutely nothing, noteven
aselfin which he canreceive angelic visitations, not
even a selflessness he can be proud of ™* Thus
Merton drew from Suzuki the insight that someone
who transcends the ego-self cannot even hold onto the
experience of transcending. Once he eliminated this
last vestige of the ego, the final effort to cling to
something which the self could call its own and take
pride in, man returned to the innocence of paradise.
Inhisresponse to Merton, Suzuki did not entirely
affirm Merton’s analysis nor hisuse of Zen terms. In
Suzuki’s concluding essay for the dialogue he argued
that Merton did not plunge deeply enough in his

. interpretation of Emptiness.* Suzuki attributed the

deficiency to a fundamental difference between
Eastern and Western thought, the former being
impersonal and nondualistic, the latter personal and
dualistic.* Specifically, Merton’s concept of God as
Creator was too far removed from Zen concepts, and
Suzuki much preferred the idea of “Godhead” from
which God the creator “came out” but never actually
left. The disagreement was important enough in

Suzuki’s opinion to mention itnotonly in the published
dialogue but also in a personal letter to Merton. In
November 1959, shortly after receiving Merton’s
article, Suzuki sent a letter in which he commented,

One’s ‘intellectual antecedents’ are bound to

condition everything one desires to elucidate.

... Ashuman beings we perhaps cannotavoid

being so conditioned. Some may say

‘historical’ or ‘psychological’ instead of

‘intellectual.’ Just the same, either way, we

aredestined to differ. The only thing we can

do in the circumstances is to be tolerant

toward each other.”'

Coming from one of the most prolificexponents of Zen
to the West, this statement is indeed a strong one.
Suzuki critiqued Merton’s interpretation of Zen
concepts in this instance as being unavoidably
conditioned by his location in Western culture. While
Merton acknowledged the legitimacy of Suzuki’s
critique, he was not resigned to the barriers which
Suzuki felt were so unavoidable. In his own
concluding essay Merton continued to explore the
parallels between Suzuki’s “Emptiness” and Christian
theology.

After Merton and Suzuki completed their four-
essay dialogue in 1959, they exchanged no additional
lettersuntil 1964, when the latter wrote that he would
betraveling to New York and would like to arrange a
meeting. In June ofthat year the two did indeed meet,
and, in addition fo drinking a traditional Japanese tea,
they discussed such topics as Paul Tillich, the death of
Zen in Japan, and the philosophy of Chuang Tzu.
Merton later remarked that their time together was far
too short to waste discussing doctrinal matters, which
would seemn to indicate that they did not try to pinpoint
specific similarities between Zen Buddhism and
Roman Catholicism.* Merton did, however, remark
inhisjournal that they “‘could not get anywhere definite
on the idea of ‘person.”” In many of his
contemplative writings and his essays on Zen, Merton
used the ferm ‘person’ to discuss the true self, the
being which was united to God after the “death” of the
falseself. Thisstatement fromhisjournal, briefthough
itmay be, offers further confirmation that in his study
of Zen, Merton was specifically interested in the idea
ofthe “self.”

With this meeting in New York, only two years
prior to Suzuki’s death, the bulk of the
correspondence between the two religious writers
cametoanend. Intherealm ofideas, however, Suzuki
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continued toimpact Merton’s thought, In fact,in“The
Study of Zen,” the last essay on Zen which Merton
ever published, he admitted that Suzuki had been
correct in hisearlier criticism, and Merton adapted his
understanding of Zento cohere with that of Suzuki. He
did so by using an example which Suzuki himself was
fond of; that of the Christian mystic Meister Eckhart. ™
Merton wrote, “At this point I may take occasion to
say clearly that, in my dialog with Dr. Suzuki, my
choice of Cassian’s ‘purity of heart’ as a Christian
expression of Zen-consciousness was an unfortunate
example. . .. A fuller and truer expression of Zen in
Christian experience is given by Meister Eckhart.*
In his discussion of Eckhart, Merton first
introduced some of Eckhart’s ideas which were very
similar to those of other Christian mystics. Eckhart
believed, for instance, that a person prepared himself
for God to act within him by freeing himself from all
attachments. From this basic foundation Merton
showed how Eckhart went beyond other mystics to
say thata person must not even think that he provided
avehicle or “place” for God’s action. This was the
ultimate spiritual poverty because the person could not
evenretain an identity for himselfas an instrument of
thedivine. If God acted inhumans, it was only because
God himself was within that individual, providing the
“place” for the action. Eckhart’s image came closerto
Zen than did the idea of “purity of heart,” which
Merton utilized in the earlier essay, because it
completely eradicated any validity to a separate
consciousness. Merton paraphrased Eckhart saying,
“only when there is no selfleftas a ‘place” in which
God acts, only when God acts purely in Himself, do
we atlastrecover our ‘“true self’ (whichisin Zen terms
‘no self’ ).”* Itmight be difficult for both the student

~ of Zenand reader of Eckhart to understand with their

reason how such dissolution of the consciousness
could occur. This was precisely the point. Zen could
notbe grasped by analysis, for all such efforts were the
product ofthe external self. The student instead had
to “penetrate the outer shell and taste the inner kernel
which cannot be defined.”’

In this essay Merton clearly emphasized the idea
of*“no self” and found it to be present in Christianity as
well as in Zen. Toward to the end of the essay he
wrote, “Whatever Zen may be, however youdefineit,
itis somehow there in Eckhart.” Thus, while Merton
did change his understanding of Zen, his primary
objectiveremained the same. Throughout his essays
and his dialogue with the Zen scholar D.T. Suzuki,




Merton emphasized the Zen concept of “no self,” or
“emptiness,” asasignificant aspect of Christianity.

Given Merton’s extensive discussion of the same
themeinhts earlier writings on conterplation, it seems
reasonable that he would be attracted to this aspect of
Zen. Before Merton even began to study Zen, he
wrote that man’s “false self” precluded a
contemplative union with God. During the years ofhis
correspondence with Suzuki, Merton continued to
write about contemplation. A careful examination of
these later writings confirms that it was Merton’s
personal interest in contemplation which facilitated his
connection to Zen. For although Merton did not
change the ideas regarding contemplation, he was
increasingly prone to using Zen terminology to
describe them,

Comparing Merton’s early and later works on
contemplation is a rather interesting endeavor. While
theidea ofthe “external self,” or “empirical ego,” is
present and fully developed in his 1949 Seeds of
Contemplation, his later works do reflect his
exposure to Zen. The impact of Zen on these works,
however, isnota change in Merton’s concept of the
“self.” Indeed, if a reader who is well versed in Zen
studies New Seeds of Contemplation, the 1961
revised version of the earlier work, he will find it very
difficultto correctly identify which passages Merton
wrote prior to his exposure to Buddhism. For
instance, when he described the ultimate end of
confemplation, Merton wrote,

What happens is that the separate entity that

is you apparently disappears and nothing

seems to be left but a pure freedom

indistinguishable from infinite Freedom, love
identified with Love. Not two loves, one
waiting for the other, striving for the other,
seeking for the other, but Love Loving in

Freedom. ... Youno longer existin such a

way that you can reflect on yourself or see

yourselfhaving an experience, or judge what

is going on, if it can be said that something is

going onthatisnot eternal and unchanging and

an activity so tremendous thatit is infinitely

Sﬁ].l.ss
Without using the Zen vocabulary of “emptiness” or
“prajna” or “anatman” or “awakening,” this
quotation sounds remarkably like a description of
nirvana. Infact, it sounds very much like Merton’s
owndescription of nirvana in his essay by the same
name.* [t was written, though, in 1948, the very same
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year Merton published The Seven Storey Mountain,
in which he dismissed “Oriental mysticism™ as only
being useful to help him go to sleep.

As this example illustrates, it really cannot be
argued that Merton’s study of Zen dramatically
changed his perspective on contemplation. But, the
data does indicate that he identified a connection
between the two interests. The evidence that Merton
made such a connectionis found in histendency to use
the vocabulary of Zen in his later writings on
contemplation,

Anexcellentexample of this propensity is foundin
the first chapter of New Seeds of Contemplation. Tn
this section, which was not part of the original 1949
version, Merton described contemplation as “a
sudden gift of awareness, an awakening to the Real
within all that isreal. A vivid awareness of infinite
Being at the roots of our own limited being.”® The
information which Mertonrelated in this quotationis
not qualitatively different from that of the previous
quotation: both discuss the mystical union of man with
the ultimate, particularly withregard to the dissolution
ofthe subject/object relationship. Inthe latter version,
however, Merton used distinctly Zen terms.
“Enlightenment,” after all, means an awakening, and
the phrase “Being at the roots of our own limited
being” hearkens back to the Zen phrase “ground of
being.” Elsewhere in the same chapter Merton said
that contemplation “sees ‘without seeing’” and
“denies what it hasaffirmed.”! Both ofthese phrases
appeared in Merton’s own description of Zen. He
quoted the Zen master Shen Hui as saying that “the
trueseeing is whenthereisno seeing”? and wrote that
the position of Zen concerning structures and forms
was one which neither affirmed nor denied them.® In

each ofthese examples Merton used the vocabulary of

Zen to communicate his ideas about the nature of
contemplation, but the ideas themselves were not new
to Merton’s thought. Hisuse of Zen in this manner
adds additional confirmation to the argument that
Merton was afttracted to that Eastern tradition
because he understood the insights to pertain directly
to his ambition to live a contemplative life. '
Thomas Merton, a Christian Inclusivist

While this study seeks to understand Merton’s
interaction with one specific tradition— Zen Buddhism
—Iitis essential to place Merton’srelationship to Zen
inthe context ofhis general approach tonon-Christian
religions. Merton did not study and practice
meditation in isolation. He belonged to a separate

tradition, one which hastended to apply its truth claims
cross-culturally; hence, Merton approached Zen with
certain beliefs regarding the relationship of Roman
Catholictsm to other world religions. These beliefs, in
turn, shaped Merton’s study of and participation in
Zen.

Some scholars have classified responses to a
religiously plural society according to three basic
categories: exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism.
The exclusivist positionholds that one religion is true
and thatitalone provides salvation. Inclusivism affirms
the complete truth of one religion, buti also
acknowledges that other religions contain truth and
offer positive contributions to society. Assuch, these
religions are not false, they are merely incomplete.
Instead of condemning members of other traditions,
the inclusivist sees their salvation in terms ofhis own
religious understanding. A Christian inclusivist, for
example, might believe salvation possible for a
Buddhistor Hindu, but such salvation would still occur
through the redemptive work of Christ. A pluralist
perspective, onthe opposite end of the spectrum from
exclusivism, seeks to treat all religions as a true
expression of the many-faceted larger Truth.* Asthe
American scholar Diana Eck notes in her book
Encountering God, mostreligions contain individuals
who fiteach of these groups.®® In fact, Eck suggests
that these categories may be present within each of us
asan “ongoing dialogue.”® For Thomas Merton, this
dialogue was a salient reality. Throughouthislife he
found himselfat different points along this continuum.

When Merton first wrote Suzuki, his interestin
Buddhist beliefand practice clearly surpassed that of
a polite inquiry or surface curiosity. He made the
rather bold claim that Zen was vital to his spiritual life.
A cursory look at Merton’s journals and writings
quickly betrays that this was not alwaysthe case. In
fact, his earlier attitude toward most of the other world
religions, including Protestant Christianity, was often
either critical or one of only mild interest. His
statements on Oriental mysticism in his 1948
autobiography, The Seven Storey Mountain, offera
stark contrast to his correspondence with Suzuki a
decade later. After discussing in The Seven Storey
Mountain how he used the techniques of Oriental
mysticism to fall asleep, Merton made the following
comment on the relative worthlessness of the
traditions:

Ultimately, I suppose all Oriental mysticism

can be reduced to techniques that do the same
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thing, butin a far more subtle and advanced
fashion: and if thatis true, itis notmysticism at
all. Itremains purely inthe natural order. That
doesnotmake itevil, per se, according to the
Christian standards: but it does not make it
good, in relation to the supernatural. It is
simply more or less useless, except when it is
mixed up with elements that are strictly
diabolical: and then of course these dreams
and annihilations are designed to wipe out afl
vital moral activity, while leaving the
personality in control of some nefarious
principle, either of his own, or from outside
himsel
Here, Merton’s distrust of other religions is
characteristic of an exclusivist view. Following The
Seven Storey Mountain, Merton continued the same
hine of thought ina devotional book entitled The Seeds
of Contemplation. He expressed a basic distrust of
non-Christian forms of mysticism when he described
Islamic Sufi mystical experiences as “sensual dreams™
which were inferior to Christian contemplation.
Themost extensive early exposure which Merton
had with anon-Christian religion was his relationship
to the Hindu monk Bramachari, whom he met and
befriended at Columbia University before his
conversionto Catholicism. Bramachari had come to
the Chicago in 1932 as a representative of his
monastic order at the World Fair’s Congress of
Religions. AsMerton described the relationshipin
The Seven Storey Mountain, the presence of the
penniless Hindu monk amidst the materialistic
American culture was quite an anomaly to Merton and
his friends. He respected Bramachari’s lifestyle,
commenting thathe was “beyond laughing atthe noise
and violence of American city life and all the obvious
lunacies like radio-programs and billboard advertis-
ing.”® In spite of this respect, Merton conceived of
the origin of Bramachari’s piety asnatural, notdivine:
Their whole spirituality is childlike, simple,
primitive if you like, close to nature,
ingenuous, optimistic, happy. Butthe pointis,
although it may be no more than the full
flowering of the natural virtue of religion, with
the other natural virtues, including a powerful
natural charity, still the life of these pagan
monks is one of such purity and holiness and
peace, inthe natural order, that it may put to
shame the actual conduct of many Christian
religious, in spite of their advantages of




constant access to all the means of grace.™
As this quotation demonstrates, although Merton
admired Bramachari’s monastic life, he was not
particularly interested in studying or practicing Hindu
traditions. He acknowledged that Bramachari’s
conduct surpassed that of many Christians in terms of
apeaceful and holy lifestyle, but Hinduism was still for
Merton merely an expression of natural piety.

In his journals during his first decade at the
monastery, Merton was basically silent onthe topic of
other religions. At some point during this time,
however, he developed an intense interest in many
other religions, particularly as they related to a
monasticor contemplative life. Unfortunately, Merton
did notrecord this transformation in his public writings
or private journals; thus, the reasons for the change are
unclear. The Sign of Jonas, a collection of journals
from 1946 to 1952, contains two references to
Buddhism and Hinduism, but Merton’s tone was
matter-of-fact, lacking the intense interest and
enthusiasm of later years.”

Charles MacCormick, in his article “The Zen
Catholicism of Thomas Merton,” mentions these two
comments regarding Asian religions which Merton
included inbis journal in 1949, and he suggests they
areindicative ofa renewed interest in the wisdom of
the East.”  MacCormick’s analysis of these
quotations, however, is less than satisfactory. Inthe
firstofthese journal entries, recorded on June 4, 1949,
Merton briefly discussed a visit from the Archbishop
of Nanking, Paul Yu-Pin, and remarked that Yu-Pin
“spoke in Chapter about China and the contemplative
life and Buddhist monasticism — and about the
reproach that Buddhists fling at us, thatis, we are very
fine at building hospitals but we have no
contemplatives.”” MacCormick interprets this
comment as a “sympathetic interest in Buddhist
contemplation,” albeit an implicit one, buthe neglects
to observe what aspect of the statement he perceives
tobe sympathetic. He assumes that the mere absence
ofanegativeremark implies sympathy.

MacCormick’s analysis of Merton’s second
reference to Asian religions also exceeds what can be
reasonably inferred from the data. On November 24,
1949, Merton wrote,

I think I shall ask permission to write to a

Hindu who wrote me aletter about Patanjali’s

yoga, and who is in Simla. I shall ask himto-

send us some books. A chemistwho hasbeen
helping us with some paintjobs turned out to
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have been a postulant in a Zen Buddhist
monastery in Hawaii and he spoke to the
community about it in Chapter.

According to MacCormick, “Merton’s positive
interestin Oriental mysticism is patent.” All Merton
actually says, however, is that he intends to study
Patanjali’s yoga. He doesnotrecord any positive or
negative sentiments, and his tone is objective and
noncommiital. These instances of exposure to Asian
thought might have influenced what later became a
very important aspect of Merton’s life as amonk and
writer, but MacCormick is on shaky ground to infer
fromthemanything more definite,

Donald Grayston, another Merton scholar, dates
Merton’s study of Zen tothe mid 1950’s,™ noting that
“asaresult of the reading and research which he did
after...1950, Merton felt free to develop an interest in
and respect for these spiritual traditions other than his
own.”” Graystonis silent, however, on the precise
agents which promoted Merton’s more appreciativ
perspective toward other religions. '

What is known chronologically of Merton’s
interest in Asian religions begins with the earliest
revised version of Seeds of Contemplation in
December 1949. This text provides some evidence
that Merton was beginning to mellow, as he omitted his
disparaging reference to the Sufis.” Around the same
time Merton was engaged in a study comparing
Patanjali’s Yoga with St. John of the Cross and found
himself surprised by the similarities.” Sometimein the
mid-~1950’s, Merton began to read Suzuki’s work.
Unfortunately, he did notkeep a journal from April
1954 to June 1956, and it is therefore difficult to
pinpoint when and why he became interested in the
Zen master’s thought. As early as July 1956,

however, Merton mentioned Zen, along with

psychiatry and psychoanalysis, as a tool which he
found personally helpful for the development of Christ
in his soul.”™ By 1959, when Merton first wrote to
Suzuki, hisinterest in other world religions was very
explicit and developed.

One Muslim with whom Merton communicated
was Abdul Aziz, a Pakistani lay person who had
studied Sufism extensively. The letters to Aziz
demonstrate the significant change that had occurred
inMerton’sthought. In one ofhis firstletters, Merton
expressed embarrassment and regret over his earlier
statement on Sufism in Seeds of Contemplation:

Asto Seeds of Contemplation, the reason [

have not added this to the others is, frankly,

shame. The book was written when [ was

much younger and contains many foolish

statements, but one of the most foolish reflects
analtogether stupid ignorance of Sufism. This

Thave many times regretted, now that know

much better what it is, but I could not bring

myselfto send you a book containing sucha

lamentable error.”™
In contrast to the statement in Seeds of
Contemplation to which Merton alluded with such
regret, his statements to Aziz which directly pertainto
Sufism display nothing but deep respect. Regarding
one book Aziz sent him, Merton was particularly
appreciative and complimentary:

Thave been tremendously impressed by Titus

Burckhardton Sufism. ., Itis one of the most

stimulating books I haveread foralong time,

and I realize there is very muchinitforme. In

a sense it is one of those books that open up

new horizons that I have been waiting for. I

amtremendously impressed with the solidity

and intellectual sureness of Sufism. Thereis

no question but that here is a living and

convincing truth, adeepmystical experience

of the mystery of God our Creator Who

watches over us at every moment with infinite

love and mercy. [ am stirred to the depths of
my heart by the intensity of Moslem piety
toward His Names, and the reverence with
which He isinvoked as the “Compassionate

and the Merciful.”®
This comment to Aziz, in a letter from January 1961,
indicates that Merton had relaxed his exclusivist
position and become more inclusive.

Merton’s new inclusivist attitude embraced not
only Sufism but also many different forms of
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism. His 1967 book
Muystics and Zen Masters®' contained essays on Zen
as well as on Taoism and the American Shakers.
Included among Merton’s last books are Zen and the
Birds of Appetite, another collection of essays on
Zen, and The Way of Chuang-Tzu, a free-rendering
of some of the Taoist writings of Chuang-Tzu. Merton
also studied important Hindu texts such as the Brihad
Aranyaka Upanishad, and he wrote an essay on the
significance of the Bhagavad-Gita.® The height of
Merton’s ecumenical endeavors came when he
traveled to Asiato address a conference of Catholic
monks in Bangkok. Priorto the conference, Merton
traveled throughout East Asia, visiting withmonastics
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of different traditions, including the Dalai L.ama.

Merton himself remarked on this diversity of
elements which contributed to his monastic life as he
reflected in his journals following his meeting with
Suzukiin 1964. “Literature, contemplative solitude,
Latin America, Asia, Zen, Islam, etc., all these things
come togetherinmy life. It would be madness forme
to attempt to create a monastic life for myself by
excluding all these. 1 would be less amonk. Others
may have theirways of doing it, but] have mine.”® He
didindeed have his own unique style of monastic life
ashe incorporated all of these elements, a style which
raises the question ofhow he was able to reconcile his
inclusive perspective, arising in the late 1950’sand
early 1960’s, with his prominentpositioninthe Roman
Catholic church. Did thesereligions, in which Merton
had cultivated such an intense interest, contradicthis
Christian beliefs?

One of the most noticeable features of Merton’s
writing, as he wrestled with this question, was his
critique of what he perceived to be two extreme
positions. Although Merton didn’t use the terms
“exclusivism” and “pluralism,” he was criticizing
variations of these ideas. Ie first lamented the
tendency on the part of many Christians to reject as
false any non-Christian religious experience, arguing
that such a position was the result of superficial
analysis.* Mertonfeltthat an inter-religion dialogue in
which the participants believed otherreligions to be
corrupt in their “inner heart” was necessarily
superfluous,® and he opposed such exclusivism,
insisting that God did not need to consult men before
choosing the time, manner, and place in which he
revealed himself. Consequently, there was no apriori
reason for denying the possibility of supernatural

- revelations to individuals, irrespective of culture or

religious tradition.

In spite of these rather favorable statements for
religious plurality, Merton was not a proponent of
what he perceived to be the other extreme posttion.
Onmore than one occasion he expressed his quaims
about accepting all religious truths as equally good or
valid. In fact, Merton described this perspective as
“loose and irresponsible syncretism,”® which
“accepts everything by thinking of nothing.” This
type of ecumenical discussion, he observed, eagerly
noted surface similarities while attributing any
differences to cuitural factors. The fruit of such
dialogue was only confusion,

Merton noted that the mystics were one group in




particular to which this syncretistic outlook was
frequently applied. Some of his contemporaries
assumed that the mystical experience in different
religions was actually a single phenomenon, but that
within the individual traditions the experience became
clothed with different theologies and philosophies,
making the experiences of different mystics seem
distinct. Proponents ofthis position readily embraced
the idea that all religions met at the same destination,
and that all means to reaching the destination were
equally efficacious. Merton approached the theory
with much more caution, maintaining that it had not
been sufficiently investigated, and expressing doubt
that the experiences of the mystics were not
themselves shaped by their specific beliefs.®

In spite of Merton’s rejection of this syncretistic
perspective, he was personally hesitant to address
specific differences between religions. He made
numerous comparisons concerning the similarities
between the contemplatives of difterent traditions; yet,
he always seemed to preface them with disclaimers
concerning the theological differences which he did
not wish to discuss. Merton acknowledged this
tendency in a letter to Aziz in June of 1963. The
Muslim scholarhad writtena description of Islam inhis
previous letter, to which Merton responded,

Personally, in matters where dogmatic beliefs

differ, I think that controversy is of little value

because it takes us away from the spiritual

realities into the realm of words and ideas. In

therealm of realities we may have a great deal

incommon, whereas in words there are apt to

be infinite complexities and subtleties which

are beyondresolution.®
Thishesitancy is even further complicated by a brief
but rather perplexing comment which he madeina
letterto Suzukiin 1965. After discussingthe concepts
of simplicity and paradise in both Buddhism and
Christianity, Merton wrote, “In any event, thereis only
onemeeting place for all religions, and it is paradise.
Hownice to be there and wander about looking at the
flowers. Or being the flowers,”°

This comment presents obvious difficulties in
comparison with statements Merton made in other
writings, letters, and journal entries. Washebeginning
to espouse the syncretistic view which he had earlier
criticized? Unfortunately, Merton did not elaborate
upon his intended meaning. Because he wrote this
letter to Suzukiin 1965, only three years before his
death, it is possible that these later sentiments
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expressed a progression of his thought. Before
drawing such conclusions and taking his comment to
Suzuki to be Merton’s definitive statement on the
issue, itmight be helpful to place Merton in the context
ofhis time, the atmosphere of reform associated with
VaticanIl.

Pope John XXIII convoked the Second Vatican
Councilin 1962 to evaluate the function of the church
in the modern world. Among numerous other
monumental changes, the councilissued a Declara-
tion on Non-Christian Religions, to which Merton
referred inhis book Mystics and Zen Masters.” He
mentioned the Council’s position that all peoples are
capableboth of contemplating the divine and seeking
answers to life’s fundamental questions, and he
affirmed the council’s goal of promoting the Christian
faith while at the same time seeking to preserve and
value a culture’s existing spiritual goods.” The
council’s declaration opened the Roman Catholic
church to the possibility that any individual who
sincerely sought the truth using the spiritual resources
available through his own culture could receive grace
and salvation. Merton himselfverbalized this position
ina 1963 letter to Aziz, saying,

I perfectly agree that any man who in hisheart

sincerely believes in God and acts according

to his conscience, with all rectitude, will

certainly be saved and will come to the vision

of God. I have no doubt in my mind whatever

that a sincere Muslim will be saved and

brought to heaven, even though for some
reason he may not subjectively be able to
accept all that the Church teaches about

Christ. There may be many extrinsic reasons

which make it impossible for him to

understand what the Church means. Thisalso
apphes to Jews, Hindus, Buddhists and in fact

to all sincere men...This is certainly the

teaching of the Catholic Church, and this is

being brought out clearly now, in connection

with the Council *

Placed in the context of this atmosphere of reform,
Merton’s comment to Suzuki does not seem nearly so
outof place, nor does it contradict the delicate balance
Merton seemed to walk between the extremes of rigid
exclusivity and unexamined syncretism. Infact, some
comments from Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander,
acollection of thoughts taken from notebooks which
he kept throughout the late 50°s and early 60’s,
confirm that his perspective closely corresponded to

that of VaticanII.

In these pages Merton revealed an understanding
ofthe plurality of religions that sought to affirm other
traditions by looking within his own and discovering
sameness.** For Merton, acknowledging the truth in
other religions was a way of embracing truth to its
fullestextent. He felt thatrejecting Islam or Buddhism
or Protestant Christianity as false would entail
rejecting any Buddhist, Islamic, or Protestant
teachingsthat appeared in Roman Catholicism. Tobe
“Catholic” in a sense which completely rejected all
other traditions actually served to undermine the
concept of truth because it meant accepting a
particular premise in the context of one belief system
whilerejecting itinthe context of another. These years
of the late 1950°s and early 1960’s, during which
Mertonespousedthis inclusive position of seeking and
affirming truth wherever it was to be found,
corresponded to his most focused study and writing
about Zen. Thetwo trends in his life most certainly go
hand inhand. Merton appreciated Zen because he
was able to connect Zen ideas to his own goal of
contemplation. The fact that Merton became more
inclusive in his approach to faiths outside Roman
Catholicism allowed him to make such connections
and still make sense ofhis own position as a Cistercian
monk.

Afterword

This study began as anattempt to understand how
Merton was able to participate in Zen while remaining
Roman Catholic. The previous sections have
addressed the question by exploring Merton’s interest
incontemplation, his specific comparisons between
Zen and Christianity, and his approach to religious
plurality. Merton’s inclusive approach toreligions
enabled him to explore Zen with an openmind, and he
discovered that the heart of Zen was quite consistent
with his personal spiritual quest.

At this point the thought naturally arises, if Thomas
Merton were so convinced that the truth in Zen was
essential to his goal of contemplation, perhaps he
wasn’t entirely within the boundaries of Roman
Catholic Christianity. Merton may have died a
Cistercian monk, but to what extent did he still fitwithin
the tradition? Some evidence does indeed suggest
that, in the latter years of his life, Merton began to
distance himselffrom his monastic community and
from the Roman Catholic Church in general.

In January of 1967, a mere two years before
Merton’s death, he wrote a distressed letter to the
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feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruecther,
asking advice concerning his qualms with the Church.
Init he expressed his doubts and frustrations, saying,

Idowonderattimes ifthe Churchisreal atall.

I believeit, you know. Butl wonderifl am

nutsto do so. Amlpartofagreat big hoax?

I don’texplain myselfas well asI'would like

to: there isareal sense of and confidence inan

underlyingreality, the presence of Christinthe

world whichI don’t doubt for an instant. But

is that presence where we are all saying it is?

Weareall pointing (in various directions) and

my dreadful feeling is that we are all pointing

wrong.”

In the same letter Merton mentioned that while he
loved the many nice, well-meaning Catholics whom he
encountered, he felt a deeper understanding with Zen
Buddhists, and he even remarked that he would be
“perfectly content™ to forget he was Catholic.”® In
another letter to Ruether, Merton expressed his
discomfort with “dictating to all the ‘otherreligions’
that we are the one authentic outfit that has the real
goods.”™" '

Merton not only verbalized these misgivings, but
he seemed prepared to act onthem as well. During his
trip to Asia, Merton indicated in his journal that he
intended to leave Gethsemani, and as possible
alternatives he considered living as ahermitin Alaska,
starting a meditative monastery open o Buddhism,
and studying under a Tibetan guru.”® Regarding the
last option Merton wrote,

Sonam Kazi . . thinksI oughtto finda Tibetan

guru. .. . Atleast he asked me if  were willing

to risk it and I said why not? . . .I would

certainly like to learn something by experience

and it does seem that the Tibetan Buddhist are

the only ones who, at present, have really

large numbers of people who have attained to

extraordinary heights in meditation and
contemplation.*
Merton’s interests in this statement are directed
toward a mystical experience which he does not, at
least on the surface, connect to Roman Catholic
beliefs. Did he, in these later years, still consider
himseifa Christian contemplative?

Notwithstanding these few quotations, most of the
evidence indicates an affirmative answer. While itis
frue that Merton intended to leave Gethsemani, he still
planned to retain official connection to the monastery,
and he anticipated spending his last days there.'*




During the trip to Asia, Merton received suggestions
about starting a contemplative Christian monastery,
and he wrote in his journal in December of 1968, “It
needs some thought. T hope towrite Fr. Flavian about
it. There is much to be said for the idea.” Regarding
his comments to Ruether, he was careful to qualify his
doubts by stating that he did not intend to leave
Catholicism.™

As Merton expressed doubts about the Church in
these last few years ofhis life, he wrote from a position
of confusion, not from one of certainty. These
sentiments existin the form of questions, not a creed,;
Merton was wondering “what if,” not proclaiming “1
believe.” Whether Merton’s concerns with the
Church would have developed into a more defined “
believe,” an “I believe” which would have placed him
outside the confines ofthe Roman Catholic Church, is
improbable. On the one hand, he seemed to have
struggled throughout his life with various frustrations
about the Catholic Church and his monastic order. On
the other, he had always written very specifically about
Christian teachings, especially when he addressed
otherreligious traditions. Although Merton thought
the insights of Zen were essential to contemplation, he
did not believe that they encompassed the whole of
contemplation. He firmly held to the eschatological
element of Christian theology.

This point comes out most clearly at the end of
Merton’s essay in the dialogue with Suzuki.
Throughout this piece Merton focused on the Zen
concept of Emptiness and its correlation. to the
innocence of Adam and Eve in the garden. He thought
that the paradise of the garden could be recovered in
the present because of the work of Christ, the “New
Adam.”"?  After explaining this “recovery of
paradise” which occurred through the individual’s
identification with the death of Christ, Merton
explained that paradise, instead of being the final goal,
was actually a fresh beginning. Theultimate goal was
to be something entirely new, an eschatological
dimension which he did not detect in Zen. InMerton’s
words,

Thisisthereal dimension of Christianity, the

eschatological dimension which is peculiar to

it,and which hasno parallel in Buddhism. The

world was created without man, but the new

creation which s the true Kingdom of God is

to bethe work of God in and through man. It

isto be the great, mysterious, theandric work

of the Mystical Christ, the New Adam, in

whom all menas “one Person” or one “Son of

God” will transfigure the cosmos and offer it

resplendent to the Father. Here, in this

transfiguration, will take place the apocalyptic
matriage between God and His creation, the
final and perfect consummation of which no
mortal mysticism is able to dream and which

is barely foreshadowed in the symbols and

images of the last pages of the Apocalypse. '™

Merton also confirmed his personal commitment
to the eschatological perspective in his journals. In
December 1964, long after Merton had begun
studying and writing about Zen, he commented,

If it were a matter of choosing between

contemplation and eschatology, there isno

question that I am and would always be
committed entirely to the latter. Here inthe
hermitage, returning necessarily to the
beginnings, Tknow where my beginning was:
hearing the name of god and of Christ
preached on Corpus Christi Churchin New

York. Iheard and I believed. AndIbelieve

thathehas called me freely, out of pure mercy,

to His love and salvation. That at the end, to

whichallisdirected by his will, I shall see him

after I have put off my body indeath and have
risen together with Him to take up my body
agam. Thatatthe Last Day all flesh shall see’
the salvation of God.'™
For Merton, at least as late as 1964, Zen clearly did
not constitute the whole of his personal religious
experience.

Even in the midst of his expressed doubts
regarding the Catholic Church a few years later,
Merton continued to affirm his faith in the reality of
Christinthe world. Indeed, inone ofthe last letters he
wrote, a circular letter to friends which he penned
while in Asia, Merton continued to attest to this faith.
He concluded thisaccount of his travels saying, “I wish
you all the peace and joy inthe Lord and an increase

offaith: for inmy contacts with these new friendsIalso’

feel consolation in my own faith in Christ and His

indwelling presence. I hope and believe He may be _

present in the hearts of all of us.” o
Thomas Merton’s journey to Asia, both in the
literal and metaphorical sense, is an increasingly
common aspect of contemporary religious experi-
ence. Intercultural and interreligious contact are a
reality of modern life. Assuch, one componentofihe
academic study of religion is understanding how

members of one tradition react with another. In
particular, how do they deal with conflicting claims to
truth? Thomas Merton’s search continues to fascinate
his readers because he eagerly sought dialogue. He
approached other religions not as one whose beliefs
were threatened, but with a genuine interest and desire
to learn. Merton remained within Catholic
Christianity, but he came to understand other
traditions as an integral part of his personal religious
life.!% .
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