Today I’m going to share with you a person that continues to have a profound impact on
me.
Thomas Merton would have turned 100 at the end of January but died in 1968, just before I
turned 6. I found Merton in my mid‐30’s but really began paying attention to him 10 years
later.
Merton intimately shared his spiritual journey in writing with openness and honesty. He
spoke about his insights as well as his doubts and struggles.
As I seek to find more purpose and meaning in my life, I continue to turn to Merton’s
writings for inspiration, courage and confidence. I find a deep solidarity with him as I relate
to the experiences, insights and personal struggles he encountered along the way.
My experiences with groups show me how relevant to people his writing is today.
The best way I find to share Merton’s impact is through his own words ‐ so I’ll do that.
When you listen to Merton’s words, I encourage you NOT to engage intellectually, instead
let them touch your heart and soul, like music. That’s how they’ll have their real impact.
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It seems to me that life set up Thomas Merton to seek meaning and purpose. He was born
in France during World War I to expatriate artists. He was baptized in the Church of
England but didn’t practice any faith when he was young. In his youth, Thomas lived in
France, the U.S., Bermuda, and England. Thomas’s mother died when he was just 6. His
father died when Thomas was 16.
He entered Cambridge University in London in 1933 at age 18. Instead of studying he
attended the school of life. He frequented local pubs with friends and drank heavily. He
was very free sexually and with his money. Thomas left Cambridge after that year and went
to live with his grandparents in New York where he enrolled at Columbia University. At
Columbia he studied harder, became editor of his Yearbook and art editor of the campus
newspaper. In January 1938 Merton graduated with a B.A. in English and in 1939 received
his M.A..
In November 1938, Merton became a member of the Roman Catholic church. He felt an
intense calling to become a priest but was denied entry into the Franciscan order. He went
on to teach English at St. Bonaventure University near Olean, NY in 1940. Finally on
December 10, 1941, 26‐year‐old Thomas Merton boarded a train to rural Kentucky to enter
the Abbey of Gethsemani, a Trappist monastery where he spent the rest of his life.
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Merton did become a priest at Gethsemani and his Abbot encouraged and supported
Merton’s talent for writing.
In 1948, when he was 33, he published his autobiography, “The Seven Storey Mountain,” an
overnight best‐seller now considered a Christian classic. People recovering from World
War II and the Great Depression, faced with Communism and the threat of world
destruction from the atomic bomb found hope and confidence in Merton’s words.
Merton became known world‐wide. He continued to write, publishing over 70 books
during his life that were translated into many languages.
Writing became a core part of his monastic vocation which he saw as:
• To be a good monk
• To remain himself
• To write with complete simplicity and integrity, masking nothing. To be frank without
being boring
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Though Merton wrote about many themes, like God, Contemplation, Solitude, and others,
there are two in particular that I see as foundations of his personal spirituality:
• True Self
• Centrality of Love
His focus on personal spirituality lasted about 17 years until 1958, when he had a
wonderful experience that “woke him up” to engage the issues of his time.
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To me, the foremost contribution that Merton made to modern Spiritual thinking is naming
the concept of True Self.
According to Merton, We are so caught up trying to fulfill illusions imposed on us by
ourselves and others that we don’t see who we are uniquely created to be, our True Self
As Merton says …
I’m touched by these words to examine those beliefs about my life, what it means to be
successful, that seem to run contrary to what I feel and know deeply.
We’ve changed the focus of the advice we’re giving our kids about the type of career they
pursue and how they think about it to be true to what they feel deeply inspired to do. See
how these words touch you.
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Much of Merton’s writings focus on the centrality of Love as the way to realize our True
Self:
In Merton’s words …
His words really challenge me to see how I experience Love.
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Wow, deeply life changing realizations like these opened Merton to experience a life‐
changing event!
There is a sign in Louisville, KY commemorating a mystical experience that Thomas Merton
had in March 1958.
The experience happened in the middle of an ordinary day, when Merton was running
errands for the monastery in the Louisville shopping district.
Let’s see how Merton describes it…
What an inspiring vision!
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During the 1960s Merton took his vision to heart, engaged in the issues of him time and
became known as the conscience of the 1960s.
His social activism brought Merton severe criticism, from both Catholics and non‐Catholics,
who called his political writings unbecoming of a monk.
Despite criticism and resistance he continued to engage the world from the monastery,
through books and articles but also through personal correspondences with important
figures of the time who would often visit him.
He recognizing race and peace as the two most urgent issues of the time, he strongly
supported the nonviolent civil rights movement, which he called "certainly the greatest
example of Christian faith in action in the social history of the United States." He also
brought his intensity to bear on the proliferation of nuclear arms.
This is a sample of his Social Justice writings from this period:
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 others for whom
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there is no room. His place is with those who do not belong, who are rejected by
power because they are weak, those who are discredited, who are denied the status
of persons, tortured, exterminated. With those for whom there is no room, Christ is
present in this world. He is mysteriously present in those for whom there seems to be
nothing but the world at its worst. For them there is no escape even in imagination.
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Merton remained a devoted Catholic, Christian monk his entire life, but he actively worked
for inter‐faith understanding.
He was particularly taken by Zen Buddhism and published 3 books to bring his
understanding of Eastern thought to the West.
In response to Vatican II he attended the first Asian East‐West Intermonastic Conference in
Bangkok in 1968. Prior to the conference he had a 3‐day meeting with the Dalai Lama
which deeply impacted them both. After speaking at that conference, Merton stepped out
of his bath and was electrocuted by a poorly grounded electric fan. The fatal accident
happened on December 10, 1968—exactly 27 years to the day after he entered
Gethsemani, where his body now lies.
He wrote:
“The more I am able to affirm others, to say “yes” to them in myself, by discovering
them in myself, the more real I am… 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 there is not much left for me to affirm as a Catholic: and certainly no breath of
the Spirit with which to affirm it.”
The Dalai Lama praised Merton’s understanding of Buddhism as more profound than any
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Christian he knew. In his autobiography, Freedom in Exile, the Dalai Lama described
Merton's visit with him as one of his "happiest memories of this time" and said that it was
Thomas Merton who "introduced [him] to the real meaning of the word 'Christian'."
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Merton’s legacy goes far beyond the few worldly things he left behind.
The influences of Merton on and around Louisville are profound. There are societies and
numerous Thomas Merton Centers around the world all dedicated to either Spirituality or
Social Justice.
He remains a spiritual master well into our time. His writings have continuously been
gathered and published, new books and articles are being written on him to this day. There
are Merton retreats, conferences and study groups.
Merton inspires countless to deepen their spirituality and insights regardless of whether
they actively practice a faith or not. He provided common ground for those various faiths to
dialogue.
Certain churches of the Anglican Communion dedicate December 10th as his Feast Day
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As in all things spiritual, Thomas Merton’s impact is most profoundly felt individually.
Through words like I shared with you, Merton made his spiritual journey intimately
accessible to all of his readers..
In the summer of 2013 I stopped at the Abbey of Gethsemani to pay tribute to Thomas
Merton. As I walked around, I was immediately taken by the peaceful atmosphere of the
place and I was moved by just being where Thomas Merton had lived and wrote the many
things that inspired me. As I stood before his simple grave, indistinguishable from the
other monks buried around him, I became aware of the numerous small personal tributes
left by people whose lives he touched. On that ordinary Thursday afternoon in August, in
the two hours I was there, I saw 5 other people, who like me, came to pay personal tribute
to a man that profoundly touched their lives.
Wow, after nearly 50 years, people still traveling to the middle of nowhere for no other
reason than to honor this man and perhaps absorb something of him from this place.
Thank You Thomas Merton for the impact you’ve had on me and the countless others
you’ve touched. We need your wisdom today as much as we ever did.
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Title: The Impact of Thomas Merton
Mike will pay Tribute to the Impact of Thomas Merton on the upcoming 100th date of his
birth. Thomas Merton has been named one of the top 100 Spiritual figures of the
20th Century. Merton left a very secular life to become a Catholic monk whose vocation
became openly sharing the insights and struggles of his spiritual journey. That journey
evolved from personal spirituality to a spirituality engaged in social activism and interfaith
outreach.
The Impact of Merton’s writings was that they touched people’s humanity and spoke
intimately to everyone’s personal struggle to find a place of depth, connection and of
surrender to mystery greater than themselves regardless of their faith beliefs.
Merton's writings made lifelong impacts on millions of people’s lives, including Mike. To
share Thomas Merton’s impact with others, Mike is engaged in his 3rd year of leading group
discussions on Contemplative Living based on Merton’s writings at the Spiritual Life Center
in West Hartford.
Shortly before his untimely death in 1968 Merton spent 3 days with the Dali Lama as part
of an interreligious tour of Asia. From the brief time spent together, the Dali Lama has
reflected “I always consider myself as one of Thomas Merton’s brothers… for the rest of my
life the impact of meeting him will remain.”
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How do I simply and succinctly characterize Thomas Merton?
• He had a keen intellect that was always curious.
• His calling to be a Catholic monk and priest provided purpose and structure to a chaotic
life.
• His days in the monastery spent in prayer and reflection, simple work and solitude
permitted him to struggle at the depths of his soul from which wisdom emerges.
• His search was to truly encounter himself, God and ultimately a connection with others
following the way of mystics.
• Though he was an artist in many ways, his true gift was writing and he became one of
the most influential Spiritual writers of the 20th Century touching millions of lives.
• His Spiritual Journey inspired him to become an advocate for Peace and Social Justice
and he was a pioneer in creating a bridge to other faiths.
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As he reflected on the experience of his first 27 years, Merton saw what drove him to seek
a different life. One thing he wrote about was the emptiness he continually felt. He writes…
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Merton’s encountered a loving God in his quest and realized that God was a Mystery
beyond our ability to understand. He found that whatever image we use to describe God
only serves to provides important insight into ourselves.
Merton writes …
I’m personally reassured by his deep encounter with the source of all Reality and I
challenge myself to get insights into myself as I come to understand my own images of
God.
What does the image of the Divine that you hold tell you about yourself?
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Finally Merton saw life and ourselves as a sacred mystery that we need to openly accept.
How many times do we feel we need to control or predict every moment of our lives?
And how often do we think we need to be perfect? If we are loved by God with all our
imperfections, we can accept ourselves as well.
Merton writes…
I have found tremendous peace, freedom, presence and awareness when I surrender to the
moment, knowing that I have done my part as I best can and open to whatever come in
courage, faith and hope and that I can accept myself fully in the same manner, with my
strengths and weaknesses.
I know I continually struggle with this, how about you?
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