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Thomas Merton: The Four Walls of New Freedom

Bill J. Leonard

Prowling through the sleeping Abbey of Gethsemani on a “Fire Watch” July 4,

1952 Thomas Merton wrote in his journal, later published as: The Sign of Jonas:

And now my whole being breathes the wind which blows through the belfry, and

my hand is on the door through which I see the heavens. The door swings out

upon a vast sea of darkness and of prayer. Will it come like this, the moment of

my death? Will You open a door upon the great forest and set my feet upon a

ladder under the moon, and take me out among the stars?1

On December 10, 1968 in Bangkok, Thailand, Thomas Merton ended a lecture to

Buddhist and Christian monks noting:

And I believe that by openness to Buddhism, to Hinduism, and to these great

Asian traditions, we stand a wonderful chance of learning more about the

potentiality of our own traditions, because they have gone, from the natural point

of view, so much deeper into this than we have.  The combination of the natural

techniques and graces and other things that have been manifested in Asia and the

Christian liberty of the gospel should bring us all at last to that full and

1 Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas in A Thomas Merton Reader (Garden City, NY: Image Books, revised
edition 1974), 220.



transcendent liberty which is beyond mere cultural differences and mere

externals—and mere this or that.2

Then, in words that captured one of many ironies present throughout his life, Merton

commented: “I will conclude on that note.  I believe the plan is to have all the questions

for this morning’s lectures this evening at the panel.  So I will disappear.”3

And disappear he did. Death found Thomas Merton—Father Louis to his Trappist

brothers—not in the “great forest” or the cloistered rural fortress of Gethsemani Abbey

but amid the pollution possessed, Buddhist-dominated city of Bangkok.  It came, not with

the dignity of a monastic opus dei, but in a freak accident, electrocuting the life out of

one of the twentieth century’s most formative and formidable religious thinkers.

In 1942 Thomas Merton, Columbia University professor and citizen of the world,

entered the Trappist monastery of Gethsemani at Bardstown, Kentucky, a community in

which he would remain until his death, December 10, 1968. Already a gifted teacher and

literary, he was, by his own confession, “a true child of the modern world, completely

tangled up in petty and useless concerns with myself. . . .”4 To escape that world, he

showed up at Gethsemani, a moment he describes in this passage from his autobiography,

The Seven Storey Mountain, published in 1948.

When I finally got off in Bardstown, I was standing across the road from a gas

station. The street appeared to be empty, as if the town were asleep. But presently

I saw a man in the gas station. I went over and asked where I could get someone

to drive me to Gethsemani. So he put on his hat and started his car and we left

on a straight road through level country, full of empty fields. It was not the

2 Thomas Merton, The Asian Journal of Thomas Merton (New York: New Directions Books, 1975), 343.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid, 64.



kind of landscape that belonged to Gethsemani, and I could not get my bearings

until some low, jagged, wooded hills appeared ahead of us, to the left of the road,

and we made a turn that took us into rolling, wooded land.

Then I saw that high familiar spire.

I rang the bell at the gate. It let fall a dull, unresonant note inside the empty court.

My man got in his car and went away. Nobody came. I could hear somebody

moving around inside the Gatehouse. I did not ring again. Presently, the window

opened, and Brother Matthew looked out between the bars, with his clear eyes

and graying beard.

“Hullo, Brother,” I said.  He recognized me, glanced at the suitcase, and said:

“This time have you come to stay?”

“Yes, Brother, if you’ll pray for me,” I said.

Brother nodded, and raised his hand to close the window.  “That’s what I’ve been

doing,” he said, “praying for you.”

So Brother Matthew locked the gate behind me and I was enclosed in the four

walls of my new freedom.5

The “walls of new freedom” are a strange paradox for Merton as it turned out, and

perhaps for us as well.  In reflecting on our collective journeys, I wondered if we might

revisit Merton and freedom at this historic moment in Merton and American history.  Can

the work of this Trappist monk inform and form the 21st century? Merton would surely

view Barak Obama’s election as a fulfillment of his own hopes for the Civil Rights

Movement.  Can his response to questions of peace and war, born of our Vietnam

5 Thomas Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain in A Thomas Merton Reader (Garden City, NY: Image
Books, revised edition 1974), 27.



incursion, help us address yet another unwanted war, all too quickly forgotten?  Does his

approach to something now called “spirituality” have any implications for a global

economic crisis not seen since the 1930s? Are the walls of new freedom really walls at

all, but gates that open the world and the Spirit?

Clearly, in the monastery, Merton discovered an environment—a wall—in which

he could pray, read, reflect and, most of all, write. My God, could Thomas Merton

write—that is one reason his books fill the trade stores and Amazon.com.  The Seven

Storey Mountain draws you in from the opening paragraph. Just listen to it:

On the last day of January 1915, under the sign of the Water Bearer, in a year of a

great war, and down in the shadow of some French mountains on the borders of

Spain, I came into the world. Free by nature, in the image of God, I was

nevertheless the prisoner of my own violence and my own selfishness, in the

image of the world into which I was born.  That world was the picture of hell, full

of men like myself, loving God and yet hating Him; born to love Him; living

instead in fear and hopeless self-contradictory hungers. . . .  My father and mother

were captives in that world, knowing they did not belong with it or in it, and yet

unable to get away from it.  They were in the world and not of it—not because

they were saints, but in a different way: because they were artists. The integrity of

an artist lifts a man above the level of the world without delivering him from it.6

In one short paragraph Merton links his birth with horoscopes, WWI, geography, and

Augustinianism.  He introduces his life even as he defines the artist in the world.  And we

are hooked.

6 Ibid, 27.



Merton’s compulsion to write was at times a terrible warfare, within himself and

with his monastic superiors. Trappists were to lose themselves in community and

contemplation, not distinguish themselves in the world from the monastery.  Merton

struggled with the tension between writing, thinking, praying and living in community.

Was writing a calling or a distraction from his real calling? He writes about that tension

incessantly, as in this comment: “As soon as I get into a cell by myself I am a different

person! Prayer becomes what it ought to be. Everything is quiet. . . . Plenty of time.  No

Manuscripts, no typewriters, no rushing back and forth to church, no Scriptorium, no

breaking your neck to get things done before the next thing happens.”7

His Abbots, particularly Dom James Fox, pressed him hard about the relationship

between his literary work, his growing obsession with solitude, and his commitment

monastic community.  It was a struggle that led him to move from novice master and

liturgist to hermit, even as his fame seemed to explode with each new publication.

Forty years after his death, Merton’s works continue to mentor writers and other

artists, I hope, challenging them to claim and explore the freedom of art and life. He

wrote that true artists did not need “an ideal of freedom,” but “freedom from the

internalized emotional pressures by which society holds” the artist down.  This, he said,

was the “freedom of conscience.”8 Thus he concluded: “In the last analysis, the only

valid witness to the artist’s creative freedom is his [her] work itself. The artist builds his

[her] own freedom and forms his [her] own artistic conscience, by the work of his [her]

hands. Only when the work is finished can he [she] tell whether or not it was done

7Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas in A Thomas Merton Reader, 187-188.

8 Thomas Merton, Raids on the Unspeakable (Tunbridge Wells, UK: Burns & Oates, reprinted 1988), 126-
127.



‘freely.’”9 The first wall of Merton’s new monastic freedom was the freedom of art, the

freedom to reflect and to write about it in prose and poetry.

The second wall of freedom is, of course, community. Merton asks himself and

those who read him, “Do we, can we, nurture community and LET COMMUNITY

NURTURE us?” Much of Thomas Merton’s early writing involves his celebration of and

struggle with the nature of community in a monastic environment.  In fact, he calls it a

“furnace of ambivalence which no body in the monastery can fully account for and which

is designed, I think, to serve as a sign and a portent to modern America.”10 “A furnace of

ambivalence” is a great term for community whether found in a monastery, a church, a

family (especially a family) or the world at large.  Merton writes with honesty about the

difficulties of his early experiences in relating to monastic community:

In the Scriptorium, you find a book in the Common Box that begins to interest

you intensely: and then someone else gets interested in it too, and every time you

want it, you find he has got there first. Out at work you may be put to saw a log

with someone who just puts his head down and closes his eyes in prayer and

doesn’t care how he pulls his end of the saw, so that it continually jams in the log

and you have to do five times as much work as usual, with practically no result.

…All this becomes far more interesting when it happens that the same person is

the one who coughs down your neck in the choir, and takes the book you want in

the Scriptorium, and fails to get your portion [of potatoes] for you at the

table….”11

9 Ibid, 135.
10 Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas in A Thomas Merton Reader, 138.
11 Thomas Merton, “Unpublished, from the original manuscript of The Seven Storey Mountain in A Thomas
Merton Reader, 146.



Christian community, monastic or otherwise, is messy, cumbersome and

sometimes ornery—its own theological and ecclesial “furnace of ambivalence.”  From

the beginning of his monastic journey he celebrated and resisted the walls of communal

life, concerned less about the personality clashes and the quirkiness of a bunch of men

living together in almost total silence, than in the way in which communal

responsibilities—work and prayer—kept him from his burning desire for solitude and

contemplation. In the Sign of Jonas, he complains about all his communal

responsibilities, duties and tasks, writing,

To belong to God I have to belong to myself. I have to be alone—at least

interiorly alone. This means the constant renewal of a decision. I cannot belong to

people. None of me belongs to anybody but God. Absolute loneliness of the

imagination, the memory, the will.12

It was that commitment to “absolute loneliness of the imagination” that ultimately sent

him to the cinder block hermitage, not because of an excessive individualism but in

search of solitude.

Yet even in the hermitage he was never geographically and spiritually far from

community.  Indeed, he sums it up for them and for us, when he writes: “In fact, so

marked is the importance given to [communal] brotherly love in our monastic ideal that is

occupies a crucial position in the structure of Cistercian mystical theology. The ascent of

the individual soul to personal mystical union with God is made to depend, in our life,

upon our ability to love one another.”13

12 Merton, The Sign of Jonas, in A Thomas Merton Reader, 202.
13 Merton, “Unpublished, from the original manuscript of The Seven Storey Mountain, 145-146.



There is a third wall of freedom in this Merton analogy—spirituality and solitude.

For Merton and perhaps for us the spirituality of personal and communal pilgrimage

remains dangerous, really, because he was and we are forced to confront the MEANING

of the ideas we encounter in biblical texts (where will the text take you?), in history (what

is the context of your faith?), theology (what concepts keep you awake at night?), and

ethics (where will conscience take you?). And, through it all we may ask with Merton:

where and what is the Presence of the God? On spiritual pilgrimage then and now we

confront hierophany, those moments when the Sacred appears in the ordinary?  Merton

writes, and writes, and writes about such hierophantic moments (I do love that word) and

their impact on the solitary human being.  He is never more eloquent and challenging

than in these words from The Sign of Jonas:

God, my God, God whom I meet in darkness, with You it is always the same

thing! Always the same question that nobody knows how to answer! I have

prayed to You in the daytime with thoughts and reasons, and in the nighttime You

have confronted me, scattering thought and reason.  I have come to You in the

morning with light and with desire, and You have descended upon me, with great

gentleness, with most forbearing silence, in this inexplicable night, dispersing

light, defeating all desire.  I have explained to You a hundred times my motives

for entering the monastery and you have listened and said nothing, and I have

turned away and wept with shame.  Is it true that all my motives have meant

nothing? Is it true that all my desires were an illusion? While I am asking



questions which You do not answer, You ask me a question which is so simple

that I cannot answer. I do not even understand the question.14

Merton never really tells us what the great question is, but reading him pushes us

from the rational to the non-rational, from left brain to right brain and back again, from

objectivity to vulnerability. Indeed, the depth of his spiritual insights is probably the most

important element in Merton’s continuing influence and impact as we move toward the

first decade of the 21st century.

His extensive literary corpus (Merton seems never to have had an unpublished

thought) offers guidance in meditation, contemplation, self-examination and spiritual

discipline for individuals inside and outside the Church, Catholic or Protestant. Ironically,

he now represents certain classic monastic ideals at a time when almost no one (at least in

the West) wants to become a monk.

To read Merton is to be captivated by his use of words, his spiritual insights, and

his quest for the mysteries of life and death, faith, hope and love.  Sometimes his essays

are so incredibly profound that you return to them again and again; sometimes his ideas

are so obscure, convoluted or frightening that you revisit them at your peril. In certain

works he seems far too “Catholic” for many moderns; in others he is clearly too

“Protestant” or “Secular” for many contemporary Catholics. Sometimes I read him and

have no idea what he is talking about—his poetry affects me that way in particular—but

often I return months, even years later, and something clicks.  I’ve changed, he hasn’t.

The walls of freedom carried Thomas Merton and now his readers into an ever

broadening spirituality amid moments of unanticipated hierophany.

14 Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas in The Thomas Merton Reader, 213.



The fourth wall of Merton’s new freedom is relatively easy to articulate but often

costly (even dangerous) to fulfill. It is grounded in what I would call gospel worldliness,

a willingness to take spirituality into the world and do something about it. Thomas

Merton channeled the natural worldliness that sent him tumbling from New York night

clubs to a Kentucky monastery into a worldliness that looked beyond the monastic walls

to the struggles of human beings world wide.  We discover that gospel worldliness it in

his responses to the Civil Rights and Peace Movements, the Vietnam War, and

ecclesiastical renewal through Vatican II, as well in the passion for interfaith dialogue

that took him to Bangkok in pursuit of shared spirituality with the Buddhists. In New

Seeds of Contemplation, Merton wrote of the worldliness of prayer:

I do not mean to imply that prayer excludes the simultaneous use of ordinary

human means to accomplish a naturally good and justifiable end….In fact, a

believer should normally do both. And there would seem to be a reasonable and

right proportion between the use of these two means [praying and acting] to the

same end.15

Then, in words that seem frighteningly contemporary, he noted:

When I pray for peace I pray God to pacify not only the Russians and the Chinese

but above all my own nation and myself. When I pray for peace I pray to be

protected not only from the Reds but also from the folly and blindness of my own

country.  When I pray for peace, I pray not only that the enemies of my country

may cease to want war, but above all that my own country will cease to do the

things that make war inevitable.16

15 Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation, in The Thomas Merton Reader, 280.
16 Ibid, 281.



While Merton calls for radical social action against racism, war and poverty, his

worldliness is always centered in the gospel as the ultimate source of personal and social

renewal.  In an essay on “Mysticism in the Nuclear Age” he declared:

If the salvation of society depends, in the long run, on the moral and spiritual

health of individuals, the subject of contemplation becomes a vastly important

one, since contemplation is one of the indications of spiritual maturity. It is

closely allied to sanctity. You cannot save the world merely with a system. You

cannot have peace without charity. You cannot have social order without saints,

mystics, and prophets.17

The world, Merton insisted, is “Christ-haunted” (to use a Flannery O’Connor phrase),

noting in words that sum up the heart of his gospel worldliness:

Into this world, this demented inn, in which there is absolutely no room for Him

at all, Christ has come uninvited.  But because He cannot be at home in it,

because He is out of place in it, and yet He must be in it, His place is with those

who do not belong, who are rejected by power because they are regarded as

weak,. . .tortured, exterminated.  With those for whom there is no room, Christ is

present in this world.18

From his early, best selling autobiography The Seven Storey Mountain to his final

thoughts in The Asian Journal, Merton’s life is in full review, ever a struggle with sin and

salvation, doubt and celebration.  What draws us back to Merton forty years after his

death is his haunting ability to unite the spiritual and the worldly, the inner and outer life

with wondrous prose (and occasional poetry). Through it all there is the Christ, haunting

17 Thomas Merton, The Ascent to Truth in A Thomas Merton Reader, 375.
18 Thomas Merton, Raids on the Unspeakable (Tunbridge Wells, UK: Burns & Oates, reprinted 1988), 51-
52.



Merton to the end.  Which brings us back to the “Fire Watch” and Merton’s own

response to his question, “Will it come like this, the moment of my death?” And his

“answer” moves moved prophetically from Gethsemani to Bangkok and all our futures:

There is greater comfort in the substance of silence than in the answer to a

question. Eternity is in the present. Eternity is in the palm of the hand. Eternity is

a seed of fire, whose sudden roots break barriers that keep my heart from being an

abyss.  The things of Time are in connivance with eternity.19

His words still intoxicate, don’t they?  And we who remain behind still read

Thomas Merton and hope that he was right. We are all “in connivance with eternity,”

aren’t we? Rest in peace, Tom.  We’ll be along shortly.

Bill J. Leonard
Professor of Church History
Wake Forest University

19 Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas in A Thomas Merton Reader, 221.


