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My Journey with Merton and Contemplative Dialogue overlap



The Genesis of Contemplative Dialogue

• Steve Wirth’s background was as a Spiritual Director, 
Retreat Director and Corporate VP

• The experience of facilitating two Global Thomas 
Merton Retreats convinced him that a practice he was 
developing and using in a Corporate setting showed 
amazing promise.

Leaders from diverse parts of the globe, different cultures and races, 
men and women, senators, activists, ministers, academics, from 
religions including Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, and Jew; all came 
together and talked productively with one another. And this was not 
merely polite or nice conversation. These people spoke bravely 
about real life or death concerns, economic differences, and the 
pains and challenges of leadership. Misunderstandings occurred. 
Cultural differences surfaced. Yet, participants described the 
experience using phrases such as ”powerful,’ ”a life milestone,’ 
”restored my hope,’ ”a true experience of our connectedness,’ and 
”sacred.’



Contemplative Dialogue as defined in Bridges 
to Contemplative Living…

1. Keep comments rooted in you own lived experience and refrain from remarks that are overly abstract, 
philosophical, or theoretical.

2. Express your own thoughts knowing that others will listen and reflect upon what you say. It is helpful to use 
"I" statements like "I believe..." or "I am confused by that response." Try framing your remarks with phrases 
such as "My assumption is that..." or "My experience has been..." Trust that others are hearing you.

3. Pay attention to the assumptions, attitudes, and experiences underlying your initial or surface thoughts on 
the topic. Ask yourself questions like: "Why am I drawn to this particular passage?" "What makes me feel this 
way?"

4. Remember to listen first and refrain from thinking about how you might respond to another's comments. 
Simply listen to and accept his or her thoughts on the subject without trying to challenge, critique, or even 
respond aloud to them.

5. Trust the group. Observe how the participants' ideas, reflections, common concerns, assumptions, and 
attitudes come together and form a collective group mind.

6. Reflect before speaking and be concise. Make one point or relate one experience, then stop and allow others 
to do the same.

7. Expect periods of silence during the dialogue. Learn to be comfortable with silence and resist the urge to 
speak just because there is silence.

8. Avoid cross-talking. In time you will adjust to saying something and not receiving a response and to listening 
without asking a question, challenging, or responding directly. Simply speak from your own experience or 
perspective as you honor others doing the same.



What shaped 
Merton’s approach 
to Dialogue

• Contemplative 
Christian Spirituality & 
Experience

• Gandhian and Kingian 
Nonviolence

• Pioneering work on 
Interreligious 
Understanding



Contemplative Christian Spirituality



Contemplative Christian Spirituality

I consider that the spiritual life is the life of man’s real self, the life of that 
interior self whose flame is too often allowed to be smothered under the 
ashes of anxiety and futile concern. The spiritual life is oriented toward 
God, rather than toward the immediate satisfaction of the material needs 
of life, but it is not, for all that, a life of unreality or a life of dreams. On 
the contrary, without a life of the spirit, our whole existence becomes 
unsubstantial and illusory. The life of the spirit, by integrating us in the real 
order established by God, puts us in the fullest possible contact with reality 
– not as we imagine it, but as it really is. It does so by making us aware of 
our own real selves and placing them in the presence of God…For it seems 
to me that the first responsibility of a man of faith is to make his faith 
really part of his own life, not by rationalizing it but by living it… If there is 
a thread of unity running through them all, I should say it was the following 
idea: What every man looks for in life is his own salvation and the 
salvation of the men he lives with. By salvation I mean first of all the full 
discovery of who he himself really is. Then I mean something of the 
fulfillment of his own God-given powers, in the love of others and of God. 
I mean also the discovery that he cannot find himself in himself alone, but 
that he must find himself in and through others.

No Man is and Island – Author’s Note and Prologue



Contemplative Christian 
Spirituality
For in becoming man, God became not only Jesus Christ but also 
potentially every man and woman that ever existed. In Christ, God 
became not only “this” man, but also, in a broader and more 
mystical sense, yet no less truly, “every man”. The presence of 
God in His world as its Creator depends on no one but Him. His 
presence in the world as Man depends, in some measure, upon 
men… we are able to decide whether we ourselves, and that 
portion of the world which is ours, shall become aware of His 
presence, consecrated by it, and transfigured in its light… It is 
possible to speak of the exterior self as a mask… The mask that 
each man wears may well be a disguise not only for man’s inner 
self but for God, wandering as a pilgrim and exile in His own 
creation. And indeed, if Christ became Man, it is because He 
wanted to be any man and every man. If we believe in the 
Incarnation of the Son of God, there should be no one on earth in 
whom we are not prepared to see, in mystery, the presence of 
Christ. 

New Seeds of Contemplation pp 292 – 296



Mystical Experience
In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, 
I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those people, that 
they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though 
we were total strangers. It was like waking from a dream of separateness, of spurious 
self-isolation in a special world, the world of renunciation and supposed holiness. The 
whole illusion of a separate holy existence is a dream…. This sense of liberation from 
an illusory difference was such a relief and such a joy to me that I almost laughed out 
loud. And I suppose my happiness could have taken form in the words: “Thank God, 
thank God that I am like other men, that I am only a man among others.” …

Then it was as if I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of their 
hearts where neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the core of their 
reality, the person that each one is in God’s eyes. If only they could all see themselves 
as they really are. If only we could see each other that way all the time. There would 
be no more war, no more hatred, no more cruelty, no more greed…I suppose the big 
problem would be that we would fall down and worship each other. But this cannot be 
seen, only believed and “understood” by a peculiar gift. … At the center of our being 
is a point of nothingness which is untouched by sin and by illusion, a point of pure 
truth, a point or spark which belongs entirely to God, which is never at our disposal, 
from which God disposes of our lives, which is inaccessible to the fantasies of our own 
mind or the brutalities of our own will. This little point of nothingness and of absolute 
poverty is the pure glory of God in us. It is so to speak His name written in us in our 
poverty, as our indigence, as our dependence, as our sonship. It is like a pure 
diamond, blazing with the invisible light of heaven. It is in everybody

Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander - Fourth and Walnut experience: pg 153 – 154



Nonviolence
Non-violence is perhaps the most exacting of all forms of struggle, not only because it 
demands first of all that one be ready to suffer evil and even face the threat of death 
without violent retaliation, but because it excludes mere transient self-interest, even 
political, from its considerations. In a very real sense, he who practices non-violent 
resistance must commit himself not to the defense of his own interests or even those of a 
particular group: he must commit himself to the defense of objective truth and right and 
above all man… Christian non-violence is not built on a presupposed division, but on the 
basic unity of man. It is not out for the conversion of the wicked to the ideas of the good, 
but for the healing and reconciliation of man with himself, man the person and man the 
human family.

Nor should the nonviolent resister be content to prove to himself that he is virtuous and 
right, and that his hands and heart are pure even though the adversary's may be evil and 
defiled. Still less should he seek for himself the psychological gratification of upsetting the 
adversary's conscience and perhaps driving him to an act of bad faith and refusal of the 
truth. We know that our unconscious motives may, at times, make our nonviolence a form 
of moral aggression and even a subtle provocation designed (without our awareness) to 
bring out the evil we hope to find in the adversary, and thus to justify ourselves in our own 
eyes and in the eyes of "decent people." Wherever there is a high moral ideal there is an 
attendant risk of pharisaism, and nonviolence is no exception. The basis of pharisaism is 
division: on one hand this morally or socially privileged self and the elite to which it 
belongs. On the other hand, the "others," the wicked, the unenlightened, whoever they 
may be…

Faith and Violence, pp 14-17



Nonviolence
The tactic of nonviolence is a tactic of love 
that seeks the salvation and redemption of 
the opponent, not his castigation, 
humiliation, and defeat. A pretended 
nonviolence that seeks to defeat and 
humiliate the adversary by spiritual instead 
of physical attack is little more than a 
confession of weakness. True nonviolence is 
totally different from this, and much more 
difficult. It strives to operate without 
hatred, without hostility, and without 
resentment.  It works without aggression, 
taking the side of the good that it is able to 
find already present in the adversary. This 
may be easy to talk about in theory. It is not 
easy in practice, especially when the 
adversary is aroused to a bitter and violent 
defense of an injustice which he believes to 
be just. We must therefore be careful how 
we talk about our opponents and still more 
careful how we regulate our differences 
with our collaborators…

Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, pp 81 - 82



Nonviolence



Interreligious Understanding
If I do not have unity in myself, how can I even think, let alone, speak of unity 
among Christians? Yet, of course, in seeing unity for all Christians, I also attain 
unity within myself. The heresy of individualism: thinking oneself a 
completely self-sufficient unit and asserting this imaginary “unity” against all 
others. The affirmation of the self as simply “not the other.” But when I seek 
to affirm your unity by denying that you have anything to do with anyone 
else, by negating everyone else in the universe until you come down to you: 
what is that left to affirm? … The true way is the opposite: by discovering 
them in myself and myself in them, the more real I am. I am fully real if my 
own heart says yes to everyone.  I will be a better Catholic, not if I can refute 
every shade of Protestantism, but if I can affirm the truth in it and still go 
further. So, too, with the Muslims, the Hindus, the Buddhist, etc. This does 
not mean syncretism, indifferentism, the vapid and careless friendliness 
that accepts everything by thinking of nothing. There is much that one 
cannot "affirm" and "accept", but first one must say "yes" when one really 
can. If I affirm myself as a Catholic merely by denying all that is Muslim, 
Jewish, Protestant, Hindu, Buddhist, etc., in the end I will find that there is 
not much left for me to affirm as a Catholic: and certainly, no breath of the 
Spirit with which to affirm it.

Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, pg 171 – 172



Clarifications 
from Merton’s 
October 1968 
Calcutta 
conference  
paper

• This contemplative dialogue must be reserved 
for those who have been seriously disciplined 
by years of silence and a long habit of 
meditation. 

• There can be no question of a facile 
syncretism, a mishmash of semireligious 
verbiage and pieties, a devotionalism that 
admits everything and therefore takes nothing 
with full seriousness. 

• There are differences that are not debatable, 
and it is a useless, silly temptation to try to 
argue them out. Let them be left intact until a 
moment of greater understanding.

pg 316 The Asian Journal of Thomas Merton



MERTON AND 
CONTEMPLATIVE 
DIALOGUE



My Journey with Contemplative Dialogue 

History:

• First became aware of CD during facilitation of Bridges to Contemplative Living around 2013

• Attended a 4 day workshop in Canada with Canadian Govt participants – facilitated by Steven Wirth

• Sponsored a 3 day workshop in 2015 with my leadership team (and Steve) at a manufacturing company in East 
Berlin, Ct

• Participated in a 6 month practicum to gain further understanding in this practice

My observations:

• CD is integral to the awareness of the inner life in my spiritual practice. It requires no special place or time or 
condition.  

• There are no levels  in this work to be achieved, only more awareness (especially of myself) and presence with 
others

• There is no failure…. just keep practicing. Everyone is a beginner…. 

• It can bring a sense of freedom …. not bound by my own assumptions and opinions and judgments

• When I’m not practicing it, I realize (in hindsight) my unconscious reactions (especially in conflict) took over



Merton’s Spirituality 
is aligned with 

The Four Components 
of  Contemplative 

Dialogue

Becoming 
self-aware of 
how we make 
meaning and 

form opinions.

Engaging with an intent 
to understand and 
connect instead of 

winning others over to 
my point or simply 
avoiding conflict.

Being open 
and non-

judgmental 
when I 

express and 
explore points 

of view, 
seeking clarity 
and a deeper 

understanding
.

Being mindful of my own 
emotional and physical 
reactions, the reactions 
of the other person and 

the dynamics of the 
conversation.

“God is asking me, the unworthy, to forget my unworthiness and that of all my 
brothers and dare to advance in the love which has redeemed and renewed us 
all in God’s likeness.”   Non-violence seeks only to enter into dialogue with him 
in order to attain, together with him, the common good of man. 
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“By salvation, I mean first of all the full discovery who he himself really is.”
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DIALOGUE



What Contemplative Dialogue is and isn’t 

• It is not something that  comes naturally - we are conditioned to react. 
• It is  personal, spiritual work
• It is not about winning, losing, or avoiding
• It is about the ability to connect  and to share meaning with another
• It is not about being manipulative or defensive
• It is about integrity, humility, inquiry, advocacy, and presence (being curious) 

/ a sense of not knowing
• It is not always reciprocated
• It can bring about a connection
• It is not about objectifying the “other”.
• It is about a great knowing that there is a common humanity / oneness with 

everyone deep within

It can allow us the freedom to decide how we react or not react/ the ability 
to pause and to notice.

“To move forward , to save the world, we must intentionally stay in relationship with 
others, curious about them, and at least try to understand their experience and 
perspective,”   TALK MATTERS, Pg. 173



Becoming self-aware of 
how  we make meaning

C. Argyris



Ladder of Inference

“We do not see things as they are, we see things as

we are.”

• Actions
• Beliefs
• Conclusions
• Assumptions
• Meanings
• Selected Data
• Observations / Data

The most dangerous thing in the world is to think you 
understand something. 

-Zen 
Saying



ENGAGE WITH INTENT TO 
UNDERSTAND 

AND
CONNECT

• Focus moves to understanding with a focus 
on connection
• Not win / lose or avoiding conflict

• Driven by curiosity not defensiveness
• Invites inquiry of another’s position as well 

as my own

• Requires Integrity

• Engaging in this manner can become a 
transformational act
• Require Active Listening

“We all need good counsel …anyone guided merely by his own light follows the 
guidance of a fool. We all need someone else to help us along the way; to tell us the 
truth, to challenge us and confront us, and occasionally to shatter us …”      Teresa of 
Avila



Active Listening - a Key Component

• Ask Probing and open ended Questions

• Mirroring – through facial expressions and gestures

• Encouraging – with words, sounds, noises

• Echoing – asking for additional detail, clarification

• Reflecting – specify feelings

• Re-stating – what the speaker said



• Put aside the desire to change the other 
person to  your point of view
– How am I showing up in this encounter?

– Have I decided who is right and wrong?  

• Move from judging others to understanding 
their POV and what went into forming it. 
– Explore their Ladder of Inference

– Listen without preparing for the next argument

– Are their Core Values that are common?

• Pause and Notice what is real in this 
discussion
– Non- defended stance

– Take a long, loving look / Notice

• Focus on Process vs. Content

• Die to the outcome

“If we believe in the Incarnation of the Son of God, there should be no one on 
earth in whom we are not prepared to see, in mystery, the presence of Christ”   
Thomas Merton 

Being Open and 
Non -Judgmental



What do you see? 



It’s hard to hold opposing views together at the same time.

Even when we are able to hold them, we hold them differently.



Important Reminder

Engaging in dialogue doesn’t mean I accept or condone
what I don’t or can’t agree with, it simply means that I
pause to genuinely listen in order to begin to understand
the other person’s perspective.

In this process, I allow myself to be open to be affected by
the other person’s point of view.

“The dread of being open to the ideas of others generally comes from our hidden insecurity about our 
own convictions. On the other hand, if we find that viewing things from a basically different perspective 
of that of our adversary, we discover our own truth in a new light and are able to understand our own 
ideal more realistically. “   Thomas Merton



Being Mindful

• Requires Inner Awareness, 
Compassion and Humility

• Notice emotional and physical 
responses and what triggered 
them
– Do you encounter Dissonance in 

yourself or in the other person?

– Opportunities for honest exploration

• Notice the shift into connection

“When we’re self aware , meaning that we’re conscious and noticing our own 
body sensations, thoughts, and emotions, we can pick up on the “messages” 
about what might be going on with others by paying attention to what’s going 
on inside us.  This doesn’t mean we understand the cause of their upset; it just 
means that we can recognize when they’re in a state of distress. “ (TALK 
MATTERS, Pg 142



SUMMARY: 

The four 
components of 

Dialogue

• Becoming self-aware of how I 
make meaning and form 
opinions.

• Engage with an intent to 
understand and connect instead 
of winning others over to my 
point or simply avoiding conflict.

• Be open and non-judgmental 
when I express and explore 
points of view, seeking clarity 
and a deeper understanding.

• Be mindful of my own emotional 
reactions, the reactions of the 
other person and the dynamics 
of the conversation.



Key Reminders - Contemplative Dialogue 

▪We do not see things as they are, we see things as we are. 

▪How am I showing up in this conversation/ encounter? 

▪Take a long loving look  / Notice

▪Create a space for Connection - Listen without judgment

▪Be curious of the other

▪Reduce and be aware of your own blind spots

▪Speak to the “higher self” of the other - recognizing the other as “sacred 
mystery” 

▪Tell the Truth with Compassion

▪Focus on Process vs. Content

▪Die to the outcome

▪Keep trying… it is a process 





Invitation to the depths of Dialogue

... And the deepest level of communication is not 
communication, but communion. It is wordless. It is 
beyond words, and it is beyond speech, and it is beyond 
concept. Not that we discover a new unity. We discover 
an older unity. My dear brothers, we are already one. 
But we imagine that we are not. And what we have to
recover is our original unity. What we have to be is what 
we (already) are.

Asian Journal, October 23, 1968 Informal talk at Calcutta 
Interreligious conference - pg 308
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