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THOMAS MERTON'S CONTRIBUTION TO THE THEOLOGY OF HOPE: 
A CONTEKTUAL, DWCHRONlC A i '  AiYALYTICAL-SWTHETIC STUDY 

Bang-Sik Oh 

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the contribution of Thomas Merton 

( 19 15-1968) to the theology of hope. At the beginning of tus monastic career 

( 194 1 - 1951), Merton had already discovered and engaged the many facets of hope. From 

1952 to 1959 h s  wntings embody an explicit concem with hope in the context of social 

and political issues. In the final period of his li te ( 1960-1 968). hope became axial to his 

thought. Whle Merton never wrote a full and fomal treatise on the subject, h s  works 

invite a construction ofa broad-based tbeology of hop. Only a few schoiars have taken 

note of this important factor. A prîmary contention ofthis dissertation then is that 

Merton's reflections on hop  are a key facet, if not the gouncl, of his theological legacy 

dating to the thrd quarter of the twentieth centwy. 

The dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter I provides a swnmary of the 

theology of hope fkom 1959 to the present by its three major academic exponents, 

Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jürgen Moltmann, and J o b  Baptist Metz Although Merton's 

theology of hope does not impact or retlect the concems of these academics a survey of 

these works provides a basis for c o m p a ~ g  Merton's approach to and gestalt of hope, 

especially since his writings on hope fot the most part precede thein. This comparauve 

perspective provides a basic setting for the Merton contribution. Chapter II offen a 

diachronie investigation of Merton's views on hop, carefully following the publicanon 

sequence of his works Chapter DI studies the Merton correlations of hope with 

spirituality, the Messianic kingdom, historical disengagement, and pessimism and evil. 

Chapter N constnicts a synthesis of the Trappin's hope tiom a theoiogical, 

philosophicai, psychological, and sofio-political standpoint Chapter V, in conclusion, 

evaluates Merton's overall uoderstanding of hope. 

Even though Merton did not create an intentional phlosophy or theology of hop,  

his reflections on the topics are rich, broad-mging, coôesive and cornpelling Beyond its 



eschatological dynamic and prophetic dialogue with the world, what made Merton's 

iheology of hope unique was its various formats: biographicallautobiographical features, 

poetic reveries,. and meditations, and its various strands: monastic life, church renewal, 

Amencan socio-political issues. and iiterary conelations. 

While Merton had read some of Karl Rahnef s and Teilhard de Chardin's wn tings, 

there is no evidence (at least «, the present writer's knowledge) to demonmate that 

Merton had ever read any of the writing of the theologians of hope: v i r ,  Pannenberg, 

Moltmann or Metz Two factors may be cited in support of this. Menon, as already 

stated, ncver aspired to be an academic theologian, and most of the works on hope 

theology began to appear in the United States only shortly before the monk's tragic death. 

A major cornmon denomuiator of the three premier academic hope theologians is 

the idea of prolepsis. Merton did not focus on this aspect of hop. Pr imdy pet, cssayist 

and letter-writer, he skirted the enticement of a theological agenda, and comrnitted 

himse l f to proclaiming the kingdom of God as present here and now. Driven by a 

prophetic outlook, he proclaimed a vision of hope as a futwe reality grounded in the 

present salvific order of things. This stance was shaped by his contemplative prodivity, 

and a psychology of sel f-transcendeme and sel f-realization. 

While professional purists may insist on denying him the recognition of a bona 

jide theolagiw Merton bas in fact demonstrated how theologinng can be done at a most 

basic level, and how tkology, as onginally conceived, cm never be divorced hom a 

penonal and ecclesial life of pniyer, of contemplation, of moral-pastoral response to the 

world. Merton exemplifies what might be d l e d  a theology of holistic integration. 



To Sebastian A. Falcone 

Who has tau@ me about 
Genuine Christian love through 

His devoted life 
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INTRODUCTION 

A. Statemcnt of Purpose 

This dissertation aims to explore the Iife and writings of Thomas Merton 

( 191 5-1968) in search of his interpretation of and contribution to a theology of hop.  The 

underlying task niIl be to document and interpret his presentatioas of hope as an 

ideology , a postulate of socio-cultural critique. and paradigm of conscience-shaping . At 

an immediate level Menon's life and writings clearly attest the vocabulary and 

concepnialization of hope: at a deeper level a cohesive gestalt of hope rewards the careful 

reader. 

B. Mertoa Scholarship on Hope 

A few Merton scholars have called incidental attention to Merton's fascination with 

hop. Frederic Kelly States: "Menon's life is an expression of eschatological hope."' 

George Woodcock contends: "Merton is one of the creators of a contemporary theolog) 

of hope."' Walter Capps believes: "Menon's Asian Journal will serve the immediate 

future in much the same way that Bonhoeffer's Letten and Paoers fiom Prison intrigued 

and informed the present and the recent Donald Grayston finds Merton's 

approach to the immediate future grounded in hope! E. Glenn Hinson identifies hope as 

the matrix of the Trappist monk's t h e o l ~ ~ . "  

I F ~ d e r i c  Kelly. Man Before God: Thomas Menon on Social Responsibiiii (Garden City. NY: 
Doubleda!. 1974). 37. 

' George WWoodcock. Thomas Menon: Monk and Poet (Edinburgh: Canongate. 1978 1-73 

Walter Holden Capps. How A~ainst - Hone: Moltmann to Menon in One Theological Decade 
(Phiiadelphia: Fomess, 1976). 155. 

'~onald G r a p o n ,  Thomas Menon: The Develo~ment of a Spiritual Theoloeian (New York: 
Edwin Mellen. 1985). 1-2. 

5 E. Glenn Hinson, "Thomas Merton." in A New Handbook of Christian Theoloeians, ed. b~ 
Donald W. Musset and Joseph L. Pnce (Nashville. TN: Abingdon. 1996). 287-196. esp. 289-29 1.  



Of the five scholars cited only two deal at some length with Merton's concem with 

hop. In two chapters of his book Capps compares Moltmann and Merton on the subject 

of hope. Even so. the approach is mainly descriptive rather than analytical. and no 

chronological trajectory is attempted. E. Glenn Hinson's discussion of hop  in a section 

entitled "Salvation and Hope" skirns over this aspect of Merton's theology. Hope. it might 

finally be noted. is conspicuously absent as an index item in the secondan, Merton 

materials - even the James Baker index has only a single eatry. 

The thoughtfûl reader who vennues into the Menon canon will soon discover that 

hope rises to the Level of a recurring theme. Early in his monastic career. Merton 

ventured to touch on the spiritual subtleties of hope. By the early 1960s. when hope rises 

to an explicit concem in his witings as these addressed social and political issues. the 

Merton prepossession was piven full expression. In the final period of his life. hope 

became axial to his thoughr. A cnticai moment in that process can be documented. when 

Merton confided: "If it were a matter of choosing between contemplation and 

eschatology. there is no question that 1 am and would always be committed entirely to the 

larter."' This statement takes on heightenrd meaning. especially since contemplation is 

generaily given prirnacy of significance in his thinking and writings.' 

James Baker. Thomas Menon: A Social Critic (Lexington. KY: Kentucky University Press. 
1971). 

Thomas Merton. Vow of Conversation. ed. Naomi Burton Stone (New York: Farrar. Straus. 
1988). 1 1. 

8 This outlook fin& support in Merton's own comment: "Contemplaticn is the sumrnit of the 
Christian life of prayer." (Thomas Menon. Contem~lative Praver [New York: Herder & Herder. f 9691.3 ). 
J. E. Barnberger. lifelong confidant and once a novice under Menon. likewise contends: "The one word ... 
that best surns up Menon's spiritual teaching is contemplation" ("Thomas Menon: Monk and Author." in 
Thomas Menon: Pfo~het in the Bellv of a Paradox. ed. Gerald Twomey p e w  York: Paulist. 19781. 144). 
The same outlook is shared by William H. Shannon /Thomas Menon's Dark Path: The lnner Exmrience of 
a Contern~lative P e w  York: Farrar. Straus & Giroux. 198 I l .  4). An eariier study by the present witer 
argued that "contemplation was the basic driving force in Menon's spiritual joumey and in his writings. No 
theme is more persistent. no dynarnic more pivotal." ( Bang-Si. Oh. "Contemplation in the Writings of 
Thomas Menon: A DeveiopmentaI Hemeneutic" [M.A. thesis. St. Bernard's Institute. Rochester. NY, 
19921. i .) 



While Merton never wrote a full and formal watise on hope, many of his works 

constnict a broad-based theology of hope. This same dynamic undergirds his extensive 

writings on monastic reform. on ecclesiastical renewal, and his maîwe analysis of 

Christian cxistentialisrn. A primary contention of this dissertation. then. is that Merton's 

reflections on hope are a key face?, if not the ground, of his theological legacy in the third 

quarter of the twentieth c e n w .  

"Theology of Hope." according to M. R. Tripole. is a standard designation of the 

theological movement inaugurated in the 1960s by three tanking European theologians. 

Wolfiart Pannenberg. Jürgen Moltmann. and Johann B. ~ e t z ?  The diversity among them 

makes it difficult to identify a cornmon theological methodology. or even to classi@ them 

as an single school of thought. The designation "school" is admittedly wide of the mark. 

since. Ui spite of occasional and even significant convergences of thought. they hardly 

share common postulates and procedures - apart fiom their ovemding priority of hope. 

Yet despite their diversity al1 three academic theologians profess an essential 

preoccupation with hope. It is a chronological fact worthy of note that while Merton 

stands apart from these academic theologians of hope. his theological fascination with 

h o p  had already began to surface in the early 1950s. By the early 1960s h o p  had 

become a primary impetus in his writings. Even thou@ he never undertook a full. forma1 

study of the subject. Menon's reflective pilgrimages in hope. remarkably. predate the 

published aork of these three major academic theological exponents of hope. 

Merton's basic proclivity towards hope seems to have been grounded in a malaise 

concemine himself and the world. and his o m  persona1 experience of God. But as a 

diachronic reading of his work evidences. his involvement in sociopolitical analysis. 

contempo- literature. monastic and ecclesiasticai renewal fostered in him a consistent 

long-tem proclivity toward hope. Intimations of desire, trust and expectation crystailized 

'M. R. Tripole. Theolop of Hope- New Caholic Enfvclowdia, Vol. 17 (Washington. DC.' New 
York: McGraw-Hill. 1974). 273. 



into an ever deepening theological outlook that, while unmistakably intuitive, coalesced 

Urto a broad-scoped theology of hop. 

C. Statement on Method 

Merton's wide-mging explorations on hope and eschatology, his insights into the 

dynamics of trust, confidence. desire, optimism and into the theology of the kingdom and 

kuiros. together with his reflections on dread and despair. will help us identie the texts 

relevant to our purpose. To consmict a disceniible theology of hope fiom the published 

Merton canon. a diachronic method will guide the fmt phase of the study: this will then 

be followed by a full-scale analysis and synthesis of the data. 

D. Tbesis Statement 

A diachronic reading of Merton's published writings puts in perspective a world 

in existentid tumoi1 poised at the threshold of an explicit cal1 to respond to -pce. Such 

an outlook is coincident with a biblical world-view and more specifically a Christian 

eschatologicai approach to hurnan existence. The major facets of such a perspective are a 

psychology of desire. a metaphysic of potency and act. a s o c i o l o ~  of optimism. a 

t h e o l o ~  which counterbalances the polarities of sin and grace. Menon's witings bear the 

imprint of a Christian eschatology that takes full account of human sin. the expected 

ultimate vindication of the biblically tmnsmitted divine plan. and confidence in God's 

cal1 to redemptive union. These postulates consistently inform Menon's gemlt of hope.'* 

While neither a professional nor academic theoiogian. Merton's hope is shaped b~ 

a deep Christian faith. nch imaginative power. and a gified articulateness. each triggered 

by a broad agenda of social. political and religious issues. Overall. an unmistakable 

originality enhanced by a distinctive individuality emerges. Drawing upon his own 

'*A close analysis of Me~on's theolo~ points to the influence of two premier rheologians. Karl 
Barth and Karl Rahner. Where appropriate. these influences will be noted without compromising our 
smed focus- 



intenor and extenor experiences, Merton's intuitive passion for hope was driven by a 

basic commitment to monastic contemplation in dialogue with his symbolic world. 

E s  dissertation will argue. therefore. that Thomas Merton offers specific. even 

unique theological perspectives which contribute to the theologies of hope of the third 

quaner of the twentieth cenmy. His specific contribution is fouad in the contemplative 

quality of his hope constmct. in a psychology of self-transcendence and self-realization. 

as well as a vision of socio-politicai transformation. 

E. Outline of Dissertation 

This dissertation will be divided into five sections or chapten. Chapter I will 

provide an over-al1 sumrnap of the theology of' h o p  in the third quarter of the Twentieth 

Cenniry by its three major academic exponents. Wolfhm Pannenberg. Jürgen Moltmann. 

and Johann Baptin Metz. Although Menon's theology of hope did not seem to impact or 

reflect the concems of these academics. a brief review of their work wiil help clarify 

Merton's approach to and gestalt of hope. His writings on hope precede theirs. and reveal 

different premises and constructions. Even so. a preliminary presentation of their 

theology of hope will enable us to see Merton's contribution more clearly. Chapter II will 

present a diachronie investigation of Thomas Menon's reflections on hope in his 

published works to date. Chapter III will offer an in-depth analysis of Merton's 

perspectives on hope and its conelatives. Chapter N will propose a synthesis of the 

Menon understanding of hope. Chapter V. b~ way of conclusion. wilI evaluate Menon's 

overall contribution to the theological elucidation of hope. 



CHAPTER i. THE THEOLOGY OF HOPE IN TWENTIETH CENTURY 
PERSPECTIVE 

By virnial scholarly consensus. rtieology of hope" emerged in the mid-1960s. 

under the leadership of Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jiirgen Moltmann, and J o h a ~  Metz as key 

sxponents.' It is important to note. however, that a fair number of works on hope - less 

intentional in their methodology - had appeared during, and even before, this decade. 

Among the standard preseniations on the virtue of hope during the period under 

consideration. one may take note of the work of Henry ~ a r s '  and Mark Alexander 

Cunningham ~ a r r e n . ~  Both works follow a traditional line of theological developrnent. 

The Christian existentialist Gabriel Marcel offered a significant contribution in a 

metaphysic of "man" as a "wayfàrer" living by hope.' William F. Lynch and Frank 

Kennode addressed the aesthetic dynamics of hope? while the psyhological dimensions 

of the topic were king explored by E. Stottiand and Kari ~ e ~ i n ~ e r . '  

' M. R. Tripoie is one among many who traces this new theological phenornenon to the pioneer 
efforrs of three major European theologians. ("Theology of Hope." OD. cit.. 273). In the interest of a 
representative focus, Chapter I will forgo a review of the theology of hope by Karl Rahner. Carl Braaten. 
Gabriel Marcel. William Lynch. and Edward SchilIebeeckx: as well as of the humanistic psychology of 
Karl Meminger and Erich Fromm: of the encyciopedic philosophic analysis of Ernst Bloch: of the 
sociology of Peter Berger and Clifford Geem: and of the literary criticism of William Lynch and Frank 
Kermode. 

' Henry Ban. Faith. Ho~e. and Chariw. Tans. by P. J. Hepburne-Scott (New York: Hawthorn 
London: Burns & Oates. 196 1 ). 

' Mark A. Cunningham Warren. The Tmth ofVision: A Smdv in the Nature of the Christian How 
(London: Canterbury Press, 1948). 

Gabriel Marcel. Homo Viator: Introduction to a Metaphvsic of Hope (New York: Harper d: ROM. 
195 1 : 1962). Also: Fresh H o ~ e  for the World: Moral Re-armarnent in Action. (London: Lonbmans. 1960 ). 

' William Lynch. Images of Ho~e. lmapination as Healer of the Hopeless (Baltimore. MD: 
Helicon. 1965). Lynch has valuable insights into the "fascination with despaii' in contemporaq culture (p. 
2 1 ) and boIdly nates: '*Hope cornes close ro being the vev  hearr and centre of a human being " (p. 3 1 : 
original emphasis). Frank Kermode, The Seme of an Ending (New York: Oxford Univenip. 1967). 

6 Et Stoaland. nie PsvchoIoov of Hom (San Francisco: Jossey - Bass. ! 969). Kart Menninger. 
"Hope." American Journal of Psvchiabv (December. 1959). 48 1-39 1. Idem.. The Viral Balance (New 
York: Viking. 1963)- 



7 The sociology of hope had k e n  explored earlier by H. J. COM. By the time the 

great theologians of hope entered the picture, psychoanalym and philosopher Erich 

Fromm (1 900- 1980) had published his influentid work on the broad-ranging scope of 

The largest contribution by far was forthcoming fiom the biblical field. Especially 

noteworthy are the essays of Rudolf Karl Bultmann, Karl Heianch Rengstorf. John Knox. 

H. C. Kee, Paul S. Minear. C. F. D. ~ o u i e ?  al1 of whom stood at the gateway of a 

restructured. full-scale theology of hope. 

The exploration of Christian hope fiom the standpoint of evolution included Ernst 

Benz. who traced the concept of the funue fiom the early church fathen to Teilhard de 

chardin.lo Full-length theological studies. al1 fiom a traditional point of view. were 

added by Roger Hasseveldt. Ruben A. Alves. Gerald O* Collins. S. J.. G. J. Fackre and 

Bernard olivier. ' ' 
'H. C. Conn. The How that Sets Men Free (New York: Harper. 1954). Sociologists Peter Berger 

and Clifford Geertz also made hope an essential dimension of the social order. Peter Berger. The Sacred 
Canovv (Garden City. NY: Doubleday. Anchor Books, 1969). Cliflord Geent, The lntemretation o f  
Cultures (New York: Basic Books. 1973). 

Erich Fromm. The Revolution of Hom: Towani a Humanized Technolo~y. (New York: Harper 
& Row. 1968). A single sentence reference hardly suffices to cover Fromm's life-long application of 
psychoanalysis. sociology. phiiosophy as well as religion to the specific problems of the human race in 
modem industrialized society. f erhaps his rnost significant contribution was the popularization of the two 
modes of human existence (presented earlier by Gabriel Marcel. Beino and Havins 195 1 ). (See To Have or 
To Be. New York: Harper. 1976). 

Historv and Eschatoloev (Edinburgh: The Unversity Press. 1957). The Resence of Eternin.: 
Histon. and Eschatolow (New York: Harper. 1957). Geschichte und Ercharollaie (Tubingen. 1958). 
"Hope" in The Theolo~ical Dictionan of the New Testament. Trans. Dorothea M. Barton: ed. bu P. K. 
Ac hroyd. t n Bible Key Words from Kinei's Theulogisches Worrerbuch a m  neuen Tesromenr XII ( London: 
A. %. C. Black, 1963): John Knox. Christ and the Hope of Glorv (New York: Abingdon, 1960); H. C. Kee. 
The Renewal of Hope (New York: Association. 1959); Paul S. Minear. Christian Hope and the Second 
Coming (Philadeiphia: Westerrninster. 1954): C. F. Moule. The Meanina of Hom: A Biblical Ex~lomtion 
with Concordance (Philadelphia: Foruess. 1963). 

10 Ernst Benz. Evolution and Christian How: Man's Conce~t of the Future h m  the Earlv Fathen 
to Teilhard de Chardin. Trans. Heinz G. Frank (Garden C~Q. NY: Doubleday. 1966). 

" Roger Hasseveldt. The Christian Meaning of Hope (Westminster. MD: Newman. 1958): 
Ruben A. Alves, A Theolo~v of Human Hope (Washington K.: Corpus. 1969); Gerald O' Collins. S. J.. 
Man and His New Hopes (New York: Herder& Herder, 1969): Ci. J. Fackre. The Rainbow Sian: Christian 
Futuritv (London: Epwortfi. 1969): Bernard Oliver. Christian Hom. Tram Paul Bar~ett, O.P. (Westminster. - 
MD: Newman, 1963). 



Among the materials that emerged fkom lectures, conferences. thematic essays. 

and Festschrifrn, one should recall: Jean Bouilloc, Maryellen Muckenhirn, Joseph 

Pieper. Fieinrich E. B m e r .  Franklin Sherman, Robert Banks, and Barry ~lanov." Most 

importantly. ffom the perspective of this dissertation, only the Josef Pieper work seems to  

have corne to Merton's attention (it is in fact the only work among those here mentioned 

that he explicitl y cpotes). " 
For al1 of their specific merits. these works did not give nse to  a new theological 

movement, in which hope would serve as subject, object and method. 

Organizationally. Chapter I of this dissertation will sketch the historical and social 

milieu of the new theology of hope. as well as its content and methodology. in the 

systematic treatment of Pannenberg. Moltmann. and Metz. A synthesis of the new 

theological enterprise - as a background if not an actuai component of the Merton 

enterpise - will be presented in a closing summary. 

A. Background of the Theology of Hope 

1. Historical and Social Environment 

The phenornenon known as "the theology of hope" is  perhaps best explored in 

12 Jean Bouiiloc, ed. The How chat Is In Us. Trans. by Sr. Gemde. S. P. (Glen Rock. NJ: 
Newman. 1968). Maryellen Muckenhirn, ed. The Future as the Presence of S h e d  Hope (New York: Sheed 
& Ward 1968). Heinrich E. Bmner. Faith. Hope and Love [The Earl Lectures. 19553. (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1966). Franklin Sherman. ed. Ch-istian H o ~ e  and the Future of Humanini. (Minneapolis. MN: 
Agusburg. 1969). Robert Banks. ed. Reconciliation and How. New Testament Essavs on Atonement and 
Eschatology. Leon Lamb Morris on his 6om Binhday (Cirand Rapids. MI: Eerdmans. 1974). B q ,  
Ulanov. Seeds of H o ~ e  in the Modern World (New York: Kenedy). 1962. 

i 5 Joseph Pieper. Hope and Histoiv. Trans. by David Kipp. (San Francisco. CA: Ignatius. t 993). 
The original publication (Hofiuner und Geschichte) is fonnaned according to the iecturer's notes as used at 
the Sdzburger t'oriesungen in August 1966 and published by Kosel-Verlag. Munich. 1967. Another 
publication of this same work (On Hobe. Trans. by. Sr. M q  Francis McCmhy. San Francisco. CA: 
Igatius. 1986) affords a schematic picture of the academic presentation. Pieper's approach. afier an 
innoductory plea for *rhe new urgency of the question." builds heavily upon the thought of Thomas 
Aquinas. Kant. Teilhard de Chardin, Ernst Bloch. and F r m  Kafka. Passing consideration is given Hans Ur 
Von Balthasar, Georg WiiheIm Hegel. Aldous Huxley, Gabriel Marcel. Kart b e r .  As a Christian 
philosopher. Pieper &es into account the movement of hiaory, the idea of progress, and hope for a better 
future based on faith and reason in pursuit of a divine plan. 

See m e r  reference to J. Pieper in Seeds of Destruction (New York: Farrar. Straus Br Giroux. 
1964). 176. 178. 



light of the historical and social conditions in the Gemuury of the late 1940s and 1950s. 

In the overwhelming devastation of pst-war Gennany, Jürgen Moltmann sought a 

substnrctwe of hope for the new forms of social. economic. and political justice in a 

transformed society.14 Such hope gave nse to degrees of disappointment and despair as 

reconstruction veered toward a restoration of the old for~ns.'~ Meeks finds this period in 

German history marked by dismal realism and keen skepticism toward al1 ideologies and 

utopias. In light of these polarities. an ideology of maintenance, mixed with apathy 

toward the fùture, gained the a~cendanc~. '~  Pannenberg beiieved that a theology of hope 

might revive the dashed hopes of hurnanizing society. He also believed this theology of 

hope would empower a snong cornmitment to optimism and the future in spite of the 

unfulfilled promise of secular aims." 

A decade earlier. Bultmann's existential theology and Gogarten's theology of 

secuiarity gave rise to an explicit concem about the present. But these theologies were 

unable to unite Christian faith with a fim cornmitment to human history. In fact. these 

theologies had the effect of undercutting. even rejecting. the subversive and revolutionq 

elements of the biblical tradition." Thus. with the powers of secularism unchallenged and 

unchanged. this younger generation of theologians began to question the old theologicai 

paradigms that had survived World War II. In support of this interpretation of events 

Meeks quotes Moltmann hirnself: 

In a time in which the actual movement of histop is beginning to reach the 
universal horizon of eschatology. our understanding of our responsibility in the 

I J  For a fascinating set of retrospects. see Jürgen Moitmann. ed.. How I Have Chan~ed: Reflections 
on T h i p  Years of Theoloqv (Harrisburg. PA: Trini- Press International, 1 998). the published account of 
a day-long symposium in June 1996. celebrating Moltmann's seventieth birtfiday. 

'' Molmann. "Politics and the Ractice of Hope." The Chrinian Centun 87 (March I 1 .  1970): 
388. 

'' Meeh. Onpin of the Theologv of Hom (Philadelphia: Fortress. 1974). 4. 

'' Wolfhm Pannenberg. Basic Ouestions in TheoIoszy, Vol. 3 (London: SCM. 1970). 195. 

" Cf. Meeks. O D  ci!.. 5 .  



areas of faith, politics, and ethics is still caught up in the provincial thought foms 
of a passing epoch. I9 

A new theological framework was needed to accommodate these radically new historical 

exigencies. These, Moltxnann announced, can be "met only through reorganization of the 

theological system and a d e n t a t i o n  of the entire theological endeavour."" 

According to Meeks. the political developments of the 1960s provided a favorable 

culturai matrix for a theology of hope. By means of major advances in the fields of 

cybemetics, electronics. medicine. space travel, and in a general technological outlook 

for the possibilities of an open future. the era of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther 

King. Jr.. incubated new hopes in the U.S.A. The developed countries meanwhile 

nurtured a secular enthusiasm for political justice. 'Ihis in nim opened opportunities for 

the civil rights rnovements and rxperiments in liberated existence within a repressive 

society. Communist countries saw a new Marxist humanism challenging a stratified 

bureaucratie determination of the funue. The underdeveloped countries on their part 

witnessed a new awareness of the p o t  of the earth and the injustice in which they are 

forced to live. This was uiggered in large part by the exploitation of the developed 

countries. During this penod the Second Vatican Council and the World Council of 

Churches heralded visions of the Church opening to the f h r e  of the world. Despite 

these fonvard-looking movements. theology receded into the background with nothing 

valuable to say about the future. ?' 

Given this state of f ia in .  Moltmann proposed a genuinely new theological 

concepniality which rnight move the Church and theoloa into dialogue with these 

futuresriented movement~.~ Moltmann acknowledges Ernst Bloch's influence on the 

19 Idem. See Jürgen Molnann. Religion. Revolution, and the Future. crans. M. Douglas Meeks - 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1969). 20 1. 

'O - 1 bid.. 200. 

" Meeks. o p  cit-. 5-6. 

7- - - 1 bid.. 6. 



formulation of his theology of hope. In him, Moltmann discovered "the loose threads of 

a biblical theology, a theology of the apostolate and the kingdom of God, as well as of 

phiiosophy. which were woven into a tapestry in which everything matched."" He 

writes: 

In 1960 1 discovered Ernst Bloch's The Pnnci~le of Hobe, I read it in the East 
Geman edition during a holiday in Switzerland and was so fasciriated that 1 
ceased to see the beauty of the mountains. My spontaneous impression was, "Why 
has Christian theology let go of its most distinctive theme, hope?" M e r  dl ,  Bloch 
referred to the 'exodus and the messianic parts of the Bible." And what has 
become of the earliest Christian spirit of hope for the kingdom of God in today's 
established Chnstianity? With my 1964 Theolow of Hom 1 did not seek to be 
Bloch's "heir." Nor did I want to "baptize" his Pincide of How. as Barth in 
Basel suspected. Rather. I wanted to undertake a parallel action in Christianity on 
the bais of its own presuppositions. Whereas Bloch regarded the modem 
Feuerbach-Marx atheisrn as a pound for hope. 1 began from the biblical histop of 
God. exodus and resurrection." 

In Meeks's view. "Bloch's philosophy serves as both catalyst and source of 

conceptuaiization for Molunann's theology."" Don H. Olive concws. finding in 

Moltmann's dependence on Bloch a cultural point of contact? Moltmann outlines his 

dependence succinctly: 

To his [Bloch's] social utopias for the 'weary and heavy laden" and his utopias of 
justice for the "humiliated and the injured" 1 added the eschatological horizon of 
the resunection of the dead and saw the "homeland of identity" first in the 
annihilation of death in the etemd presence of ~od . "  

Moltmann. "Politics and the Practice of Hope." 289. 

" Moltmann. How 1 have Changed. 15-16. 

75 - Meeks. Orkins  of Theolom of Hope. 16. Humanistic thought has aiways tended to look upon 
hope as the conative openness of the human spirit to reality, as outreach in quest of meaning and value of 
Iife. Bloch simply assens chat where there is hope. there is religion. 

26 Don H. Olive. Wolfhart Pannenberp (Waco. TX: Word Books. 1973). 78. 

'' Moitmann. How 1 have Changeci. 16. 



2. Theologicd Framework 

Twentieth cenniry theology attests at least three stages in the development of the 

idea of the m e .  The first stage. according to Carl E. Braaten, belongs to the older 

generation of Karl Barth. Rudolf Bultrnm and Paul Tillich, whose theology 

accommodated the fiinire into an everlasting present. The second stage is the death-of- 

God school of theology. in which. the "God above us" of the prior stage died "as the 

retribution exacted from theology for the stenlity of its future-less e~cha to lo~~." '~  The 

third stage began with Wolfhart Pannenberg and Jürgen Mohann, who changed 

eschatology into a new paradigm of the Christian message.2g Against this emergence of 

eschatology in modern theology, a trajectory of the systematic development of 

contemporary hope theology may be traced. 

In his Cntiaue of Pure Reason ( 1 78 1 ) Lmmanuel Kant ( 1 774-1 804) divided the 

core issues of his "cntical philosophy" into three questions: What can I know? What 

ought I to do? What may I hope? According to Braaten. Christian theoloq has addressed 

the fim and second question. but has yet to corne to gzips with the third.jO Accordinp to 

L. D. Kliever. while modem philosophy and theology undencored the first 

epistemological question. they neglected the ethical question and paid linle attention to 

the question of hope. The end result in traditional Chnstianity has been to link the 

question of hope with irnrnortality. And since modem thought has increasingly tumed 

away from the afierlife and the other world in preference to this life and this world. hope 

has become mute.3' From his vantage point as an exponent of hope. Pannenberg notes 

that theologians from Kant to Fütschl made the kingdom of God an ethical goal to be 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Braaten. The Future of  God. I I . 
29 Ibid., 1 I - 12. - 

" Lonnie D. Kliever. The Shanered Soemm: A Survev of Conternporap Theolonv (Atlanta 
GA: Joh Knox. 1981). 97-98. 



achieved by human effort." Johannes Weiss, on the other hand, resisted this ethical 

interpretation of God's kingdom and emphasized Jesus' imminent eschatological 

expectation of the coming kingdom of God. 

Together, Joannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer rediscovered the significance of 

hope in theology. Weiss contended that eschatology was as the core of flfst-centwy 

Christianity and provided the key for understanding the Gospel of Jenis. Schweitzer 

argued that the eschatological teaching of Jesus was not peripheral but pivotal.33 Much 

twentieth century New Testament scholwship has k e n  a response to Schweitzer. 

R. Bultmann. while agreeing that Jesus proclaimed an imminent apocalyptic kingdom. 

translated it into existential rneaning for modem people by "demythologizing" the 

message. His hermeneutic of Jesus' eschatology is not a "coming again" at a future date. 

but a "coming to me" event which calls for an existentid decision. The eschaton 

therefore is las. not in the order of time but qualitatively. and eschatology does not speak 

of a future end of history since history's meaning is rooted in the ptesent of every 

moment?.' 

C. H. Dodd's earlier scholarly work defended a "realized eschatology." while his 

later publications acknowledged this formulation was not an entirely happy one." Hence. 

Dodd took the stance that Jesus' message was the kingdom of God. already realized in his 

ministry. death and resurrection. A more balanced synthesis seems to have been 

'' Wolfhatt Pannenberg. Theolow and Kingdom of God (Philadelphia: Westminster. 1969 ). 52. 

j' Alben Schweitzer. The Ouest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Smdv o f  Its Progress fiorn 
Reimams to Wrede. with introduction by James M. Robinson, (New York: Macmillan. 1968). See 
especiaily "The Eschatological Questionn (23-24 1 ); "The StmggIe Against Eschatology" (242-269): 
"Thoroughgoing Scepticism and Thotoughgoing Eschatology" (330-397). 

j4 See Zachary Hayes. What Are Thev Savinn About the End of the World? (New York: Paulist. 
1983). 7. 

35 C. H. Dodd. The Inte~retation of the Fourtti Gomel. (Cambridge: Cambridge University. 1958). 
437. n. 1. See also idem. The Comina of Christ (Cambridge: Cambridge University. 1954). 



achieved by scholars such as O. Cullmann, R. H. Fuller, and G. E. ~ a d d . ) ~  Agallist 

Bultmann, for examp le, Cullmann argues that the eschatology of the Christian Scriptures 

must include chronology - whic h leads him to divide history into salvatioa history and 

secular h i ~ t o r y . ~ ~  

In the field of systematics, Barth over time altered his hermeneutic of hope. while 

still keeping hope as the focal point of his theology. The mature Barth came to the 

unequivocal position: "AH Christianity that is not wholly and utterly and ineducibly 

eschatol&z has nothing to do with ~ h r i s t . " ~ ~  

It is helpfùl to recall here that by demythoiogizing the eschatological symbols into 

existentid and ethical categories. Bultmann's existential. dialectical theology could not 

but emphasize present hope. 

Thus. while the theologians undervalued hope for the world and history. the 

modest revival of hope in philosophy served as catalyst for a theologicai recovery. In 

addition to Moltmann's discovery of Bloch. Braaten traces this turn of events to the 

fiiturological tendencies in modem culture. the rediscovery of apocalypticism in the 

earliest Chrinian circles and in the historicd Jesus. plus the exposure of critical 

weaknesses within the prevailing systems of t h e o l o g ~ ~ ~  

Ernst Bloch. alread~ recognized as havinp given a primary impetus to the 

theologicai recovery of hope. had philosophical predecesson in Hegel (whose dialectical 

philosophy of history prompted him to speak of I h e  history of God)  and in the 

historical matenalisni of Karl M m .  Bloch's The Princi~le of How evoked a powerful 

j6 See S. H. Travis. "Eschatology." New Dictionam of Theolow. ed. Sinclair B. Furguson and 
David F. Wright (Downers Grove. IL' Leicester. England: tntervarsity. 1988). 229. 

57 Hayes, op. cit.. 7. 

3 1  Karl Barth. Church Domatics 1 1/1 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark 1957). 634, 

39 Braaten, The Future of God. 12. 



response from the pst-war religious thinken of ~uro~e."  His fùndamentai proposition 

was that living in hope and expectation should at d l  times be the underlying posture of 

human existence, not just in situations of extrernity. For despite his own atheism. Bloch 

conceded the revolutionary histoncaYphilosophical significance of the biblical sense of 

time as history movhg toward a qualitatively new future. He acknowledged that Mm's  

secular hope had Judedhristian eschatology as its historical backdrop. 

As a result. many factors converged in the late 1950s to effect a theological "turn 

to the hiture." Still. Pannenberg's innovative projection rem& the f i t  and foremost 

thmst toward contemporary "eschatological t h e o l ~ ~ ~ . " ~ '  His formulation of Christian 

theology is botb grounded in eschatology and deeply rooted in the soi1 of history. 

"Theology today." he notes. "has yet to digest this radical change from the ethical to the 

eschatological understanding of the kingdom of ~od."' Moltmann's epochal work 

Theolow of Hom (German originai. 1964) became the spark bat ignited theological 

debate on hopea3 In Catholic circles. Karl Rahner. Johann B. Metz. and E. Schillebeeck~ 

also began to give their theologies a futunnic t h r u ~ t . ~  

" Ernst Bloch. The Rincide of Hope (Eng. m s .  of original Vol. 1 [1954]. Vol. II [195J]. Vol. 
II1 119591. Boston: MIT. 1986). 

" See Elgin Frank Tupper. The Theolonv of Wolfhan Pannenberq (Philadelphia: Westminster. 
1973). 20. . 

" Pannenberg. Theoioev and the Kingdom of God. 52. 

'' JOrgen Molmiann. Theoloev of Hope: On the Ground and the Im~lications of a Christian 
Eschatoloa\:. trans. James W. Leitch (New York: Harper B Row/ London: SCM. 1967). 

U Kat1 Rahner. "A Fragmentary Aspect of a iheological Evaluation of the Concept of the Future." 
in Theoloeical lnvestiaations t O (London: Darton. Lonpan & Todd. 1973 1.235-23 1. Idem. "The 
Henneneutics of Eschatological Assenions." in Theological Investigations 4 (London: Darton, Longman. 8 
Todd. 1966). 323-336. Idem. "lmmanenr and Transcendent Consummation of the World." in Ttieoloeical 
lnvesti~ations 10. OD. cit.. 273-289. Idem. "On the Theology of Hope." in Theoloeical Investigations IO, 
o p  cit.. 242-259. Idem. @ The Theolonv of Death (New York: Herder & Herder. 196 1 ). Idem, "The 
TheologicaI Problems Entitled in the Idea of the 'New Earth.'" in Theoloaical Investi~ations 10. op. cit., 
260-272. Johann Baptist Metz. "Creative Hope." Cross Currents 17 (2. Spring, 1967): 17 1 - 179. Idem. 
"The Responsibility of Hope." Philosobhy Todal 10 (3. 1966): 280-288. Idem. Theoloav of the World. 
rrans. William Glen-kpel (New York: Herder & Herder. 1969). Edward Schillebeeckx. "The 
Interpretation of Eschatoiog." in Concilium 4 1 (New York: Paulist. 1969): 32-56. 



Before long the work of Moltmann and Men in Europe impacted the 

development of several experience-based theologies in Latin Amenca. This was 

particularly true in the case of Gustavo Gutierrez, Juan Luis Segundo. and Leonardo 

~ 0 % ~ '  These liberation rheologians assign biblicai eschatology a key role. 

B. Thne Major Exponents 

1. Wolfhart Pannenberg 

Pannenberg belongs to "the theology of hope movement" through his advocacy of 

the primacy of the fiiture and revelation as history?' His essay "Redemptive Event and 

History" (1959) distinguishes him as the prime rnover of this approach. Conceming his 

insistence on a bold new "eschatological theology of history." he writes: 

Hinoiy is the most comprehensive horizon of Christian theology. Al1 theological 
questions and answen are meaningful only within the framework of the history 
which God has with humanity. and through humanhy with his whole creation - 
the history moving toward a future still hidden fiom the world but already revealed 
in Jesus christ:" 

Hardly less significant is Pannenberg's essay on revelation as history. "Dogrnatic Thesis 

on the Doctrine of Revelation." in Revelation As ~iston."  Here the claim is made that 

the end of history has already occurred with the resurrrction of Jesus: 

- - - - - 

45 Gustavo Gutierrez A Theolonv of Liberation: Historu. Politics and Salvation (Mapknoll. KY: 
Orbis, 1973). juan Luis Segundo. The Liberation of Theolorv (Maryholl. NY: Orbis. 1976). Leonardo 
Boff. Jesus the Libemor. A Critical Christolom for Our Time iMqkno1I. NY: Mis.  1979). 

46 Olive regards Moltmann and Pannenberg as exponents of the same theological type. He finds 
severai aspects of their thought terrninologically the same: e-g.. Iike Moimam. Pannenberg acknowledges 
the "God of Hope" and assigns the Fum a key role in Christian theology. (Don H. Olive. Wolfhan 
Pannenberg [Waco. TX: Word Books, 19731.80). 

47 Wolfhart Pannenberg. "Redernptive Event and History." Basic Ouestions in Theolom. vol. 1 
(Philadelphia: Fonress. 1 970). 15. 

48 Wolfhart Pannenberg, "Dogrnatic Thesis on the Doctrine of Revelation." in Revelation as 
Historv. in coIlaboration with RoIf Rendtofl. TIUQ Rendtorff and ULrich WiIckens (New York: 
Macmillan, 1969 [German. 196 11). 1234 8 1. 



It is through the resurrection that the God of Israel has substantiatcd his deity in 
an ultimate way and is now manifest as the God of al1 men. Ii is only the 
eschatological character of the Christ event that establishes that there will be no 
M e r  self-manifestation of God beyond this event. Thus. the end of the world 
will be on a cosmic scale what has already happened in Jesus ~hrist. ' '~ 

Pannenberg brings this same outlook into his exploration of Chnstology: 

When we speak today of God's revelation in Jesus, and of his exaltation 
accomplished in the resunection fiom the dead, our statements always contain a 
proleptic element. The fulfillment, which had begun for the disciples, which was 
almost in their grasp. in the appearance of the iesunected Lord, has become 
promise once again for us?* 

This does not mean that nothing new happens after Christ. Rather. history after Christ is 

essentially deterrnined by the proclamation of the revelation in christ." Pannenberg 

postulates an eschatological future as a preliminary framework for his theology of the 

kingdom of God. 

a. Theology of the Kingdom of Cod 

Pannenberg's new. influential theological thrust was given different designations: 

e.g.. "theology of hope." "theology of history." "theology of the future." "theology of the 

kingdom of God." and "eschatological theology."" In formulating his theology of 

history. Pannenberg confronts kerypatic theology for neglecting the historicai basis of 

the biblical witness. 

Pannenberg credits Gerhard Von Rad's Old Testament theolog~ "for a genuine 

corrective of the one-sidedness of kerypatic theology." Von Rad's interpretation begins 

with the perception that Israel's faith is fundamentally established in a "theology of 

hi~tory."'~ Using "real histop-" as a primary premise Pannenberg came to appreciate the 

50 WolBart Pannenberg. Jçsus-God and Man, (London: SCM. 1968). 108. 

5 1 Pannenkrg. ReveIation as Historv. 144. 

" Elgin F m k  Tupper. The Theoloev of Wolfhart Pannenberg Wirh Postscrîpt bv Wolfhm 
Pannenkrg (Philadelphia: Westminster. 1973) 20.40. 

" Gerhard Von Rad Old Testament Theolow. Vol. 1. (New York: Harper. 1962). 1 O6. 



promissory biblical traditions. This re-focus of the concepts of promise and fulfillment 

gave new prominence to apocalypticism, and placed history within a sharply focused 

eschatology . 

According to Pannenberg. the biblical writings attest to a God of h o p  through the 

historical promises which Israei received: e. g.. the promises of land, richer postenty. and 

the duration of the Davidic dynasty? Beyond these prelirninary objects, Israel's hope 

was directed to an ovemding expectation that al1 history would fmd its conswnmation in 

justice, peace, and everlasting life. Had not Israel's experiences k e n  shaped by these 

expectations. the nse of the hope of the kingdorn would have been unimaginable." 

For Pannenberg. the Israelitic hopes of the ultimate future are embedded in Jesus' 

message. Thus. the Old Testament disclosures of God now proved. in retrospect to have 

k e n  only ponents and anticipations of the fuhue of God revealed and made accessible in 

Jesus' public rninistq? Pannenberg tries to clarify the kind of fûture envisioned in 

Christian theology - a funire that is determined by the central conception of the 

kingdom of God. 

The kingdom of God. for Pannenberg. is the key to understanding Christian 

theology. It is the message of Jesus based on the proclamation of the approaching 

kingdom?' Thus. fiom Kant to Ritschl and the religious sociaiists. the kingdorn of God 

was a goal to be achieved through human efforts. This assurnption. however. was 

ovemimed by Johannes Weiss and Aiben Schweitzer toward the end of the nineteenth 

c e n q .  They contended that. according to the New Testament and to Jesus' message. 

the kingdom of God will be established not by human efforts but by God alone." 

Wolfhm Pannenberg. "The Cod of Hope." Basic Ouestions in Theoloq. Vol. 2 (London: SCM. 
1970). 246. 
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However, for Pannenberg, "God's d e  is not simply in the fbture, leaving men to do 

nothing but wait quietly for its a r r i ~ a l . " ~ ~  Rather, in Jesus' proclamation of the kingdom 

of God, present and future are inextricably c~nnec ted .~~ Futurity is fundamental for 

Jesus' message. In Pannenberg's view. Jesus emphasized the present dimension of the 

imminent m e .  For Pannenberg (unlike Cullmann), Jesus unders td  the kingdom of 

God as beginning here and now but only king fulfilled in the f i i ~ e . ~ '  This siniates 

Jesus' message in the Jewish hope for the f h r e  kingdom of God, but with a 

modification: 

God's Kingdom does not lie in the distant funue, but is imminent. Thus. the 
present is not independent fiom that funw. Rather. the future stakes an 
imperative claim upon the present. alerting al1 men to the urgency and 
exclusiveness of seeking first the Kingdom of ~ o d . ~ '  

b. God as "Tbe Power of  the Future" 

The dialectic character of future and present in Pannenberg's theologx undergoes 

a shift in his interpretation of God. As the tim of the eschatologicai theologians to think 

of God as "the power of the f i i t ~ r e . " ~ ~  Pannenberg explains: "This priority of the 

eschatologicai future which detemines our present demands a reversal aiso in our 

ontological c ~ n c e ~ t i o n s . " ~  Because the fiinire of God determines the good (viz.. God's 

d e ) .  the full revelation of God's reality is likewise ai11 funire. This corresponds to the 

futurity of the good which. as long as not conclusively possessed. still continues as the 

object of our striving. Hence God. as identified with the coming of his imminent 

Kingdom. is the concrete embodiment of the good. This good has priori- over al1 human 

" -- Ibid - 53 
60 Idem. 
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d v i n g  for the good. In this sense the kingdom of God defines the ultimate horizon for 

al1 ethical statemend5 

The God whom Pannenberg postulates as the absolute fiinire destroys neither the 

freedom of humanity nor the openness of history. This God is the source of fieedom's 

fulfillment, the end who bnngs history to perfection. The God of this futurity makes the 

fiiture pnor to the past and the present. In fact. that fiiturity does more than overarch past 

and present. it encompasses past. present. and the future. "îhe striving for God as the 

ultimate @ beyond the world is m e d  into concem for the ~ o r l d . " ' ~  

Pannenberg thus links Godes intention to rransform the world in and throuph his 

rule of the world. The primary corollary of such an ethic is the Christian idea of love 

which af£irms the present world while aiming at its transformation. The individual thus 

moves bepnd the bounds of personal happiness in the present. reaiizing self-fulfillment 

as interdependent with the îùlfilling of the whole of creation. For Pannenberg. this is 

tantamount to a "conversion to the ~or ld ."~ '  

Understandably. Pannenbeq was challenged on the grounds that prioritizing the 

eschatological funire devalues the present. In response he wrote: 

1 would say that al1 my discussion of past and future is meant to rehumanize the 
present .... The depths of the present are opened up on1 y in view of funire 
possibilities. that is. through an awareness of the novelty that the future ma! 
bring: ... There is a pressure of the future on the present.68 

In his article "The God of Hope" Pannenberg argues that to focus upon the power 

of the future over the present yields a new concept of creation. one oriented not towards a 

primeval event but toward the eschatological Future. He eschatologizes the idea of a 

65 Ibid.. 1 1 1. - 
Idem. - 

67 Ted Peters. "Pannenberg's EschatologicaI Ethics." in The Theolow of Woithart Pannen bey. ed. 
Cari E. Braaten and Philip CIayton (Minneapolis: Augsburg. l988), 242. 
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Creator-God in favor of the kingdom as the still unrealized consumrnati~n.~~ God 

thereby creates fiom the future. This redefines creation: the concept of creation is 

eschatologically reversed as soon as the God of the coming kingdom is conceptualized 

(as happened in Jesus' message) as the one whose fûture lordship sovereignly overarches 

the present world. In Jesus' message. creation and the eschatological future belong 

together most intimately .'O 

For Pannenberg. therefore. the present becomes an effect of the hture. To achieve 

a fuller understanding of the kingdom of God. Pannenberg offers his own concept of 

God. In essence. God's being is his rule; God's king and existence camot be conceived 

apart from his nile? Because Jesus proclaims that God's rule as a reality belongs to the 

future. it must be stated that in some restricted but important sense. God does not yet 

exia. Therefore. since God's k ing  is still in process of coming-to-be. God should not be 

understood as an objectified king presently existing in its fullness. 

This same article notes that the idea of God as a particular king  is today rejected 

on theological grooundds because it reduces God to a finite. manipulatable object among 

othen." Pannenberg stresses the biblical idea of almighty God as the dl-determining 

king and constructs an ecclesiology in light of the coming kingdom of God. The basic 

point of reference for understanding the church. therefore. must be the kingdom of ~ o d . "  

Moreover. the kingdom of God is the future of the whole world? Such a constnial. with 

its inseparable relationship between Church and world in light of the coming kingdom. 

provides a theological understanding of the Church congruent with the early Christian 

69 Pannen berg. "The God of Hope." 245. 

70 Idem. - 
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view of the assembly of faith as an eschatological comrnunity, a comrnunity of exalted 

hope. As an anticipation of the new hurnanity under the d e  of God and his Spirit. the 

Church. both in a proleptic and present sense, understood iwl f  as the new people of God 

and the New ~srael? Only by taking these eschatological perceptions seriously can one 

understand the Church's nature and cal1 in relation to the kingdom of God, which is the 

fiinire of the entire world. 

The Church keeps faith with its cal1 only by anticipating and representing the 

destiny of al1 humankind. the goai of hi~tory.'~ The Church is therefore an eschatological 

comrnunity insofar as it pioneen the h u r e  of al1 humanity." Because the Church is to 

be seen and understood in relation to the imminent kingdom of God  it is not primarilp an 

association of individuais of common religious interests and convictions. 

Pannenberg situates cornmunion with Christ in one's dedication to the kingdom of 

God as the future of the world. Here he difierenthtes the kingdom of God fiom the 

Church. It is in fact quite possible to conceive of the kingdom of God without any 

Church at dl.'* Through the course of Christian hiaory. the Church has sometimes bern 

mistaken for or identified as the kingdom. At other times the Church has k e n  undentood 

as the present form of the kingdom. in contradistinction to the kingdom's future 

fulfillment. Pannenberg sees the second confusion as bad as the first." In the final 

analysis. Pannenberg has to develop a political theology. though not as Moltmann and 

Metz do. For Pannenberg. a Christian who places full confidence in the coming kingdom 

of God does so only when private life is intepted with political thought and action. By 

way of a typical quote: 
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tt has k e n  the distinctive message of Jesus that the coming kingdom of God as 
something fùture is already determining the present. h the light of the originally 
political nature of the hope for the kingdom, this m u t  hold true also for political 
life, and not only for the private life of Chnstians. And in plitical life the supreme 
concem will be the quest for a Mversal order of peace and justicea0 

Clearly, Wolfhart Pannenberg is a fonhnght twentieth century trailblazer of the 

God-talk cailed "theology of hope." 

Although the phrase "Theology of Hope" is usually identified with Refomed 

theologian Jürgen Mo1tman.n. Lutheran Wolfhart Pannenberg (and Roman Catholic 

Johann B. Metz) also championed a comparable pattern of thought during the 1960s.~' 

The starting point of a theological vision. Pannenberg believes. should be the 

kingdom of God as the eschatogical fiinire brought about by God. tnstead of viewing the 

present as detennining the hture. Pannenberg views the present as an effect of the future. 

The funue. not the present or even the pan. is the source and power of being. 

Pannenberg assens that God is the power of the future. As such. al1 histoncal 

reality is - or perhaps better. will be - determined by the God of the future. Thus. 

God's eschatological future is the source and destiny of al1 that is. 

- - - - - - - 
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2. JPrgen Moltmann 

Arguably the most influentid of the three theologians of hope is JIirgen Moltmann. 

Though highly onginal in thought. he shows the influence of such diverse thinkea as 

Luther. Hegel. Barth, and Bloch. Our surnmary here, by way of preliminaty to our midy 

of Merton, will highlight only two key features of Moltmann's theology of hop. The 

fm: Christian eschatology in relation to hope, the role of God's promise, and the 

promise linked to mission. The second: Molmiann's hope, as presented in his earlier 

writings and in his later works. 

a. Escbatology and Hope 

To articulate his notion of Christian hop. Moltmann begins with a traditional 

understanding of eschatology as the doctrine of the last things or of the end. 

Comprehensively. this includes these components: the return of Christ in universal glory. 

the judgment of the world. the consummation of the kingdom. the general resurrection of 

the dead. and the new creation of al1 things. Because eschatology is future-onented these 

final events d l  break into this world fiom beyond hiaory. giving closure to history. in 

which al1 things now live and rnove.'? 

Molunann sets aside this static concept of eschatology for a more fully biblical 

and Christian hope. He argues for interchangeable relationship between eschatolog> and 

hope in his book. Theologv of Hom: The Ground and the Im~lications of a Christian 

Eschatoloev. He insists "fiom fim to last. and not merely in the epilogue. Christianity is 

eschatology. is hop. forward looking and forward movuig. and therefore also 

revoIutionizing and transfoming the present."" Not only. then. does Christian 

eschatoloey relate to the present it is at once the proclamation of a present reality and of 

the fuwe reality which starts fiom a definite moment in hinory. the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

'' Molanm. Theoloev of Hope, 15. 
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i. God's Promise as the Ground of Eschatology 

Moltmm situates eschatology in the promises of Goci. The radical mith of Old 

Testament faith resides in promise. The best example of this is found in the nomadic 

religion of the Exodus. Citing Maag, Moltmann argues: "Nomadic religion is a religion 

of promise. The nomad does not live within the cycle of seed-the and harvest, but in the 

world of migration."" Such a religion has "vectorial kinetic elernent~."'~ That is, it has 

both direction for the fiiture and a provisional regard for the present; as a movement. it 

does not remain static. The Old Testament experience means that history is viewed in the 

sphere of God's promise. Promise is "a declaration which announces the coming of reality 

not yet existingNg6 

Moltmann spells out this promise of God in six afErmations. ( 1) This promise 

binds humanity to the future and conveys a sense of history. (1) The history thus 

launched and detemined by promise does not consist in cyclic recurrence. but rather 

pursues a definite movement towards the promise and the as yet outstanding fulfillment. 

History is not evolution or progress or an advance thar separates time fiom yesterday and 

tomorrow. Rather. the word of promise intersecfi events and divides reality into dual 

facets. one which is passing and can be ieft behind. another which must be expected and 

so~&t .*~  (3) The word of promise overarches the present reaiity because the present 

does not measure up to the standard of the future promise. ïhe anticipation of a hller 

and greater reality creates an oppomuiity to develop a political theology. (4) The word of 

promise creates an interval of tension between the proclamation and the hlfillrnent of the 

promise. This a f r d s  humanity a peculiar area of freedom to obey or d i s ~ b e ~ . ~ '  ( 5 )  The 
- - -- - 
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fulfillment of the promise does not consia in malcing calculations for the future; rather it 

carries an element of neuness and surprise over against the original promise. because 

God is the subject of its f~lfillrnent.~~ (6) The peculiar character of the Old Testament 

promise is not liquidated by Israel's history. because God's promise rises above any 

hilfillment that cm be experienced here and now. in other words. the "not yet" of 

expectation surpasses every fulfillment which already takes place. The schema of 

promise and fulfillment is to be set aside in hvor of the inexhaustibility of the God of 

.'O 

For Moltn~ann. the promise becomes inclusive and universai in Jesus christ.'' He 

never tires of drawing a f'undarnenral distinction between the validation of the promise 

and its ultirnate fblfillment. Jesus' life. death. and resurrection was God's once-and-for- 

al1 validation of the promise; God's fulfillment is yet to corne? Such an understanding 

of promise has a unique epistemological statu. for it stands between knowing and not 

knowing, between necessity and possibility. between what is not yet and that which 

already is.93 

The knowledge of the hure constructed on this promise constinites hope. Being 

provisional. fiagmentary. and open. it mains beyond itself. For Moltmann then "it knows 

the h u e  in striving to bring out the tendencies and latencies of the Christ event of the 

crucifixion and resurrection. and in seeking to estimate the possibilities opened up by this 

event."" At this point Moltmann draws upon Bloch's utopian epistemology. where 

89 Idem. - 
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knowledge is the anticipation of the not-yet-realized?s ùi Gd's promise the hidden 

fùture already announces itself and impacts the present through the hope it awakens. The 

affirmations which hope makes do not s p ~ g  from experience but fiom the condition of 

the possibility which exists. and the reality which is forthcorning. 

Just as the promises are not descriptive words for existing reality, but dynarnic 
words about acts of faittifulness to be awaited from God. so the knowledge of God 
cannot consist in a resume of the language of completed facts. [Therefore] promise 
proves its tmth in the specific inaduequatio intellectus et rei in which it places the 
hearer .... It transcends reality not by rising to an unreal realm of dreams but by 
pressing forward to the future of a new reality?6 

Such is the context in which Moltrnann develops his Christology. Traditional 

theology concerning Christology has described the crucifixion and resurrection as the 

final revelation of God. For Moltmm. however. these events only point to a future 

reality which is yet to corne. Jesus. on the cross as well as in the resunection. has 

anticipated the final eschaton. As a result. the knowledge of Christ afforded by the 

promise is prospective and anticipatory and beyond itself? The reality of the 

resurrection is the means by which one recognizes God's promise for the future. The 

resunection of Jesus as a prolepsis of the funire reign of God is basic for Moltmann. 

In his analysis of Moltmann's Theoloev of How. Richard Bauckham argues that 

'îvhat makes Christian faith eschaiological. for Molmim. and what determines the 

nature of the Christian eschatological hope is the raising of the crucified Jesus from death 

by ~od.'"' Moltmann himself asserts that --Christianity stands or falls with the reality of 

the raising of Jesus Frorn the dead by ~od."" Bauckham presents two huidamental 

concepts regarding the meaning of the resurrection in Theolonv of Hooe. The first is the 

95 - Ibid.. 196-197. 2 14. 
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identity of Jesus in the total contradiction of the cross and the resurrection as they 

represent total opposites. The absolute conmdiction of the cross and the resurrection and 

the identity of Jesus crucified and nsen are both important for the nature of Moltmann's 

eschatology. For Moltmann. then, the eschatological kingdom is no mere fblfillment of 

the immanent possibilities of the present. Rather it represents a radicaily new future. The 

second fùndamental concept is that this divine act of raising the dead Jesus to new life is 

an event - the definitive event - of eschatological 

ii. Promise of the Future Linked with Mission 

Having grounded eschatology in the promise of God. already visible proleptically 

in Jesus' resurrection. Moltmann proceeds to link this promise with mission. To establish 

and sustain mission. the resunection creates a unique awareness of history. moving 

humanity to search for ways to transform the world in order to make it correspond to 

God's coming kingdom. In this different, transforming understanding of faith. Moltrnann 

consciously recails both Bloch's and M a ' s  desire to see philosophg not only as 

interpreting the world but also changing it. Hence Molaann proposes that the 

knowledge of Chria needs a praxis component as well as an ethic of imagination and 

transformation. At its core. Christianity is inseparable fiom a visionary drive. The sole 

c o n m t  in history is witness. which is the mediation between past history and hiture 

history in the process of becoming. Here a hermeneutic principle cornes to light and is 

found to be based in praxis. Easter. in establishing the vision of the believer. supplies 

and strengthens the individual's eschatological hop. This hope results in (a) the 

proclamation of the Gospel to the poor. (b) the founding of the Christian ecclesiu. and (c) 

the willingness to s&er in the everyday of the present world. Eschatology does not want 

merely to interpret the world religiously but to uansform it through the creative act of the 

obedience of faith.lO' Christians are construction workers. not j u s  interpreters of the 

100 Richard Bauckham. The Theolow of JClraen Moltmann. 32-39. 
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future. 

b. Descriptions of Hope 

For Moitrnann. then, not only is Chnstianity equated with hope, it also finds the 

ground for hope in the promise of ~od.''' Prompted by faith in God's promise. hop 

becomes a catalyst in our thinking. a dnving force, indeed the source of its restlessness 

and tonnent. As such. it causes al1 our thinking in history to be eschatologically onented 

and provisional. 'O3 

Moltmm however does not believe that Christian eschatology speaks of the 

f h r e  as such. Rather. it takes its starting point fiom a defuiite redity in history and 

announces the funire possibilities and power of that reality. More specificdl y. Christian 

eschatology speaks of Jesus Chna and his funue.'M Thus. hope anticipates a coming 

reaiity. and guides existing reality toward the promised and hoped-for transformation of 

the present. As a result. hope should be understood as the foundation and mainspring of 

theological thinking."' It is the mobilizing and sustaining force of faithls 

~ n d e n t a n d i n ~ . ' ~ ~  This hope provides the inexhaustible resources for the creative. 

inventive imagination of iife. it connantly provokes anticipatory thinking to give shape 

to newly dawning possibilities in light of the promised Because theological 

concepts do not impose a fixed form to reality. they are expanded by hope and anticipate 

future being by involvement in a process of movement and change.lo8 Hope takes 

senously the possibilities which frame and constitute reality. and thereby not taking 

'O' - ibid.. 95-138. 
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things as they appear, it guides them through the possibilities of change.'09 Moitmann's 

definition of Chrinianity as "eschatology, hop. forward-looking and revolutioniUng and 

transforming the present" ' l 0  emanates From his basic view of hope. As a result, 

the important thing in our present context is that on the basis of a theological view 
of the expectation of the creature and its anticipation he [Paul] dernands a new kind 
of thinking about the world. an expectation-thinking that corresponds to the 
Christian hope. Hence in the light of the prospects in the raising of Christ, theology 
will have to attain to its own new way of reflecting on the history of men and 
things. 1 1 1  

Hope insures that our theological concepts do not become judgments which shackle 

reality to what it is. but rather remain anticipations which show reality its prospects and 

f i e  possibilities. In other words. rather than giving a fixed form to reality. theological 

concepts are expanded by hope and in tum anticipate future being. 

Moltmann M e r  distinguishes between genuine Chnstian hope and limited (or 

rninor) hopes. Christian hop. in response to the promise of God. is eschatologicallp 

onented. In contrast. limited hopes are directed towards attainable goais and visible 

changes in human life. Christian hope is directed toward a novum ulrimum. toward a ne% 

Christ. Consequently. Moitmann insists that Christian hope can and mua take the limited 

hopes of a renewed life. "stimulating them. revitalizing them. and giving them 

direction."' " 

c. Diakctical Nature of Hope between Future and Pnsent Reality 

When fim published. Moltmann's Theoloev of Hom (1 964) aroused great 

enthusiasm. It soon provoked a felt need for some specific political action. lacking which 

it gave rise to disappointment. debilitation. and diffusion. By 1968 Moltmann was 

engaged in writing Ethics of How. He acknowledged: "It failed because 1 did not know 
- p. 
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whether reforms or revolution would improve cir~umstances."~" Even later he felt 

chailenged by the problem and responded in a lecture on "Hope and the Apathetic 

Person."'" Ten years afier his great work had appeared, the opponent was not despair. 

but mimation, indifference, and apathy among those who took renewal as their raison 

d 'être. The lecture in question analyzes the origins of apathy. A hope which prduces 

apathy is a hope that lacks authentic origins. It results fiom overcommitment to activity. 

success. progress, and developrnent - in a word, it flaunts an over-confidence in reform 

programs of one sort or another*'15 

Moltmann is critical of the God who stands forth as the ideal of hurnankind's 

success. He proposes an alternative view of the deity and life' '' - a view. in fact. that 

highlights the 'weakness of God." not unlike Dietrich Bonhoeffer's God who has k e n  

'*edgeed out of the world and onto the cross." Molunam's God is one who suffers - the 

crucified God who contradicts the God of success. the id01 worshippers. and the 

"officially optimistic society. T r  117 

In effect. then. Moltmann proffers no theology of hope which is not in fact a 

theology of the cross. and accordingly a theology of suffering and the crucifixion. This 

same theme is more hlly addressed in h i s  book The Crucified ~ 0 d . I ' ~  The introduction 

"in Explanation of the Theme" aates that the theologia crucis does not part Company 

with his previous theology of hope. but reworks the same theme. from the other side. 

113 Molmiann. ed., How 1 Have Chan~ed. 17. 
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1 may be asked why 1 have tumed from 'theology of hope' to the theology of the 
Cross .... [Tlhis is not a step back from the trumpets of Easter to the lamentations of 
Good Friday. As 1 intend to sliow. the theology of the Cross is none other than the 
reverse side of the Christian theology of hope, if the staxting point of the latter lies 
in the resurrection of the crucifetj Chnst. As I said in Theoloav of Now. that 
theology was itself worked out as an escharologia cnrcis. This book, then. cannot 
be regarded as a step back. 7keologv of Hop began with the resurrection of the 
crucified Christ. and 1 am now tuming to look at the cross of the risen Christ. 1 was 
concerned then with the remembrance of Christ in the f o m  of the hope of his 
future, and now I am concemed with hope in the form of the remembrunce of his 
de&. The dominant theme then was that of anticipations of the fbture of God in 
the form of promises and hopes: here it is the understanding of the incarnation of 
that finire. by way of the sufferings of Christ, in the world's ~ n e ~ ~ s . ' ' ~  

Moltmann faiffilly maintains a common denominator of hope for his exposition 

of the resurrection and crucifixion. But he now finds himself 

[rnloving away fiom Ernst Bloch's philosophy of hope. [and] 1 now tum to the 
questions of "negative dialectic" and the 'criticai theory' of T. W. Adorno and M. 
Horkheimer. together with the expenences and insights of early dialectical theology 
and existentialist philosophy. Unless it apprehends the pain of the nepative. 
Christian h o p  cannot be realistic and liberating. In no sense does this theology of 
the Cross 'go back step by step*: it is intended to make the theology of hope more 
concrete. and to add the necessaiy power of resistance to the power of its visions to 
inspire to a~tion."~ 

This focus on the theologia crucis makes crucifixion the basis of hope. Moltmann's 

outline of apathetic existence being transformed into the existence of pathos distinguishes 

two States: "in the sphere of the apathetic God. man becomes a homo aparheticus. ln the 

situation of the pc11hos of God. he becomes a homo ~mpa~heticus.  " '" This relation of 

pathos und symparheia calls Moltmann back to a discussion of concrete political action. 

A cornparison of The Theoloev of H o ~ e  with The Cmcified God shows that the later 

work is not so much a corrective as an e ~ c h i n g  extrapolation. The difference is that 

hope no longer stands alone but is now integrated into a larger systematic constellation. 
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111 Ibid., 272. - 



The linking term, pathos. highiights a deeper sensitivity whereby the crucifixion itself 

leads to hop. Pathos also fiinctions as a conceptual bridge, an instrument of integration 

which keeps the relation between past, present, and hihue together. The earlier work had 

hope for its axis rather than pathos, and the friture rather than present. Moltmann's 

overriding principle of hope is unmistakably present and at work in The Cmcified God. 

in fact. Moltmann introduces this wider context into his later works. In 1975 he 

published The Church in the Power of the spirit.'" Its thesis is that the Church "will 

have a funue only if it anticipates the kingdom of God in Jesus' name and is prepared to 

be converted io his future. freeing itself from imprisonrnent in its past."l" Because of its 

foundation in Christ and its existence for the funue of the kingdom of God. the Church is 

truly itself in the presence and power of the Holy ~ ~ i n t . " '  By this time Moltmm has 

effectively associated hope with the power of life in the Holy Spirit within the present 

order of things. The Holy Spirit has become the living eneru of life. 

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit is M e r  developed as a trinitarian pneumatology 

in The Trinitv and the Kinadom of God. This doctrine of the Holy Spirit is no less 

effectively developed in God in creation."' Moltmann explores the concept of shekinclh. 

a rabbinical crystallization of the dwelling of God among the people of the covenant. 

The Wav of Jesus expounds the eschatological resurrection of Christ. 

from the standpoint of a process through which eschatologicai fulfillment is achieved. 

Resurrection is not the end. but a movement toward the parousia. Moltmann also tries his 

'= JOrqen Moltmann. The Chutch in the Power of the Sdrit: A Conmbution to Messianic 
Ecclesioloa (London: SCM. 1977). 

'" Idem. "Preface to the Paperback Edition." in The Church in the Power of the S~irir: A 
Contribution to Messianic Ecclesiolow (Minneapolis: Fomess. 1993). xiv. 

l3 Jwen Moltmann. God in Creation: An Ecolo~ical Doctrine of Creation (London: SCM. 
1985). 

'" J-en Moltmann. The Wav of Jesus Christ (London: SCM. 1990). 



hand at an ecologicd Christology. 

n i e  Spirit of ~ife."' a major ment work, articulates a m e r  understanding of 

pneumatology which has k e n  in gestation throughout his career. Obviously, Moltmann 

has tempered his overemphasis on fiiture-oriented reality. His theology remains 

thoroughgoingly eschatological. evidenced again in his recent The Cornian of ~od . '"  but 

it has long k e n  balanced with a snong theology of immanence. 

d. Summary 

Moltmann constructs his theology of hope by way of radical ernphasis on and 

redefuiition of eschatology. In support of this understanding is the discovery of a sense 

of history in eschatology. To present a definite hinue reality. Moltmann chooses the 

paradigm of promise and fulfillment. God's promise is the foundation of eschatology. 

The crucifixion and resurrection of jesus Chnn are the validation of God's promise. not 

the fulfillment. in the end, Moltmann connects this promise of the future with the 

Christian mission and an incisive political theoloa. This approach not only sets him 

apart frorn Pannenberg. bur dso allows him to provide a stimulus for the development of 

Liberation Theology. In response to widespread criticisrn that his theology was too 

idedistic and friture-oriented. Moltmann intepted the crucifixion into his theology of 

hope. but also began to emphasize the role of the Holy Spirit. These developments offset 

his earlier futuristic emphases with an expiicit theology of God's present saving activity 

in the &airs of the world. 

3. Johann Metz 

The other major figure associated with a '-theology of hope" is the Roman 

Catholic theologian Johann B. Metz. Metz's theology of the world presents four general 

emphases: secularity. future orientation. de-pnvatization of faith. and overcominp the 

"' Jûrgen Moltmann The S ~ r i t  of Life: A Universal Affirmation (London: SCM. 1992). 

'" J e e n  Molnann. The Cornin~ of God: Christian Eschatoio~v. T m .  by Margaret Kohl 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996). 



split between theory and practice in the life of the ch~rch."~ His overall contribution is 

better approached from three specific perspectives: (a) his theology of the world: (b) his 

linkage of eschatology and the theology of the world; and (c) his eschatologicd proviso. 

The task before us here is a glimpse - wt a thorough investigation - into Metz's 

theology of hope. as a lead-in into our study of Merton. 

a. Metz's Theology of the World 

Metz begins his analysis of the world of faith by exarnining the theological basis 

The secularity of the world as it has emerged in the modem process of 
secularization as we see it today in a globally heightened form. has 
fundamentally, though not in its individual histoncal forms. arisen not against 
Chrisrianity but through it. It is originally a Christian event and hence testifies in 
our world situation to the power of the "hou of Christ" at work within hiaory. 130 

Univend secularity is characteristic of the contemporary world. While man) 

Chrinians assume that the secularity of the world is essentiaily at odds with the Chrktian 

understanding of the world and rnust thetefore be countered by a number of Christian 

strategies. 13 '  Metz argues that secularization is a product of the Christian faith.'j2 

Because God created the world. blessed and entmsted it to human beings. the Christian 

response cannot be to escape from the world. Such a dialectic moves Metz to explore the 

interco~ectedness of history and secularization in the Christian logos: theology mua  

search for and witness to the constant union between salvation and world history. 

Metz's understanding of church and world prompts him to indict the modem 

transcendental. persondistic and existential theologies. These theoiogies. he contends. 

have conflated the role of the human penon in contrast to the objectivity of scholastic 

'" Roger Dick Johns. Man in the World: The Political Theolom of Johannes Ba~tisr Meu 
(Missoula MT: SchoIm. 1976). vi. 

Johm B. Metz Theolonv of die World (New York: Herder & Herder. 1%9). 20. 

151 Ibid.. 15. - 
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theology, which brought Christian faith into a proper relationship with hurnan existence 

and subjectivity. Those anthropological theologies encounter two dangers. They restrict 

faith by emphasizing the present moment of the believer's personal decision. thereby 

forfeiting sight of the fùtwe.'" Theh become so privatized that they undercut the social 

and political dimension of the individual's faith as hope and theology as eschatology. 134 

in his attempt to define the world. Metz formulates two ovemding theses. The first 

thesis is: "the modem man's understanding of the world is fundamentally oriented toward 

the future. His mentaiity is therefore not primarily contemplative but ~ ~ e r a t i v e . " ' ~ ~  This 

first thesis encompasses five assertions. 

(1) The modem era's emphasis on the new gives undue preeminence to the social. 

political. and technical revolutions of our time. The modem mentality is so taken up by 

the fiitwe that it acknowledges a purely histoncal relationship to the p s t  and an 

existentid relationship to the ht~re.'~~ 

(2) The contemporary experience of the world is not an imposed fate or a 

sovereign sacred reality. but a quarry which supplies the raw materials for building the 

new ~ o r l d . ' ~ '  Because present-&y humanity can change. dominate. and secularize the 

world t.hr0ug.h technology. Metz views humankind and the world in a subjectiobject 

(3) Concerning the relationship that should prevail between theology and the new 

"' Metz concun with Pannenberg and Moltmann that Banh and Bultmann exclude or at least de- 
emphasize the future as a feature in their theologies. Metz argues that "contemporq man's orientation to 
the future and his understanding of the worid as history are hemselves grounded in the bibtical faith in 
God's promises." (Johann B. Metz. "Creative Hope." Cross Currents [Spring. 19671 173.) He presenu the 
worfd as history. history as final history. faith as hop. and theology as eschatolog'. ( Metz Theoioa, of 
the World. 82. See also idem. "The Church and the World." in The World in Histon.: The St. Xavier 
Smwsium. ed. T. Patrick Burke. Kansas City. MO: Sheed 8, Ward 1966.70.) 

'j4 Metz Theoloa of the Worid 82. 



world situation, "dialectical theology" is to be faulted for emphasizing its radical 

difference fkom this world. Such a paradoxical understanding of Chrinian faith 

overemphasizes the total transcendence and othemess of God and the Chnstian faith. 

How then can the gospel of the totally other God flow into a social gospel? A 

consideration of the modem world in light of this question discloses that the shining 

glow of the "worid above" and the "world beyond" has dim~ned. '~~  

(4) The humanistic ideology oltoday is oriented toward the hture, by Wiue of 

its inheritance of the Marxist critique. This ideology reduces belief in a transcendent God 

to sheer mental speculation. which needs to give way to an active orientation toward the 

m e .  IJ9 

( 5 )  Faced by this situation. Christian faith can find an effective response on only 

one condition - if eschatoiogy is rediscovered and awareness of the hinw is 

reintepted into theology. ''O 

The second thesis is that the orientation of the modem era to the future. together 

with the concornittant understanding of the world as histow stems fiom the biblical 

belief in the promises of God. Biblical faith calls for theoiogy to be e s c h a t o ~ o ~ ~ . ' ~ '  To 

support his contention Metz looks to recent exegesis which view the words of Old 

Testament revelation as words of promise. This dominant proclamation and word of 

promise introduce a future orientation. which embodies the essential Hebrew thought and 

experience in contra to the ~reek."' Metz summarizes the difference between the two 

outlooks thus: 

13' - ibid.. 85 - 86. 

139 Ibid.. 86. - 

Idem. - 
141 Idem. 

"' Ibid.. 87-88. See m e r  Thorlief Boman. Hebrew Thouehc Compared With Greek. Trans. Jules 
L. Moreau (Philadelphia: Westminster. 1960). 



Centrai passages of the Old Testament reveal this touching sense of the new. of 
the "not-yet" - again in contrast IO the Greeks for whom the not-yet is the 
impossible. since there is foi them "nothing new under the sun": al1 that is to 
corne is simply a variation on what has been, a renewal and consolidation of 
mernories. History is for the Greeks only the indifferent return of the same thing 
within the h e d  h e  of the cosmos. The essence of history is cyclic, and history 
can be said in a sense to devour again and again its own t hildren: nothing reall y 
new happens and the essence of history is basically nihilistic. 1 stress this contrast 
between biblicai and Greek ways of thinking, so as to bring out sharply the 
specific quality of the biblical understanding of the world and existence: as an 
historical process directed to God's promise, for whose fùlfilhent those who look 
foward to it in hope are re~~onsible.'" 

Drawing upon the work of Gerhard Von Rad and Martin Buber, Metz describes 

God as the power of the fûture rather than a being who exists beyond al1 history and 

experience. God is not above us but before us. The divine transcendence reveals itself as 

our absolute m e .  a future grounded in itself and self-possessed. 

The New Testament message, Metz extrapolates. does not annul faith's orientation 

toward the fiinire or hope in the finire as the essential structure of faith. Rather. the New 

Testament heightens this orientation of the Christ-event towards the not yei realized 

m e .  The New Testament is centered on hope - a creative expectancy - as the very 

essence of Christian existence. 

b. Escbatology and the Theology of the World 

Metz constnicts his theology as eschatology. a foundational discipline which 

shapes every theological natement. especially those conceming the world. He cornplains 

that eschatolog~'~ traditional place has been shunted fiom the center of theology to the 

treatise "on the las things."'u Such an eschatology touches base with the theology of the 

world. While he acknowledges the importance of existentid and personalistic theology. 

Metz contends that it becomes easily disengaged from the world and histop. This 

compromises eschatology's significance in the ovedl theological enterprise. Only 

within the eschatological framework of hope does the world appear as histor);. In such a 

"' Metz. "Cmive  Hope." 173. 

Metz Theoiom of  the World, 90. 



contiguration, the cenrrality of human fieedom accommodates a legitimate Christian 

anthropocen trism. Hence. the universal existen tial-anthropological outlook in Christian 

theology hinges on an eschatologicai viewpoint. Only by such an eschatological 

reorientation of hope does the world appear as a full-scale reaiity and its progress belong 

to the fiee action of humanity. in addition, Metz siniates christology and ecclesiology 

within this h e w o r k  of eschatology, to safeguard them fkom king  attenuated to mere 

existential-anthropologicai viewpints. 14' 

When secularization is prernised on eschatological hope the world does not 

appear in a static and predetermined hmony .  but as an emerging reality which is open to 

the fùture through the fiee action of humanity. "This universal alteration and innovation 

of the world through the offensive of human fieedom" is. for Metz. seculari~ation. '~~ As a 

corollary. "the relationship between the Christian faith and the world should be 

characterized from a theological viewpint as a creative and militant eschatology." 

To support such a militant eschatology, Metz appeais to Thomas Aquinas. In 

contemplating the human orientation toward the fume and the promise of God. Aquinas 

draws no distinction between natural and supernanual. or between church and world. 

Both dimensions shape our relationship to the future. For Metz. then. there is only one 

last end for humanity. namely. the funue promised by God. 

Metz moves on to explore the concept of hope. Since Christian hope is onented 

toward the fiiture. it cannot fulfill itself by dinegarding the world and its de~elo~rnent .~ ' '~  

To position this Christian hope in relation to the world and its future. Metz reexamines 

bi blical hop. 

Rom 122 cornes to mind: rightly undemood. this text challenges conformity to 

145 Idem. 
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the world, but not Christian solidarity with the world. Metz proposes a hopeful faith not 

phari ly  as doctrine, but as an initiative for orienting the world toward the kingdom of 

God. Such an eschatological consmial prompts hm to reconsider the relationship 

between chwch and world. The church not only is of the world - it is in fact the 

~ o r l d . ' ~ ~  The decisive relationship between the church and the world is not spatial but 

temporal. The church is at once the eschatological community and the exodus 

community. The goal is not the object of her own striving, but the ùingdom of God. in 

which the church places its hope as the funue of the world. Metz finds corroboration in 

Karl Rahner: "The church always lives in a certain sense fiom the proclamation of her 

provisional character and h m  her historically progressive surrender to the corning 

Kingdom of ~ o d . " ' ~ ~  

How then does the Church redize its mission to work for the future of the world? 

Not by pure contemplation, Metz answers. but by a creative and militant eschatologu.'" 

Our eschatological expectation is not directed to a ready-made city of God because the 

city of God is. for Metz now coming into existence. To brhg this future into king. the 

Christian is not just an interpreter of this future, but a "co-worker" engaged in the 

construction of the promised univetsal era of peace and justice. 

Here once more Metz tums to Christian eschatology. He rejects the eschatologp 

of the existentid theologians which mereiy "makes present" etemity's acnial moment or 

persona1 de~ision.'~' For Metz. Christian eschatology. more than mere passive waiting. 

has productive and aggessive dimensions. Metz appeals to Moltmann: "The hope of the 

Gospel has a polemical and a liberating relation to present and practical life and to the 

'49 M.. 92-93. 
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(social) conditions in which man leads bis life."'53 

Metz at this point broadens his theology of the world, in response to this creative- 

militant eschatology. He realizes that this type of eschatology cannot be developed 

according to the categories of the old theological cosmology. Nor can it adopt the 

categories of transcendental. personal, and existentid theology, shce they are too 

individudistic and isolated. Metz identifies the theology of the world as a theology of the 

emerging political and social order, which he calls political theology.lY This political 

theology also afTords a comprehensive understanding of salvation. At issue is not just 

personal salvation but a cal1 to achieve an eschatological order of justice. the humanizing 

of humanity and the establishing of a universal peace. 

To explain the militant nature of Christian hop. Metz denies that Christian hope 

is equivaient to human progress. for Christian hope is a hope against every h o p  which 

we place in the manufactured idols of our human society. Metz uses a senes of negative 

clarifications to define his understanding of Christian hope. First off. because humanity 

cannot d o c k  the future. Christian hope is not an attempt on the part of reason to break 

through into the M e  and thus strip it of its mystery. One who hopes is not staking a 

clairn to know more about the fuwe than others. so as to make Christian eschatology an 

ideology of the finire. What differentiates Christian eschatology fiom the ideas about the 

future both in East and West is not that it knows more but rather that it knows less about 

the hoped-for fiinire of humankind. and that it stands by the poveny of this knowledge.'" 

Thus. "Christian eschatology is not an omniscient ideology about the future. but a 

f i  1% theological negative of the future .... Moreover. Christian hope is aware of its oun 

fatal risks. since to follow Jesus includes death. Christian hope. therefore. not only 

1 S j  Idem. - 
Ibid.. 95-96. - 

'" Ibid.. 178. - 

'" - ibid.. 96-97. See also Metz "Creative Hope." 178. 



fulfills itself through love for the other, but also through "creative imitation of this king 

for others" stands "at the service of creative responsibility for the ~orld." '~'  

c. Escbatological Proviso 

"Eschatological proviso" is Metz's code-word for the meaning and goal of the 

history in which God appears as subject and meaning.I5' Almost fiom the outset of his 

theological career, Metz had made the funue a persistent concem. His summary 

recollection is incisive: 

The personal background that I have indicated here still starnps rny theological 
work. For example. the category of danger still has a central role in it: 1 do not 
want to abandon the apocalyptic metaphors of the history of faith; I mistrust an 
ideology which has been smoothed over in an idealistic way. And above all. the 
whole of my theological work has k e n  governed by a special sensitivity to 
theodic the question of God in the face of the history of the suffering of the 
world. 17; 
Like Moltmann. Metz feels that the revelatory word of the biblical proclamation 

is not primarily one of personai address or of God's self-communication. but rather is a 

word of promise (Verheissuneswort) which announces the hi tu^.'^^ It is also a 

prornissory declaration of the ending of present suRering, injustice. and inhumanity. "In 

the biblical understanding." Metz explains. " the world appears as a hisroncal world 

coming into existence according to God's promises. Those who hope stand responsible 

for this world process."'6' This biblical understanding allows the world to assume its 

proper historical significance "in an eschatological perspective of hoFe.'"'' 

Bloch's philosophy of the novurn serves as background here. It features a concept 

"' Metz "Cmitive Hope." 179. 

158 Men. Faith in Historv. 1 17. 

159 "Johann Baptist Metz- in J. Moltmarm, ed. How I Have Chanced, 32. 

Metz Theologv o f  the Worid 87. 
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of something totally and radically new, as "the empty space left by disposing of the God- 

hypothesis." It is "the open place of that which is before us, the novum. in which the 

procession of human goals continues to be c ~ n v e ~ e d . " ' ~ ~  For Bloch, then. the authentic 

feature in the Christian understanding of God is the absolute future. In such an 

interchangeability, "where h o p  is, there is religioa."'6J As an atheist, however, Bloch 

has attempted to tramlate the Christian vocabulary of salvation into the secular language 

of hope. This tums heaven into "a homeland of identity" for human beings here on earth. 

The kingdom of God. interpreted without God. becomes the place of "the genuinely 

human," "the kingdom of freedom," a utopia in which Mm's "naturaiizing of man and 

humaniring of nature" takes place.165 This ventable utopia remains a Utopia (literally a 

"no where") because a person's life is characterized more by seeking and suiving than by 

attainment and fûifillment. in the world as a Iaboratorium possibilis saiuris ("a 

laboratory of possible salvation"). hurnan beinp strive toward Utopian goals.'66 

in a panel discussion with Bloch in 1967. Metz acknowledped the influence of 

Bloch's philosophy of the novum. 

There are fiindamental differences. which however are not easy to formulate. 
Principally, there is a disagreement about the subject of nature and history. What 
motivates hope and the goal toward which it moves. in my theological opinion. is 
not the still hidden man. the homo absconditus, but the fiee nature of God. This is 
an understanding of history and the fbture in which the f i e  becomes visible. 
not just as what has been accomplished. what has k e n  struggled for historically. 
but also as forbearance. forgiveness and reconciliation. This seems to me to be 
decisive also in the history of humanity for the understanding of hope."' 

For Metz. uniike Bloch. the freedom of hurnan beings is not lefi to their own 

'" Ernst Bloch. Das Prinzip Hofmung 111. 153 1: cf. Moltmann. Theoloeie der Hofiunq. 3 19. as 
cited in Johns. Man in the World t 05. 

'" Bloch. Das Pnnziv Hofiung. 111. 1404. 

165 Ibid.. 1408- 14 13. 1628; cf. Theoloaie der Hofiung, 320-323. - 
1 66 lbid., 1413. - 
167 -Ernst Bloch und Georg Lukacs im Gespriich mit king Feucher. Iohannes B. Metz und 

Kqen Moltmann." Neues Fomm. 14 (1967). 841. as cited in Johns. Man in the World. 10. 



For me as a theologian, the funue as a whole stands under the eschatological 
proviso of God. It cannot in its totality become the content of the social and 
political endeavors of the individual or of single groups, lest it succumb to 
mystification or totali tarianism. 168 

This eschatological proviso provides the "dialectical-critical relation to the present 

social situation" which undergirds Meds sociocntical theory. This prevents the novum 

fiom k ing  hypostatized or becoming a "mystification and totalization" of the fiiture. as 

happens in Bloch's philosophy.'69 For Metz. the future is neither totally new nor 

unanticipated. It is made possible. in part. by the visions, anticipations and stnvings of 

those who have caught a glimpse of it in the past. Without their witness. "the experiment 

of h ~ p e " " ~  would not enter the present situation of the world with such force. 

In this renewal of the world. Metz urges. Christians are not compelled to begin 

fiom point zero. Furnished with some blueprints from the past. their task is not to repeat 

the past but to recover pst visions of the fiit~re.'~' Metz believes a significant 

dimension of the future has k e n  undcrvalwd by a certain radical future-orientation. This 

prompts him to advance his "memona-thesis" to deal with memories"' of the liberating 

168 Idem. 

'" Johmes B. Metz "'Politische TheoiogieD in der Diskwion." in Diskussion mr "Politixhen 
Theoloaie." ed. by HeImut Peuken (MaimiMunich: Mattias Gninewald !Christian Kaiser. 1969). 273. 
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172 Metz presents many different kinds of memories which shape our future. One type seems to be 
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dangerous memory. which makes demands on us. He explains: 
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and incalculable visitations fiom the past. They are memories that we have to take into account. 
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fûture embedded in strata of past history. Herbert Marcuse is cited in support of this 

stance: 

Remembrance of the past cm allow dangerous perceptions to dawn upon us. The 
social establishment seems to fear the subversive content of such recollections. 
Remembrance is a way of detaching oneself fiom the given situation, a kind of 
"intervention." which for an instant intemipts the omnipotence of the aven 
siution. Remembrance recalls past rnisery as well as past hope.ln 

Mernories. for Metz. inspire questions by creating dissatisfaction and hope for 

sornething better. hstead of a desire for r e m  memones piovide a challenge to move 

forward. For exarnple. the memory of suffering continues to resist the cynics of modem 

political power. Such memories are like dangerous and incdculable visitations hom the 

past. These memories need to reckon with funw content. Here Metz sees the Christian 

faith as mernoria Christi. The remembrance of the passion. death. and tesurrection of 

Jesus is both the origin of faith and the impulse which keeps it dive through the Church. 

The Christian mernoria. therefore. becomes a "provocative remrmbrance." a liberating 

memory withstanding the controls and mechMsms of the prevailing consciousness and 

its abstract ideal of eman~i~ation."" As a result. faith is not confined to the past but 

comes dive in the fonn of 

dangerous remembrances. remembrances of hope and tenor which were 
experienced and then were suppressed or silenced, which suddenly break through 
again into our one-dimensional everyday world .... There are remembrances with 
which we mut  reckon. remembrances. so to say. with hiture content. 
remembrances which do not deceptively relieve our burden .... Such remembrances 
are like dangerous and incalculable visitations out of the past .... Such 
remembrances press us to change ourselves in accordance with them. if we want to 
perpetuate them. 17' 

- - - 
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Metz does not regard the memory thesis as a counterthnist to his emphasis on the 

future, but as  a complementary notion to Hence it "is not a reactionary bourgeoisie 

alternative to bope." Memory does not qualify the forward-looking fiininty. the creative 

anticipation and the revolutionary power of the hope principle. It does give it a more 

clearly Christian for~n."~ In it anthropology. Christology, and eschatoiogy Ultersect for 

~ e t z . ' ' ~  He sees the stance of humankind in the world in terms of a promissory world 

horizon. in Christ. God's eschatological proviso is most clearly manifest. The future is 

not absolute; it is qualified by this proviso and by the dangerous remembrances of Jesus 

Christ . 
in a recent contribution to a quincentenary collection of essays on the discovery of 

Arnenca Metz offered "a persona1 recollection : that of my experiences in Latin Amenca 

in 1 988."179 In this piece. impassioned and "necessarily subjective." he writes: "my 

strongest. most disquieting recollections are of the faces in Latin ~menca."'~' 

I kept seeing the faces of the Indians. faces shaped by the dark shadows of what is 
called the mysticism of the Andes. At dl events. 1 the European would cal1 it a 
kind of mysticism of mourning. . . . Will this mourning prove capable of being 
combined with our Western civilization? Or will we simply develop the Indians 
out of their mourning? In my view. were that to happen. humankind would be 
poorer by a hope.. . . Christian hope is cextainly no kind of superficial optimism. 
The substance of Christian hope is not simply remote fiom mourning. stripped of 
any kind of mouming. With the inability to moum there ultimately develops an 
inability to allow oneself to be comforted and to undentand or experience an) 
comfon other than mere postponement. 18 '  

1 76 Johns. Man in the World, 109. 

ln Johannes B. Metz "Kirchliche Autoriut im Anspmch der Freiheitsgeschichtc." Kirche im 
Prozess der AufklZkung. 72. as cited in Johns. Man in the World. 109. 

in Johns. Man in the World, 109 

179 Johann Baptist Merz. "With the Eyes of a European Theologian." in 1492-1992: The Voices of  
the Victims. ed. by Leonardo Boff and Vugilio Elizondo. Concilium 199016. (London: SCU'Philadelphia: 
Trinity Ptess International, 1990). 1 12. 

"' Ibid., 1 14. 



The political culture which seeks &dom and justice for al1 can be established 
only if among us and in those Latin American countries it is combined with 
another culture which for want of a better terni, I might cal1 a new hermeneutical 
culture: the culture of the recognition of others in their otherness, with the way in 
which they fom a social and cultured identity, with their own images of hope and 
recoiiection. 18' 

The church does not hope for itself. Therefore it does not need to split its own 
history - in a suspiciously ideological fashion - in order oaly to display the 
sunny side of this history. as those must do who "have no hope." To concede 
failure does not mean faliing into a neurotically arrogant cult of self-accusation. It 
is quite simply a matter of hononng o u  eschatological hope and venniring 
conversion and new ways in the light of it.'" 

d. Summaw 

A distinguishing feature of Metz's theology of hope is its tendency to supplant 

theoretical with actuai categories. The fiture. Metz suggesu. does not come through one 

or another fonn of theoretical categorization. but through the categories of creative. 

militant action which does not yet exist and in fact has never been - in a word. the 

"new" in the proper sense of the word. Metz M e r  notes that the "future is not 

contemplative and cannot remain in the order of representation. since representation and 

contemplation refer to what has already come into existence or what still is." In contrast 

to the contemplative or theoretical stance. "the relationship to the future is an operative 

one." Hence. Metz finds the tüture inaccessible by forms of thought or representations 

which depict the present reality. Therefore. Christian eschatology is not an ideology of 

the future; rather. it honon the poverty of knowledge about the future. Metz's 

fundamental thesis is that one can glimpse the funire only through the awareness of being 

for others. in this political dimension he discovers one of the distinguishing marks of 

hope. and defends it as the subject. object. and method of a new way of doing theolog~. 

la= ïbid*, 1 17. 

'" Ibid., 1 18. 



C. Theologies of Hope: A Ceneral Summary 

Chapter I has exarnined the contributions of Pannenberg. Moltxnann and Metz as 

exponeuts on the cutting edge of a new theoiogy of hope.lU A basic summary of their 

work, individually and collectiveiy. is in order at this point. 

Molmiann expressly targets his theology at the three great interlockhg threats of 

modem atheism to Christianity: secularism. reductionism, and utopianism. The sarne 

might be said in general of Pannenberg and Metz. The three major threats of the modem 

world to the traditional faith are incisively profiled by Kliever: 

most  basically the] secular dissolution of classical Christianity's "hierarchical 
transcendence." Christianity's absolute God may no longer be claimed as the 
necessary and evident ground of al1 things. The world can be explained. controlled. 
and changed in terms of its own immanent smictures and inherent powers. 

A second and related challenge is the modem world's humanistic reduction of 
hierarchical transcendence. Christianity's absoiute Cod need no longer be thought 
of as the sole basis for personal identity and social order. Personal and social life 
centered in God can be reduced to idealized projections of human need and human 
value. 

A third challenge to the Christian faith rises fiom the modem world's utopian 
critiques of the hierarchical transcendence. The cal1 to overcome hurnan suffering 
and inequity need no longer be deferred to Christianity's absolute God. The 
o p p o h t i e s  and responsibiliiies for creating a new person and a new society rest 
in human hands. 

In short, modem secularism. reductionism. and utopianism find Christianity's 
hierarchical God intellecnially superfiuous. rnorally dispensable. and politically 
dangerous. ' 85 

Moltmann believes this three-pronged threat to Christian faith cannot be met so 

long as a hierarchical. disengaged conception of God and world is retained. Pannenbeq's 

theological concem is spurred by the two pivotal issues of the Bible and modem culture. 

I8.t As stated at the outset of this dissertation. one may speak of a common theologica1 focus or 
movement. but not of a school of a theology of hop. Walter Capps insists tfiere is no fiill-scale movement. 
but d e r  a mood which expresses itself in reiated proposais denving their impetus h m  a preoccupation 
with L;;z friture (The Future of Ho~e. 1 ). 

la' Kliever. "Hope as Ground and Goal." 10 1 - 103. 



How, he asks, can a Christian be both biblicd and modern?'8b 

Moltmann accepts the Feuerbach-Marx allegation that Christianity's hierarchicai. 

extraneous G d  has served both as source and sanction for a "multi-stratified world that 

protects the pnvileges of the powerful and perpetuates the miseries of the weak."'*' 

Nonetheless. M o i t m a ~  sees a way around this discredited "God beyond us" (the God 

above us of orthodox Christianity) and "God within us" (the God in us of liberalism). For 

him, the modem debate between faith in the "God above us" and faith in the "God in us" 

or "God between us" admits yet another position. "God in fiont or ahead of us." the "God 

of hope," the God of the Exodus. in the modem controversy between a theism that 

philosophically affinns "God is." and an atheism that iconoclasticaily asseris "God is 

not." eschatological theology cm Say: God's being. the Kingdom of God's full identity. is 

~ o r n i n ~ . " ~  For Metz. likewise. God is the "God before us instead of a theological 

argument." ' 89 

This r e m  to the eschatological outlook of the bible opens a way for making one's 

own whatever dimensions of truth there are in modem secularism. reductionism. and 

utopianism without surrendering a basic belief in God or radical responsibility for the 

world.19' Al1 the theologians of hope approach God as the power of the future. Because 

the funire is God's primary mode of being. God is not yet presenr in the form of a 

sovereign definitive. unlimited presence. 

Granting these perspectives on God. the theologians of hope can and do still speak 

of God historically. For example. God is identified as the God of Abraham. Isaac. and 

lE6 Cf. Braaten. The Future of God. 23. 

"' Kliever. "Hope as Ground and Goal." 103. 

JWgen Molmann. "Hope and History." Theolop Today. vol. 25. no. 3 (October 1968): 376. 

'" Johann B. M e a  "God Before Us Insead of a TheoIogical Argument." Cross Cunents. vol. 18. 
no. 3 (1%8): 298-306. 



Jacob. and no less the God of the Exodus and Covenant. In this broad. coherent context 

God is the God of history. Christian theology however, according to Moitmann. has 

tended to ignore this view of God in favor of its different types of arguments about Godos 

existence: cosmological, psychological (Descartes), moral (Kant), and existentid 

(Kierkegaard). l9 ' Evenniall y. then. anthropology shaped the discussion concerning 

GodTs existence and attributes. and especially the divine relationship with human beings 

and the cosmos. Ostracized from cosmology by the naturai sciences, Christian theology 

became an a n t h r ~ ~ o l o ~ ~ . ' ~ '  The shifi from a theistic metaphysic of the world to the 

theological illumination of existence and language analysis is an important step. When 

Moltrnann links human authenticity to human suffenng, the latter becomes the primary 

theological concern. and the human quest for identity frarnes the horizon of the question 

of God. 

For Moltmann. then. a closer analysis of the identity question of humanity skews 

the problem of God toward a political theology. '93 

The theodicy question for a just world cannot be answered apart from the 

justification of humanity in its personhood. The theodicy question and the question of 

human identity are therefore two sides of the same coin. To support his argument. 

Molunann appeals to the role of primitive Christian apocaippticism in the New 

Testament. Ernst K&erna~'s well-known dictwn is cited: "Apocalypticism is the mother 

of al1 Christian the~lo&"~' This insight is based on the special correlation of the 

question of God to the issue of the future of histo~y.'~~ Thus. the eschatology of Paul. of 
-- -- 

'" Moltmann. Relipion. Revolution and the Future. 205. 

19' - Idem. 

19' m., 206. 

1% Idem. - 
195 See fmtnote 209 below. 

'% Molmann. Reliaion, Revolution and the Future. 206. 



the Book of Revelation, and of primitive Christianity in general is driven by the dual 

question: whether or not God is and when G d  would become fblly realized. Such an 

epistemological approach forges an inquiry that goes beyond the basic arguments for the 

existence of God (as in the Thomistic "five ways"197 or "the arguments by which both 

philosophers and Cathoiic teachen have proved that God exists" 19'). 

Theology - in the eschatological consmiction of the hope theologians - relates 

human beings to the world in such a way that both theology and hurnanity may engage in 

a joint historical pursuit of that fume which both will find in the future of ~ 0 d . I ~ ~  

In summary, three major conclusions cm be drawn. 

(1) Al1 the theologians of hope assign theological priority to the future. 

Pannenberg. who has given fùturity its recent significance in theological discourse. 

assigned to "future" and "hope" a pnmacy among the key concepts of a new religious 

s e n ~ i b i l i t ~ . ~ ~ ~  

From the standpoint of this God (of the Bible), al1 reality is referred to the future 
and is experienced as eschatologically oriented. [Such a God is experienced] as 
the God of the promises. as the God who leads history into a new future. and as 
the God of the coming kingdorn.'O' 

Pannenberg's understanding of the future marks a M e r  "breakhrough" to a 

theology of revol~tion.?~' Such an approach to eschatological newness clarifies its 

application to social and politicai transformation within hi~tory.'~' Thus Molunann 

-- - 

197 Summa theoloaica i a 2.3: Contra aentiles 1.13, 15. 

19% Conna aentiles 1. 1.3. 

'" W.. 207. 

'00 Wolfiart Pannenberg. "The God of Hope." Basic Questions in Theoloev Vol I I  (London: 
SCM. 197 1 ). 234-249. 

'OT Braaten. The Future of God. 12. 

205 Cf. Peten. "Pannenberp's Eschatological Ethics." 263. 



asse-: "there is therefore only one real problem in Christian theology. which its own 

object forces upon it and which it in tum forces on mankind and on human thought: the 

problem of the hitue. "'a 

The hope theologians recall time and again how the fiiture must be shaped. Unless 

the funve can be planned and unless human respoosibility can creatively impact the 

fiiture, there may be no funw at dl.  The future must be mediated.205 Bmaten insists on 

a speci fic intersection: 

apocal yptic eschatology and secular futwology can be correiated and their horizons 
connected if they both orient upon a new horizon which includes them both. if they 
share the horizon o f a  cornmon friture that links the past to the present without 
sacrificing what is particular and valuable in each.'06 

The horizon of the future. arguably. can accommodate the dualism of both rigidly 

self-suficient horizons. that of the biblical record and that of the secular hurnanist."' 

According to Braaten: 

A crucial difference between secular funuology and Christian eschatology is this: 
the future in secular funüology is reached by a process of the world's becorning. 
The Future in Christian eschatology arrives by the coming of God's kingdom. The 
one is a becoming. the oiher a coming. This difference c m  be illustrated 
etymologicall y by the German word Zukunfr. Zukunfr is a translation of two 
different Latin words. futurum and aàvenrus. Futurum is what grows out of 
sornething that already exists. hidden away in it as an inner potentiaiity. Al1 that is 

'' Moltmann. Theoloa. of Hope. 16. 

'05~oltmann aniculately describes how hope should anticipate the future as well as how hoping 
and planning can be differentiated in actualizing the fiiture. Jûrgen Moltmann. H o ~ e  and Planninq (New 
York: Harper & Row. 1971 ). Cf. Capps. The Future of Ho~e. 8. Also: Time lnvades the Cathedra]. 1 13. It 
is beyond our scope here to explore Leslie Dewart's related contention that Chnstianity should be 
dehellenized in order to recapture the primary eschatoIogicai perspective of a h u r e  kingdom of God. Such 
a dehellenization of the (traditional) faith will. by the sheer process of inference. cal1 fonh a 
.reeschatologization of the kerygrna (Leslie ü e w m  The Future of BeIief: Theism in a World Corne of 
Faith p e w  York: Herder 8: Herder. 19661.) - 

'M The importance of the horizon of the future in the uiterpretation of universal h i s t o ~  is 
examined at length in Pannenberg's essay. "Hemeneutics and Univenal Hinory." Historv and 
Hermeneutics. Jounal for Theolom and the Church, IV. ed. Rokn Funk (New York: Harper 8r Row. 
1967). See also: "Hermeneutic and Universa! History," Questions in Theologv. I (Philadelphia: Fortress. 
1970), 96-136. 

"' Braaten. The Future of Hope. 23. 



needed for the future to be reached is more growth, development. maturation. 
acnialization .... Adventus is the arrival of someone or something new, which cannot 
be extrapolated out of history as such. This something new can be anticipated. 
hoped for, prayed for?'' 

(2) Eschatology as key to the Christian meaning of hope and to the M e  is 

broadly shared. Moltmann accepted not only Emst Kiisemann's thesis that "apocalyptic 

is the mother of Christian t h e o l ~ ~ ~ , " ' ~  but also the prominence of eschatology in the 

exegesis of Old Testament scholar Gerhard Von Rad as normative for an approach to the 

h u r e  in the Judeo-Christian tradition. While eschatology has a similar role in the 

theology of Pannenberg. Moltmann and ~ e t z " '  the first two appropriate eschatology 

quite differently. Pannenberg finds in apocalyptic eschatology the first forma1 

presentation of a universal conception of history; Moltmann sees in apocalypticism the 

radical contradiction between the histoncal and the eschatological. between the promise 

of hope and histoncal reality " ' 
(3) Philosophical process. if not process philosophy. undergirds the work of the 

hope theologians. Broadly speaking. process phiiosophy2i2 is a horizontally modeled 

'O8 Idem.. The Future of God 29-30. 

'09 Cf. Emst Kbemann. "The Beginnings of Christian Theology." in New Testament Ouestions 
Todav (Philadelphia: Fortress. 1969). 82- 10% quotation at p. 1 02. Also. "Primitive Christian Apocalyptic." 
in m. 108-37. quotation at 157. 

"O Cf. Jürgen Moltmann. "Theoloa As Eschatology." The Future of Hope. ed. Frederick Henog 
(New York: Herder & Herder. 1970). 1 -50. 

'" Cf'. Tupper. The Theoloev of Wolthan Pannenberq .?SB. 

"' Process thought does not stand out as a Iogical or formal theology of hope. The conmbutions of 
Alfred North Whitehead. Charles Hartshome. and Henn' Louis Bergson are of primary significance. Alfred 
North Whitehead. Models of ThouPlht (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938). Idem. Process 
and ReaIini: The Gifford Lectures. 1927-28 (New York: Macmillan. 1929). Idem. Science and the Modem 
World. Lowe11 Lectures, 1925 (New York: Macmillan. 1925). Charles Hanshorne. The Divine Relativin : 
A Social Conception of God w e w  Haven: Yale Universit) Press. 1967)- Idem., The Loeic of Perfection 
and ûther Essavs in Neo-Classical Metaphvsics (Lasalle. IL: Open Court. 1962). Idem. Man's Vision of 
God and the Loaic of Theism (Chicago: Willett. Ctark, 194 1). Henri Louis Bergson. Creative Evolution 
(New York: H. Holt. 1913: New York: Philosophical L i b w .  1946). Idem. An Introduction to 
Meta~hvsics (New York' London: G. P. Pumam's Sons, 19 12). 

Pannenberg has aniculated his resenrations about Whitehead's philosophy in his essay "Atom, 
Dauer. Gestalt. Schwierigkeiten mit der Prozess Philosophie." Whiteheads Meta~hvsik der Kreativitat. ed. 
Friedrich Rapp and Reiner Wiehl (Freiburg: Kart Alber. 1986)- 185-195. Pannenberg's critique in the 



concepnial pattern which emphasizes t h e  and change, and subjects al1 reality to 

temporal conditioning. While the theology of h o p  does not emanate from it. process 

philosophy's "prirnary disposition is toward eschatology.""' It would be inappropriate to 

rrace a direct formative influence fiom any process philosophers upon the theologians of 

h ~ ~ ? ' '  

Neveriheless. Bloch. Moltmann, Metz, and Pannenberg may be considered 

"process thinkers." despite their avoidance of process theology in the traditional sense. In 

fact. Moltmann and Metz never attempted to articulate Christian faith in such ternis. Nor 

do Henri Bergson, Alfred North Whitehead, or Charles Hanshome exen n direct impact 

on the work of the theologians of h ~ ~ e . " ~  One may however add that both process 

thought and hope theology buiid upon horizontal schematics (plan. pattern. order): both 

place major emphasis on hinire tirne; both prefer dynarnic over static categones." Both. 

finally. assign a major role to creativity and human agency in the evennial shaping of the 

world? ' 
On the other hand. each of the hope theologians provides exarnples of variant 

process concepts. For example. "the type of radicaiity that places sole emphasis upon 

discontinuity. that views the future as the force standing in utter contradiction to past and 

foregoing essay is surnmarized by Lewis S. Ford. "The Nature of the Power of the Future." in 
Theoloev of Wolfhan Pannenberq, ed. Cari E. Braaten and Philip Clayon (Minneapolis: Augsburg. 1988). 

"' Cappr. Time Invades the Cathedral. 95. 

"' Walter Capps pnsents three similarities between the theology of hope and process philosophy: 
(a) the schematic mode1 must be horizontally and not venicatly conceived: (b) time and change. rather than 
permanence and staticity. are regulative; (c) the funw orientation of process thought atlows for the 
realization of possibilil. Nevertheiess. process philosophy does not offer a schematic foundation for the 
theology of hop. 

"' At this point Capps also introduces the personal human categories of intuition and insight into 
his analysis of the theology of hope and process thought. 



present," is foreign to Pannenberg's t h o ~ ~ h t . ' ' ~  This obviously differentiates 

Pannenberg's eschatological c o n s t d  from Moltmannos in which the future is more or 

less discontinuou with p s t  and present. Pmenberg. fbtherxnore. discloses the 

influence of Hegel with whom he shares the notion of an ultimate synthesis which leads 

to the resolution of di~~arit ies.? '~ Yet. Pannenberg's understanding of the generative 

power of the hiture itself decisively distinguishes him fiom the thoroughgoing 

evolutionary and teleological view advanced by ~ e i l h a r d . ~ ~  

These key factors in the theology of hope have given rise to a politicai theology in 

the European context. To explore the political theology of theologians of hope. Olive 

àrew upon Bloch as a point of reference. Bloch capsulized his philosophy in one 

sentence. "S is not yet P." thereby indicating that what is, is becoming something else. 

The funue is that "not-yet-being" to which one relates by means of hope. 

According to Olive. political theology is becoming a theology that is 

eschatological in its emphasis on hope and fbture."' Moreover. political theology is 

primarily cornmitted to the responsibility inherent in humankind's hopes for the world. 

This responsibility lems more towards the social dimensions of freedom. power. 

revelation. than the individual dimensions of salvation. faith. happiness. or authentic 

'" Richard Neuhaus. " Wolhart Pannenberg: Profile of a Theologian." in Theolocv and the 
Kinedom of God (Philadelphia: Westminster. 1969). 22. 

"' Pannenberg also echoes the funiristic view o f  Teiihard de Chardin. sharing with him the 
recognition of the radically provisional character of existence and the anticipation of human destin? 
fùtfilled in Christ. (Ibid.. 24) 

'O Ibid.. 14. In his response to process thoughr Pannenberg questions whether Whitehead's 
doctrine of G% ean bc cornpared with the biblical affirmation of Cod as the infinite. ail-determining 
reality. In fact he questions whether Whitehead has really spoken of God at ail. "God must not be 
conceived Iike finite matures but as infinite." He continues: "ln some way. according ro our esperience. 
the reality of God is still in process From every finite point of view. This does not mean that it is in the 
same way a process on its own terms." WoIfhart Pannenberg. "Letter of Clarification." in Philoso~hische 
Theoloaie im Shatten des Nihilismus. ed. Jorg Salaquarda (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter. 1971). 177. as cited 
in Tupper. The Theolow of Wolthart Pannenberg. 287. 

-' Olive. Wolfhan Pannenberq. 77. 



existence." 

This chapter has presented a summary of a theology of hope as gleaned fiom the 

published works of academic theologians Pannenberg, Moltmann, and Metz. This review 

has underscored their points of convergence with Menon. With h o p  as a shared topic of 

discoune, they can be expected to fmd some cornmon ground for the underlying reality 

of hope, however their methodology, purpose or construction might differ on the surface. 

Hope as a concepnial gestalt retains its basic identity irrespective of the modalities of 

approach and application. 

This review has. perhaps more definitively, underscored their divergencies from 

Menon. A systematic theology of hope is more fomal. more cohesive, and less flexible 

in its conceptualization and content. If the pnmary difference can be expressed in terms 

of genre. the hope theologians write formal treatises whose intent is to convince 

intellectually. within the broad tradition of the theological virtues and in light of 

contemporary concems. Menon. on the other hand. uses the popular essay format to 

express his moral posture. contemplative attitude. and aesthetic approach towarà 

contempomy life. with a view to persuading his readers towards a hope-filled way of 

Iife. 

- Chapter II will now undertake a diachronie exploration of Menon's reflections on 

hope. 



CAAPTER 11: MERTON'S UNDERSTANDING OF HOPE IN DIACHROMC 
PERSPECTIVE 

A. SIGNS OF AN IMPLICIT HOPE: 1915 - 1954 
1. PRE-MONASTIC PERIOD: 1915 - 1941 
Our exploration of Menon's hope, it should be noted begins several decades 

before the formai theolog of hope emerges in the lecture hall or in Ml-scale monograph. 

Merton's early life already evidences moments of an ability to project beyond the here 

and the now. These episodes may. on close analysis, be nothing more than a deeper 

appreciation - rather than a simple perception - of the meaning of the events unfolding 

before him. This exploration rnight be called "inscape" - Gerald Manly Hopkins ' 

coinage for "inward significant character or quality belonging uniquely to objects or 

events in nature and human experience esp. as perceived by the blended observation and 

introspection of the p e t .  ..".' Stated in simple tems. Merton seems to have k e n  imately 

endowed with a gifi of criticism and of poetic vision. the fim enabling him to see things 

as they are and the second leading him to look to an idealized state. More than a mere 

dreamer. he envisioned stages of what could be on the brink of nalization. 

Our analysis will review moments of his early experience that shaped his thought 

and personaiity. 

To the best of the present writer's knowledge. the term "hope" does not occur in 

Thomas Menon's pre-monastic writings. But equivalent ternis and andogous concepts in 

these writings are not lacking. In the youthful Merton. the fires of imagination. desire. 

and expectation became "a walking dream." as hope has been defined by the sages across 

the centuries.' 

I Webster's Third New international Dictionm. 1 168. 

'~ristotle (384-22 BC) is mdited with the aphorisrn **Hope is a waikiig drearrt." in Amthem. as 
quoted by Diogenes Laertius. in Lives of the Eminent Phiioso~hers. bk. V. sec. 18. louuies Stobaeus (5' 
cent.. AD) amibutes the saying to Pindar (522?343BC). Framents. Quintillian ( fl, 68 A. D.) cites the 
saying in Innitutiones ûratoriae. as does Basil, Bishop of Caesarea in a letter to Gregory of Nazianz (c. 
370). Sir Edward Coke (c. 1600) rendered it into Latin: "Spes est vigilantis sornniumn (Hope is the dream 



How did Merton view his youthful aspirations? How did he articulate the radiant 

promises of a nimble imagination? What moved his heart toward Christian hope? A 

study of Merton's retrospects on his earliest life suggests three perspectives for presenting 

these &ta. 

a An Early Passion for Freedom 
b. Proclivity to Despair about Himself and the World 
c. Discovery of Christian Hope 

a. An Early Passion for Freedom 

Merton's reflections on his youth embody a passionate search for fieedom as his 

highest concem and deepest desire. The Seven Stow Mountain (SSM, 1948) contains a 

fierce élan that at iimes peaks to moments of sheer hope. An early self-disclosure 

qualifies as such a moment: 

Free by nature. in the image of God, I was nevertheless the prisoner of my oun 
violence and my own selfishness. in the image of the world into which 1 was bom. 
That world was the picture of Hell, full of men like rnyself. loving God and yet 
hating Hirn; bom to love Him. living instead in fear and hopeless self-contradictory 
hungers3 

As a boy. Menon's pastirne of choice was reading a geopphy book: "1 wanted to 

become a sailor. i was only too eager for the kind of foot-loose and wtable life 1 was 

soon to get into."" His favorite collection of stones. entitled Greek Heroes. stoked the 

flarnes of fieedom: 

1 unconsciously built up the vague hgments of a religion and of a phiiosophy. 
which remained hidden and implicit in my acts. and which. in due time. were to 
assert themselves in a deep and al1 embracing amchment to my own judgement and 
my own will and a constant tuming away from subjection. towards the freedom of 
my own ever-changine horizons.' 

of a man awake). Manhew hior ( 1664-1 72 1 ) quoted it as: "Hope is but the dream of those t h a  wa&e.- in 
SoIomon on the Vanitv of the World (Book III). 

lbid.. 10-1 1 .  - 



Merton's recollections of his early education highlighted an untrammeled fieedorn: 

in a sense, this was intended as the f i t  of rny early training. Mother wanted me to 
be independent. and not to nia with the herd. 1 was to be original, individual. 1 was 
to have a defhite character and ideals of my own. 

One vivid childhood recollection was of a stained glass window depicting an 

anchor. The youngster was speilbound by the emblem while attending church with his 

father. If an anchor might trigger in others associations of "the theological vhue of Hope. 

dependence on ~ o d . " ~  the image evoked in young Thomas more tangible yeamings of 

"travel. adventure. the wide sea. and unlimited possibilities of human heroism."' The 

death of his mother when he was just six transfigureci these dreams of travel into sudden 

reality. Since his father worked as an artist. they were nearly forced into the devil-may- 

care life Merton craved. since subjects and ideas for paintings could be found 

everywhere.' 

In 1928. Merton's father came to Montauban to fetch his son to England. As they 

drove away from the Lycée. the twelve-year old was cenain he could hear the cry of 

"Liberty!" The event tums into one of the more p p h i c  moments in SSM." The new- 

found opportunities to travel overwhelmed the youngster. He wras to cross the Atlantic at 

lest nine times before reaching twenty.' ' 
In June. 1930, k ing  just 15, Menon was informed that his magnanimous 

grandfather had made him financially independent. '' This sudden tum of events flung 

Ibid.. 38. See foomote 59 below. - 
8 Ibid.. 13. - 

9 Ibid.. 16. - 
10 Ibid.. 32ff.. S i .  esp. 60. - 
I I  Basil Pe~ington.  Thomas Merton. Brother Monk: The Ouest for Tme Freedom (San Francisco: 

Harper Bi Row. 1987). 43. 



open the gate to an unbridled wanderlun. his inner sense of Lebemfieiheit. But not before 

his father's death! When this second major loss occuned Merton felt unburdened of 

everything "that impeded the movement of my own will to do as it pleased .... I would 

think what 1 wanted and do what I wanted and go my own way."I3 Merton's lust for life 

would impel him toward unrestricted fieedom. 

b. Merton's Proclivity to Dapair Regarding Himself and the Workl 

Young Merton's passion for life and his giftedness for dreaming and hoping had a 

dark side: a propensi'y toward doubt. He soon found himself engulfed in a pervasive 

gloom regarding himself and the world. The unpublished original typescript of SSM 

sketches the kind of fieeciom he craved. 

1 imagined that I was free. And it would take me five or six years to discover what 
a fnghtful captivity I had got myself into. But now. at any rate. the sense of 
isolation and independence. except for the restraint of the school rules. which 
irked me very much. grew upon me until 1 was convinced that 1 was my own lord. 
and despised every form. not only of control. but even of advice. accepting even 
suggestions of Tom. my godfather. with certain reserves. and only insofar as 1 
agreed with hem.'" 

The SSM notes: 

It was in this year, too. that the hard c w t  of rny dry sou1 finally squeezed out al1 
the 1 s t  traces of religion that had ever been in it. There was no room for God in 
that empty temple of dust and rubbish.. . and so 1 became the complete twentieth 
century man.. . a mie citizen of my o w  disgusting centuy: the century of poison 
gas and atomic bombs.. . a man with veins full of poison. living. living in death.'' 

Menon presents himself as rnorally derelict during this time. William Shannon 

sees Menon adrift on a sea of aimlessness. arnodity. and lack of faith. dl contributing to 

his confusion and depression ai this tirne? 

By the end of 1932. Merton pduated from Oakharn. The next par he enrolled in 

13 Compare m. 85 with B. Pennington. Brother Monk. p. 44. 

14 William Shannon. Silent Larn~: The Thomas Merton Storv (New York: Crossrod 1992), 53. 

" - SSM. 85. cited in Idem. 

'' William Shannon. Silent Lamp. 54. 



Clare College, Cambridge. Merton recalls this year at Cambridge as the fa11 of night ovet 

his life. l7  This dark period is couched in the passive voice, as if what happened to him 

were somehow beyond his control.18 n e  experience at Clare College brought him to the 

spiritual and moral nadir of his life; to some degree he touched bottom. even 

acadernicall y. 

As he was leaving England. Menon passed by Dover Castle. William Shannon 

speculates that "Passing Dover Cade" spbolized a crossroad of life up to that point. 

more specifically serving as a metaphor of illusion or an unrealized dream. Many 

associations cluster around that cade. which stood at the geographic and psycbological 

crossroads of Merton's life in France and England. His resolve is explicit. even if his 

vision is less than clear: 

There is yet work to be done in my own life. T'here were great illusions to be got 
rid of and there is a false self that has to be taken off. if it can. There is still much 
change before 1 can be living in the tmth and in nothingness and in humility and 
without any selfîoncem." 

At this point Merton allowed himself to drearn of a brighter future. a better world. 

The dreams point to an unspecified reality, which became more transparent only as time 

passed. without ever achieving total clarity. 

c. Merton's Discovery of Christian Hope 

Following an unrestrained youth. Merton stabilised his life through an intellectual 

conversion. which in turn led to a moral and finally a religious conversion. Merton 

described his intellectmi transformation in ternis of the recognition of God's reality. 

Once Merion came to accrpt the existence of God. he moved on to explore the concept of 

meiras. or I h e  power of a k ing  to exist absolutely in virtue of itself." The idea of an 

" SSM. 1 18. 

" - tbid. 119-121, 

19 From an unpublished leaet in the Thomas Merton Center archives, Louisville, KY. This 
quotation is fiorn WiiIiarn Shannon, Silent Lam. 77. 



indefinable and indescnbable S u p ~ m e  Being, living in and of himself transformed 

Another stage of conversion was achieved when Merton came to a moral 

appreciation for the Catholic just war theory; by 1941, Menon had not only developed a 

conscience, in his own words. but had moved to be "committed to value, wedded to 

intelligence that demanded careful. realistic analysis of the conciete situation, chat 

motivated and guided his decision[s] .''21 in the final stage of his self-transformation 

process, Merton underwent a religious conversion. which. as Lonergan describes it. is 

"the ful filment of a capacity and desire for self-transcendence" and as an unconditional 

love for the Creator.' This overall process is fully explored in Conn3 A key factor in the 

whole transfomative process was unreienting desire - a foundational dimension of 

hop.'' 

After becorning a Christian. Merton longed to become a pnest or monk. More 

than once at this point of his life he envisioned this deep-rooted desire as his "last 

hope."" Following a careful reading of Gilson and Maritain. Merton began anending 

church. which aroused a range of emotions more sincere and mature than he had ever felt 

before." 

" Walter Conn. Christian Conversion: A Develo~mentai Inteyretation of Autonomv and 
Surrendet (Pauiist. New York, 1986). 165. 

" - Ibid. 182. 

7 3  - - Ibid. 227. 

" For a psychological correlation. see *'Hope and Despaii' in Dictionan of Pastoral Care and 
Counselling . ed. by Rodney J. Hunter (Nashville: Abingdon Press. 1990). 532-534. Also Donaid Capps, 
Agents of Houe: A Pastoral Psvcholotzy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press. 1995). 

Thomas Menon. Secular Journal of Thomas Menon (New York: Farrar. Straus. 1959 ). Also 
Thomas Merton- SSM, 175ff Thomas Menon. Schml of Charitv ISCh1. ed- by Brother Patrick H a n  (New 
York: Fanar. Straus. I W O ) .  6. 

' 6  SSM. 175. 



As to his college experience at Columbia in 19364937, Merton recalls: "Al1 that 

year we were, in fact, talking about the deepest springs of human desire and hope and 

fear."" He recalls his friend Gibney who at that tirne was numiring "a sense of deep 

metaphysicd dismay - an anguish that was real."" Faith, love and desire loomed large. 

in his reading excursions into William Blake. Merton discovered a mirror image of 

What he was glorifjmg was the transfiguration of man's natural love, his natural 
powen. in the refining fues of rnystical experience: and that. in itself. implied an 
arduous and total purification. by faith and love and desire, fiorn dl the petty 
matenalistic and cornmonplace and earthly ideals of his rationalistic friends? 

This period is steeped in longing: 

I was filled with a growing desire to stay in the city and p to some kind of a 
church.. .?O My desire becarne much greater still. by the end of October.. . ." It 
was only in the last days before king liberated fiom my slaves, to death. that 1 
had the -ce to feel something of my own weakness and helplessness. It was not 
a vivid light that was given to me on the subject?' 

Before long. however. Merton discovered deep within "an obscure desire to 

become a priest." 33 "1 had given up politics as more or less hopeless. by this time."" He 

also began to feel a cal1 to holiness. "Al1 that is necessary to be a saint is to want to be 

one. ... Ail you have to do is desire it.'"' Much of this lanpge  rings ~ i t h  the enthusiasm 

lbid.. 180. - 
" - Ibid.. 183. 

@. 203. 

'O - Ibid.. 206. 

" M.. 2 17. 

j' - I bid.. 22 1.  

" - Ibid.. 2 18. 

x Ibid.. 214. - 

" - lbid.. 238. This natement came to Merton from Robert Lax. 



of a new conven. But. as time would prove, these impulses would mature into authentic 

hope. On Nov. 27, 194 1. Merton wrote 

1 would be aimost cenain they'd [the monks] Let me in.. . . But 1 may be afraid to 
write and fmd they wouldn't. and have that last hope taken away. as if it were a 
hope. .. 36 

SCh details the inner process of this period: - 
As a result of studies and reading which familiarized me with the works of E. 
Gilson and Maritain. but particularly as the result of the work of God's grace 
which now began to move me with the most urgent promptings of desire, 1 began 
going to Mass at Corpus Christi Church. West 121 st Street New York. And 
there. 1 soon began to take instruction and was happily baptised on November 16. 
1938.)' 

1 went to work at St. Bonaventure College [now St. Bonaventure University. in 
Olean. NY]. in order to live as nearly as possible the life 1 would have led if my 
hopes had not been d i ~ a ~ ~ o i n t e d ? ~  

in the course of a retreat at Gethsernani in Holy Week of 194 1. Menon recalls: 

From the very first moment of entering the monastery 1 was overwhelmed with the 
holiness and sanctified atmosphere that filled it. and by the end of that week 1 was 
again filled with an intense desire to enter this cornmunir).. However. 1 ail1 
believed that 1 had no choice in the maner and that. k i n g  "unworthy" of the 
priesthood. it would be useless for me to ever think of applying to be admitted 
here. Nevertheless 1 was praying for a Trappist vocation against al1 h ~ ~ e . ~ '  

Clearly. Thomas Menon had discovered a glimmer of Christian hope: an in-depth 

yearning for the Trappist way of life?' 

2. FIRST GLIMMERS OF A THEMATIC OF HOPE: 1942-1951 

Merton wrote liale during his early monastic Iife. The wntings before the 

jb Run to the Mountain: The Journais of Thomas Menon. Vol 1. 1939- 194 1 .  (Ed. b~ Pamck Han. 
San Francisco. Harper Collins. 1995). 455 (emphasis added). 

" - Ibid. (emphasis added) 

39 Ibid. (emphasis original). - 
10 The repetition of the word -desiren duough this section of SSM is meaningfid. especially since 

he underscores the tenn on p. 296. 



publication of the SSM included: translations of books and articles from the French 

(1 943); Thirtv Poems (1 944); A Man in the Divided Sea (1946); and the well-known 

article on "Poetry and the Contemplative Life" (the earliest version of which is dated July 

4, 1947). None of these early publications contains an explicit reference to hope. 

Sixteen early poems wrinen between 1940 and 1 942 were published in 1 97 1 

under the title of Earlv ~oems.'" Though making no formal reference to hop, they do 

contain hope-related images and expressions. The firn poem 'The Philosophers." 

rejecting philosophy as a workable human solution, has two mandrakes (philosophers) 

juggling Keats's famous line fiom Ode to a Grecian Um: *' Beauty is truth. tmth 

beauty." "Body is mth. truth body.. . Beauty is troops, troops beauty.'" While the word- 

play suggests meaninglessness. a better hope awaits the sleeping pet .  that of the 

drenching Easter rains. The anticipation of the Easter rains that will "crown my seedtirne 

with sorne sap and growth'* tums into a key image of hope.'15 

Four other poerns invite brief comment. "Dirge For The World Joyce Died In" is a 

lament. seethine with images of disease and death in a hope-depnved world." T w o  

British Airmen" mourns the foriom n t d  of military buriai in a foreign land." '-Poem" 

deais with the despondency of black slavery4' "Poem8' (the second by that title) depicts 

the terror of the war and the death of helpless civilians. in the image of a fleeing woman. 

The p e t  contemplates a r e m  to Europe after the war and his burying of loved ones. in 

4 1 Thomas Merton. Eark Poems (Lexingon, KY: Anvil Press, t 97 1 ). The entire text of Earh 
Poems was reprinted in The Collected Poems of Thomas Menon (CPTM) (1977). 

" John Keats. The Poetical Works of John Keats. ed. by H. W. Garrod. (Oxford: Clarendon. 
i 939). 262. 

* - Ibid.. 5-6. 



point of fact the interment of his entire life?' These four poems, steeped in images of 

death and destruction, find their conmt in the deeply hopeful T h e  City's  ring'^* 

The poem launches Menon's personal response to the springtime signs in the city. At 

another level. however, the poem celebrates the hope of the resurrection of Christ. Fresh 

metaphon speak of C hrist's buriai. The jedous March (the marble recdling Rome) 

impnsons Christ on an April Saturday. Strophe 2, depicting Christ's suffering, speaks of 

wails weeping "with arrowy min." Strophe 3 climaxes with a triumphant reswection. 

heralded with loud cries and sweet songs. 41talies." which could be interpreted as hope in 

the resurrection, actually stands for "Our ltalies," a reference to both New York City's 

Littie Italy and the seat of officiai ~hristendom."~ 

A sardonic. despairing outlook on the world finds expression in severai other 

poems of this period.50 "Lent (A Fragment) "*' voices an impassioned desire for the 

purification of worldly pleasures. the senses. and pride. The p e t  even asks his creativity 

to depart. The image of Lent denotes a hope for Easter. 

In the poem "Sacred Heart 2 (A Fragment)" Merton confesses he cannot find any 

hope: 
Geography cornes to an end. 
Compass has lost al1 earthly north. 
Horizons have no meaning 
Nor roads an explanation: 
1 cannot even hope for any special borealis 
To roux my darkness with a brkf "~urra~"!~ '  [sic] 

- - 

47 Ibid.. 6-7. - 
Ibid.. 7. - 

19 Here one rnust consider Merton's allegiance to Roman Catholicism after his conversion in 1938. 
"The City's Spring" was wrinen between 1940 and 1942 (CPTM. 7). 

50 E.g., "Dirge for the City of Miami" CPTM. 7-8. "Hymn ofNot Much for New York" CPTM. 19- 
20. Menon candidiy assesses these "monastery poems- as his "pcmrer ones" ( S. 363). 

" CPTM. 23-24. 

" M.. 24 (ernphasis added). 



Merton's only hope is the Sacred Heart of Jesus: 

O flaming Heart. 
Unseen and unimagined in this wildemess. 
You. You alone are real, and here I've found You. 
Here will I love and praise You in a tongueless death, 
Until my white devoted bones, 
Long bleached and polished by the winds of this Sahara, 
Relive at Your comxnand, 
Rise and unfold the flowers of their everlasting spring?3 

Thirtv Poems (published in 1944) combines pre-monastic pieces written between 

1938 and 1 94 1 with several poems composed &er entering the monastery. The volume 

abounds in religious and spin tua1 symbols and themes. commenting on çocio-political 

situations in a rich flow of images and symbols of hope. For example. "The Flight into 

Egypt" intimates World War II and the Nazi annihilation of countless Jews. including 

A Man in the Divided Sea (1 946) combines pre-monastic poems written between 

1938 and 194 1 with some written after Merton's entrance into the monastery. 

in "How Long We Wait." the p e t  expects the earth to be resurrected by monastic 

efforts.'' "A Letter io My Friends: On Entering the Monastery of Our Lady of 

Gethsemani. 1941 ." expresses a yearning for Jerusalem and discovers it. even if only 

provisionally. in the "knobs and bonoms of Kentucky." The calamities of the world. the 

wounds of the cities. and the ruins of once-proud lives. are caimed and healed by those 

"who have wandered iike. .. the moaning trains" and iive now "in the House of ~od."" 

"The Trappist Cemeter). - Gethsemani" offers a vision of an other-worldly hope. 

55 Idem. Under the date of June 26. 196% Menon records in his journal: "-.. Twenry years ago I - 
was uncornfortable with this concept. Now 1 see the real meaning of it (quite apm from the extemals). It is 
the cenrer. the 'heart' of the whole Christian rny~tery.~ M. 250 (original ernphasis). 

'' M. 89-90. 

56 Ibid.. 9 1-93. - 



Here Merton's vigil clhaxes with descriptions of sunset, night sounds, the promise of 

rnoming. The destiny of humanity in resurrection is shared by al1 of ~reation:'~ 

Yet when the sun. exulting like a dying martyr, 
Canonizes, with his splendid fire, the sombre hills. 
Your graves al1 smile like little children.. . 
... 
But now the treble harps of night begin to play in the 

deep wood, 
To praise your holy sleep.. . . 
. . . 
But look: the valleys shine with promises, 
And every buming moming is a prophecy of Chnst 
Coming to raise and vindicate 
Even our sony flesh. 
. . . 
The b a t s  and trees shall share your resurrection. 
And a new world be bom fiom these green t~rnbs. '~ 

This hope for a new creation flows over into "A Whitsun Canticle." Casting a 

hopeful glance at the fulfillment of the Apocalyse. the poem is essentially a psaim of 

exultation about ~entecost.~' 

Minds. minds. sing like spnng 
To see the hills that fling their hands into the air: 
To see the trees yield their gladness to the tender 

Winds 
And open wide their treasuries: 
Behold the birds. released like angels. fiom those le* 

Palaces. 
With fire and blue and red-goid splashing in their 

Painted wings. 
Each one proclaiming part of the Apocdyse. 
They aim their flights at d l  the four horizons 
And fire their arrows of nemendous news? 

" William Nicholas Koch. An Unex~ected Apxalwse: Eschatoloey in the Thoueht of Thomas 
Menon and Its Simificance for the Mvth of Arnerica." Ph. D. dis .  Saint Louis Universio. 1989. 8. 

" CPTM. i 16-1 18. 

59 Koch. OD. ch.. 8. 

CPTM. 1 19. 



For Merton. Pentecoa, the ecstasy of anticipation. the Book of Revelation, the 

wrath of God portended by the heavedy host and the birds surrounding his monastary are 

married in a ceremony of verse! 

The last of these poems- "La Salette" -bnngs together end-times imageq with 

a glirnrner of hope. This celebrates the vision of Mary the Mother of Jesus to two 

shepherd children in the 1840s. Merton grieves that. forgedul of hope, the world has so 

quickly overlooked the Virgin's message: 6' 

... 
John, in the mi@ of his Apocalyse. could not foretell 
Half the aory of our morstrous centwy. 
In which the arm of your inexorable Son. 
Bound. by His Truth. to disavow your intercession 
For this wolf-world. this crazen zoo. 
Has bombed the doors of hell clean off their hinges. 
And burst the cage of antichrist. 
Starting. with two great thunderbolts. 
The chariots of ~rma~eddon.~ '  

The poem reveais Merton's apocalyptic bent. The 'ïwo great thunderbolts" 

unmistakably points to the two atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the 

end of World War II. Menon always found in nuclear weaponry a stark eschatological 

symbol. threatening to engulf the human race in ultimate destm~tion.~ Menon's 

apocaiyptic imagery reflects a deep concem about hope. 

SSM. as aiready indicated. contains scattered but significant references to hope. - 
which make up in quality what they lack in quanti-. Mention has dready been made of 

6 1 Koch. o n  cit.. 9. 

' Gordon C. Zahn. in - Original Chiid Monk An Appmiation- remarks that for Menon. 'The 
Bomb' was the eschatologica1 weapon. its introduction having brou@ man and his world to the threshold 
of complete and final destruction. Not only possible destruction, he took care to note. but probabie 
demuction." The Nonviolent Alternative ( New York: Farm. Srnus & GUOU. 1980). xx. as cited in Koch. 
An Unexwcted Amencan Amafvse. 50-5 1. 



the six-yearsld's attendance at church with his father? On that occasion the stained 

glass image of an anchor. the standard symbol of Christian hop, triggered yearnings of 

unrestricted fieedom. For al1 of its inverted interpretation, this is Merton's first reference 

to Christian hope. He comments: 

Strange interpretation of a religious symbol ordinarily taken to sipi@ stability in 
Hope: the theologicai virtue of Hope, dependence on God. To me it suggested 
just the ~ ~ ~ o s i t e . ' ~  

For Merton. hope as a theological virtue would eventually signi@ unequivocal 

dependence on God. This early 'peak moment" implanted in Menon's consciousness a 

coniunctio oppositonrm. the poiarities of hope and hopelessness. The emblem would 

serve as a pivotal image of his youthful. and later. aspirations. In fact it might well serve 

as a metaphor for his entire life! 

Thus. the opening pages of SSM, as already noted charactenaically portray the 

author as "bom to love Him. [yet] living instead in fear and hopeless self-contradictoq 

h ~ n ~ e n . " ' ~  

The same year saw the publication of six other works: Guide to Cistercian Life: 

Cistercian Contemolatives: Figures for an Amcalvrise: The S ~ i n t  of Simdicity: Exile 

Ends in Glom: and What is ~onternvlation?~~ This last work affiords a major insight into 

his writing career and personal experience." 

What is Contem~lation? (1948) neers %ide of the explicit concept of hope. and 

indeed does not even mention the term. However. its essential concern is union with God 

65 See p. 59 above. 

60 SSM. 13. See foomote 7 above. 

6' SSM. 3. 

68 GCL (Trappist KY: Abbey of Gethsemani, 1948): CiC (Trappist KY: Abbe? of Gethsemani. - 
1948); FA (New York: New Directions. 1948);s (Trappist. KY: Abbey of Gethsemani. 1948): 
(Milwaukee: Bruce. 1948); WC (South Bend. iN: St. Mary's. 1948). 

69 The importance of contemplation as a key to Merion's life was the subject of the present witer's 
MA dissertation: "Contemplation in the Writings of Thomas Menon: A DeveIopmental Hermene~tic.~ St. 
Bernard's Innitute. Rochester. NY, 1992. 



and contends that unrelenting desùe lies at the root of monastic (indeed ail Christian) 

prayer. As such. the work points to the nurture of desire as the starting point of the 

theological v h e  of hope." 

Fimues for an A m a l y e  (1948). a title poem, includes eight parts. Part 1 

describes the second coming in images of lightht.7' Part II highlights the retum of the "Too 

sudden 'BRIDEGROOM!'." Merton's poeny feanires images of tirne tinged with hopeful 

moments. 

Part III deals with the imminent disaster of "the secret bomb."" as he pictures 

himself with fnends in a train station waiting for "the escaping A wealth of 

apocalyptic images (among them the beast of Babylon. and the antichnst) climaves in a 

p p h i c  tableau of the imminent disaster featured in the last alarm. the final train. 

Part IV focuses on the apocalyptic Christ as the Son of Man pictured in 

Rev 14: 14 descends fiom heaven. Red horses. borrowed nom Rev. 1. represent the 

devanation of war. while the music of the sickle represents spiritual and intellectual 

conviction. 

Part V deals with the judpent of false optimisrn in the face of war and 

destruction. The optimistic prophet. who invariably speaks of the forthcoming 

In a set of notes on spiritual direction and prayer wrinen in 195 1 and pubfished in Sponsa Regis. 
Menon outlined four basic essentials of meditative prayer. in schematic fonn. " 1 ) Preliminm: a sincere 
effon of recollecrion. a realization of what you are about to do. and a prayer of petition for +mce.... 2) 
Vision: - the anempt to see. to focus. to _erasp what you are rneditating on. This implies an effon of - 
faith. ... 3)  Aspiration: - From what you 'see.' there foilow certain practical consequences. Desires. - 
resolutions to act in accordance with one's faith. to live one's faith. Here, an effort of hope is required - 
one must believe in the possibilities of these good acts. one must hope in the fulfilûnent of good desires. 
with the help of God. Above dl .  one must have a sincete hope in the possibility of divine union. 1) 
Communion: - here the prayer becomes simple and uncompiicated. The realization of faitfi is solid. hope 
is firm. one can rest in the presence of God ..." (Later republishcd under the title of S~itinial Direction and 
Meditation. Collegevilie. MN: Liturgical. 1960. p. 92. Emphasis original.) The yole assigned to hope at the 
core of the meditation outline (vit. steps 3 and 4) is revealing. 

" CPTM. 136. 



millennium. is finaily dragged d o m  and eaten by the wild dog of unexpected events. 

Part VI begins with an apocaiytic destruction of New York City. The second half 

voices Menon's hope for an idedistic pastoral Society which flowishes on the mins of 

the gret  metropdis. 

Part VU features the seven-headed beast, with her worshippers waiting for her to 

come up from the sea. The imagery is drawn fiom Rev 12- 13 .'' 
Part VIII pictures 'Ihe smoke of the last bomb," the heavenly city "cornhg d o m  

Korning down from G o d  and "Dressed in the glory of the Trinity." The message is 

starkly clear: No hope resides in history. hope is to be found only in God. 

Victor Kramer obsewed that Merton placed "Landscape: Wheatfields*' afier the 

title piece in order to counterpoint Armageddon with the New Jenisalem Merton 

discovered at ~ethsernani.'' Merton's imagination was kindled by images fiom 

Scripture, his hem warmed by the hopeful rhythrns of the church y e d  

One final poem here considered "Winter Afternoon." bnms with apocalyptic 

images. 

. . . we look up and praise you. winter. 
And think of time and the uncertain centuries 
Flying before your m i e s  like the coward sb . 

And oh! From sorne far rock some echo of your iron. 
December. 

Halts our slow steps. and calls us to the armored parapet 
Searching the flying skyline for some @are of prophecy. 

We thought we heard John-Baptist or Elias. there. on 
the dark hiIl 

Or else the ange1 with the tnimpet of the ~ud~ement." 

" Victor Kramer. Thomas Menon. (Boston: Twayne. 1979). 5 1. as cired in Koch 15. 

76 Koch, 15-16. 
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Much of Merton's poetry does not reflect a deliberately conscious concem with 

the theological dimensions of hope. But much of its thematic emphasis and image. 

attests a fascination with apocalyptic - a glimmer of a world-vision shaped by hop.  

The year 1949 saw the publication of five works: Seeds of Contemdation; 

Gethsemani Maanifkat; The Tears of the Blind Lions; The Waters of Siloe; and Elected 

silence." Two of the works invite comment for their imights into hop. 

As to Seeds of Contemdation ( 1949), a single. basic consideration calls for 

attention. The work explores hop's dual connection: with the discovery of the true self?9 

and with union with ~od . "  Foi human hope to achieve full union with God. it m m  be 

defeated or overcome by ~ o d . ~ '  As a result. 

The ordinary way to contemplation lies through a desen without trees and without 
beauty and without water ... It may become almost impossible to believe that diis 
road goes anywhere at al1 exce t to a desolation full of dry bones - the min of al1 

r 2  our hopes and good intentions. 

On the other hand. hope in the discovery of the true self is inseparable from hope 

in union with God: 

The secret of my identity is hidden in the love and mercy of God. 
But whatever is in God is really identical with Him: for his infinite simplicity 
admits no division and no distinction. Therefore I cannot hope to find myself 
anywhere except in Him. Ultimately the only way that I can be myself is to 
become identified with Him in Whom is hidden the reason and fulfillment of my 
e~istence.'~ 

1a SC (New York: New Directions, 1949); GM (Trappist, KY: Abbey o f  Gethsemani. 1948): 
Z(New ~ o r k y ~ e w  Directions. 1949): (New York: Harcoun Brace. 1949). (London: Hollis 8; 
Carter. 1949). 

M) Ibid.. 32-37. See aiso SCh I 1 (Spnng 1949) and 13 (Sumrner 1949). - 

" - SC. I 53. This passage reappeats in NSC. 235. 



in The Tears of the Blind Lions the "Hymn For the Feast of Duns Sconis." 

centering on the Trinity, develops the concept of individual and existential transformation 

by God's "Three-Personed Love." By the poem's end, the surrender to that love has been 

effected and 
. . .God sings victory. sings victory 
tn the blind day of that defeat? 

In .* On a Day in August" Merton recollects his days working in the bayfïelds. 

hearing the *mlocust fiy their music in the ~~camores.'"~ Koch writes, "[Merton's] 

reflections altemated between scenes of life on earth-the fields, cars traveling to 

Louisville, a drunk found unconscious behind the monastery mill-and the expectation of 

the Apocalypse via nanual phenornena:'" 

Ve. well. clouds. 
Open p u r  purple bottles. 
Cozen us never more with blowsy cotton: 
But organize. 
Summon the punishing lighting: 
Spring those sudden gorgeous trees againa the dark 
Curtain of apocalypse you'll hang to earth. from heaven: 
Let five white branches scourge the land with fire! 
And when the first fat drops 
Spatter upon the tin top of our church like silver dollars 
And thoughts corne bathing back to mind with a new life. 
Prayer will become our new discoveq 

Men God and His bad eanh once more make fnend~.~' 

For al1 his repupance of the world triggered by sin-prone people. Menon (as 

Koch notes) still longd for a hopeful reconciliation between God and creation. between 

God and h ~ r n a n i t y . ~ ~  

CPTM. 198-199. 

85 - Ibid.. 204. 

86 Koch. 18. 

CPTM.. 205-206. in Koch. 1 8- 1 9. 

" Koch, 19. 



The poem "To the lmmaculate Vugin, on a Winter Night" describes a winter 

desert, where prayer is envisioned metaphorically walking across a h z e n  lake. The 

interplay of despair over war and of hope through prayer is dnunatized across a fkezing 

landscape where m e s  make gallows up against the sharp-eyed stars."89 

Of the four works published between 1950 and 1953, ody The Ascent to Truth is 

directly germane to the purpose of this thesis?' The Ascent to Tmth (1951) was in effect 

a sequel to What is ~ontem~lation?~'  Using St. John of the Cross and St. Thomas 

Aquinas as key resources. this book describes how contemplation is achieved. If reason 

and faith are indispensable for advancing in contemplation, only desire and aust 

transfomi contemplation into a way of life. This work marks a major milestone in 

Merton's developing understanding of hope. Early on in his monastic experience. he had 

perceived hope as a uniquely persona1 and spirinial expectation. 

During this early monastic period. hope surfaces now and then in the writings. but 

falls shon of explicit expression. It tends to be eclipsed by a concem to discover the true 

self and to achieve union with God. Still these early reflections on contemplation and 

desire for union with God set the stage for Menon's theology of hop. His encounter with 

hope will occur explicitly in the period ahead. 

3. Signs of an Emergent lmplicit Hope: 1952-1951 

Signs of an emergent implicit hope are to be found throughout Merton's writings 

for the period 1952 -1954. The article on "The Sacrament of Advent in the Spiritualin; of 

St. Bernard" (1 952) develops aspects of Christian eschatology latent in the theologv of 

Advent. The operative catepries of thought are the Kingdom. parousia. and [deutero- 

" - Ibid.. 2 18-2 19. 

Viz. What Are These Wounds? (1950). A Balanced Life o f  Praver and The Ascent to Truth 
( 195 1 ), and The Sim of Jonas ( 1953. though its composition had m e d  on fiom 1946 to 1952 ). 

'' The Ascent to Truth, New York Harcoun Brace. 195 1 .  Whac is Contemplation? Holy Cross. 
- Indiana: St. Mary's. 1948. 



Pauline] eschatology - essential components of Christian hope?' Meanwhile the 

correspondence of the period reveals a strong concern with the dynamics of 

In 1954 The Last of the Fathers was published. An underdeveloped work. it 

proposes as its basic thesis: "St. Bernard seems to have stnick on a new note of hope and 

encouragement in medieval ~ ~ i r i t u a l i t ~ . " ~  

During the 1933- 1955 penod. Merton's reflections on hope reveal an attraction to 

contemplation and a bias toward St. Bernard as medieval theologian. Implicitly comrnon 

at this point. hope is subordinated to other concems. But the seeds of a theolog~ of hope 

have hep to sprout. 

B. BEGINNNGS OF AN EXPLKIT THEOLOGY OF HOPE: 1955-1959 

A new phase in Merton's articulation of hope occurs in 1955- 1 959. A major 

trajectory can be tracked in the writings of these four years. which fdl into two stages: 1. 

initiai Phase: 1955-1 957; 2. Later Phase: 1958-1 959. 

1. Initial Phase: 1955-1957 

The works published in 1955 attest a hope that has now become an underlying. if 

not predominant, theme. In No Man is an Island. a seminai article "Sentences on Hope" 

highihlights the fint full-scale treatment of hope in Merton's vrritings. The significance of 

this article is best seen in terms of its genre. Neither elaborate affiirmations nor embryonic 

92 Seasons of Celebration (New York: Farrar. Straus & Giroux. 1965). 6 1-68. 

93 A lener (dated Jan. 22. 19%) to biblicin Barnabas M. Ahern. C.P.. discloses Menon3 hope ro 
become a hennit (SCh. 51-52). This documentcd reference to a yearning for the hennitical life will be 
followed by rnany others in the 50s and early 60s. These "lamentsa for a modified monastic fife are best 
read as a deep-rooted hope driven by great ego suengh. Menon aiso mentions the negative side of this 
hennitic fiope. An Oct. 23. 1953 Ietter to Dom Gregorio Lemercier speaks of active hope: the life of a 
contemplative nins the risk of becornino an illusion when a restless monk yearns for change and neu 
projects. Such a projected desire fosters delusion. since it is aiways "hoping" for a contemplative situation 
in the near friture (Ibid. 69). 

94 LF (New York: Harcourt. Brace. 1954). 1 1. A reading of this work seems to support Menon's - 
contention. though lexically orily two references to hope (pp. 14.99) actually occur. 



theories, these sentences (or notes) express basic observations on a variety of things that 

matter to ~erton?'  Three viewpoints shape the work, with the concept of hope serving 

as a common denominator. 

First. Merton links hope with fieedom. Human beings are not peifectly free. until 

they live in pure hope. When hope is authentic, it no longer places trust exclusively in 

human and visible means, nor finds rest in any visible end? This linkage of hope to 

fieedom recails Merton's earlier pursuit of freedom. 

Secondly. Merton locates union with God in hop. This new formulation of hope 

calls for disengagement frorn al1 created things?' "We do not hope for what we have. 

Therefore. to live in hope is to live in poverty, having n~ th in~ . "~ '  "If we h o p  in God. by 

hope we already possess Him. since h o p  is a confidence which He creates in our souls as 

secret evidence that He has taken possession of us."w 

Thirdly. Menon links detachment to hope. "Supernaturai hope is the virtue that 

strips us of al1 things in order to give us possession of al1 things. . . . Hope is proportionate 

to detachment. It bnngs our souls into the state of the most perfect deta~hment."'~~ 

Every act of hope. Menon points out. may open the door to conternplation.lO' but in the 

final analysis. hope is "anchored in a vibrant ascetici~rn."'~' 

Two other major articles of this period offer a rich exposition of hope. The first is 

9s No Man is an Island. New York: ffarcoun. Brace. Jovanovich, 1955, xiv. 

% Ibid.. 14. - 
97 Cf. m.. I S. 

98 Idem. - 
9'3 Idem- - 

Ibid.. 14- 1 5. - 

'Ot - Ibid.. 17. 

Io'%.. 18. 



"In Silentio" - a reflection on the monastic vocation as cal1 to live in hope.lo3 This hope 

consists in a silence enfoldine the wisdom of the cross. The second article is "Time and 

the Liturgy." Here hope is pictwd as making Chria live among us, so that apart nom 

eschatological hope there is neither meaning nor dynamism in liturgical worship.IOl 

In 1956 The Livine Bread is a sustaùied argument that "hope" enables us to "se& 

Christ." To overcome the forces of death and despair, one must be United to Christ who 

has overcome death and bnngs life and h ~ ~ e . ' ~ '  The final chapter of the book, entitled 

"Toward the Parousia," pictures the hope of a glorious manifestation of the great mystery 

of Christ. To prepare for the parousia with hope and joy a eucharistic life is essential. 

since its hitfulness leads to the union of al1 humankind in Christ. Hope rnoreover urges 

a resolute cornmitment to the union of al1 humankind. 

A letter to Catherine de Hueck Doherty (Aug. 22. 1956) pleads: "We have got to 

be people of hope." The fdse hope of materialistic culture is the wom fom of despaido6 

Bq' this time Merton's conception of hope has broken the shell of a persona1 concem 

enclosing the search for God and the discovery of mie self On this very same day Menon 

made this entry in his journal: " A hope that is defeated is not good enough. Our hope is 

v i c t o n o ~ s . ~ ' ~ ~  

On the following day (Aug. 23) Mcrton wote "The Exploits of the Machine 

Age." a poem which can only be read in ternis of the illusory hope of mechanized 

IO3 Seasons of Celcbration (SCb). New York: F m .  Straus & Giroux 196$.2û4-2 15. esp. 207. 

Io( W.. 60. A ietter to Dom Maurizio De?-Duplon (dated June 3. 1955) speaks of "a source of 
hope." At this tirne Menon. sparing no effort to become a hennit. inquires if he mi@ be accepted as a 
hennit in Dom Maunzio's comrnuniry (SCh. 87). The restive Menon surfaces again. 

105 The Living Bread 1LB). New York: Farrar. Straus & Giroux. 1956. xvi. 

106 The Hidden Ground of Love. The Leners of Thomas Menon on Religious Exmrience and 
Sociai Concerns. Selected and ed. with I n ~ u c t i o n  by William H. Shannon. New York: F m .  Straus &: 
Giroux. 1985. 14. 

IO7 A Search for Solitude: The Journals of Thomas Merton (SS) . Vol. III, 1952-1 %O; ed. by 
Lawrence S. Cunningham. San Francisco: Harper Collins. 1996.71. 



society 'O8 Disillusion and dismay erode whatever glimmer of self- hl fillment the 

machine-shop worker can hope to achieve at the daily grind. 

In A Search for Solitude, Merton's reaction to Vladimir Sergeyevich Soloviev' s 

lechire on Godrnanhood prompted hirn to extract this quote: 

The importance of a truth lies of coune in the tmth itself but witbin us in our 
inconsistency by not carrying out a truth to the end, we limit it - and any 
limitation of a truth provides an expanse for falsehood. log 

For Soloviev. according to Merton. consistent truth calls for engagement with a 

pure hope to actuaiise our "positive unconditionality" - in other words. it is possible to 

possess in God the 'whole content. the fullness of being, not as a mere fantasy - but as a 

real actuality." On this **inconsistency" Soloviev charges Catholicism as inadequate 

because "it does not cany its faith to its logical end." Soloviev would M e r  argue. 

according to Merton. that modem materialism. in its counteraction to the Catholic 

tradition. is "in a transition penod between the inadequate spinniality of the past and the 

new. more perfect. spintuality of the funw - w~odmanhood."'l 'O 

During this period a Menon letter offers a powerful testimonial to hope. Written 

to Abbot James Fox (on Jan. 5. 1957) after the cornrnunity retreat. the communication 

saikes a deeply personal note: 

For the fint time in fifieen years 1 can begin to hope that my vocation is getting to 
be reaily solid. although 1 have no illusions yet on that score. Now I know that I 
am not just looking for some spirinial kind of self-satisfaction. but honealy want 
to do the will of God.. .. I beg Him to give me p c e  to car? this through in spite 
of darimess. depression and disgust. 1 know I yet have to grow very rnuch in the 
spirit of faith and need much more hope."' 

The communication attests an evolving appreciation of hope. The retreat had 

'Og CPTM. 37-38. Set also 15-72. 

109 SS. 63. - 
"O Idem. 

" ' - SCh. 99 (emphasis added). 



obviously induced an in-depth hopeful appreciation of his vocational vision. n i e  letter 

marks a milestone on Merton's journey of h o p .  

in The Silent Life (1957) Merton's treatment of the inversions of hop. e.g., 

hopelessness and despair, is truly noteworthy. Noteworthy, too, is Merton's a l ignent  of 

humility with deliverance from a hopeless confiict. 

Humility detaches the monk fmt of al1 fiom that absorption in himself which 
makes hirn forget the redity of God.. .. It gradually pulls down the edifice of 
illusory projects which he has erected between himself and reality . . . . It finds and 
saves hirn in the midst of a hopeless conflict against the rea of the universe - 
saves hirn in this conflict by a salutaq "despuir" in which he renounces at last his 
futile struggle to make himself into a "god." When he achieves this final 
renunciation he plunges through the center of his hurnility to find himself at last in 
the Living ~ o d . '  " 

Monastic hurnility makes possible the niumph of the real over the unred. As false 

human ideals are cast aside. the divine ideal is anained, grasped and possessed. not in a 

mental image but in the present. concrete, existentid reality of one's life.' l 3  

Basic Princides of Monastic S ~ i r i t u a l i ~  (BPMP) (1 957) explores the theological 

virtues as a substructure for the vowed life. The monk who would be what he is meant to 

be must nse above the common ethical level of humanitarian paganism. He must in fact 

live the "theological life centered on God. a life of pure faith. of hope in God's 

providence. of charity in the Holy 

The poem "The Tower of Babel" in The Stranee Islands (1957)''' challenges 

sophisticated scholanhip which contends that l anpge .  forever manipulated. never 

achieves objective tmth. Part 1 takes issue with this "great illusion" of modem thinliers 

that the meaning of l a n p g e  changes according to the speaker or writer. and is therefore 

'" The Silent Life (m. New York: Farrar. Straus & Cudahy. 1957.4 (emphasis added). 

11.1 See BPMS. Trappist. KY: Abky of Gehsemani. 1959.34 (also 1 1). 

i 15 CPTM. 237-273 ( not to be contùsed with "Tower of Baki: The Political Speech," idem, 2 I -  
22). 



always subjective. In its reflection on Gen 11, the piece reads as a blistering attack on 

modem views of linguistic analysis. 

Part ii, the second unit of the whole volume. focuses on the human need for unity 

and hence the need to communicate. Since language is God's creation and not a human 

construction, humankind will ultimately find unity and peace only when it is united with 

Christ. The image of the exile provides an evocative syrnbol for modem thinkers who ask 

"if life can have any meaning." 

With Augustine. Menon looks to a City of God built on the ashes of the present 

destruction. Augustine situates that destruction in the invasion of Rome by barbarians: 

Merton, in the debacle of World War II and contemporary philosophy. The resultant 

redemption is total and encompasses al1 human activity. This scenario conuasts with 

Merton's earlier hope-deficient view of human society. Human society united in the peace 

of Christ faintly reflects the eternal City of God. For this divine reality to be realized. 

Babylon as sym bol of falsehood mua fall. A tension between hope and despair 

undergirds the entire piece.' " 

"' To present here a hermeneutic for interpreting Menon's poerry would take us too far afield. 
Sufice it to offer a few guidelines based primarily on the categories and themes of Merton's p o e p  as 
designed by George Woodcock and George Kilcourse. One way of recognizing the symbols of hope in 
Merton's poeay is to adopt the category of Poe- of Paradise-Consciousness. George Woodcock divides 
Menon's poetry into two classes: the poeq of the chou and the poetry of the desen. (George Woodcock. 
Thomas Merton: Monk and Poet Edinburgh: Canongate: 19781). George Kilcome's analysis of 
Woodcock's mtdy (George Kilcourse. Ace of Freedoms: fhomas Menon's Christ moue Dame. Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame Press. 19931) tracks the poetry of the choir in NO directions: as an oumght 
rejection of everything in the lost world. as a retreat to the refuge of the monastic enclosure. In this poetp. 
Menon highlights the world's depravity through violent images of decay and moral torpor. Stylisticaily and 
thematically, these ami-theses are formulated in s t a k  taut imagery: black and white. darkness and light 
imprisonment and freedorn, urban and rural. earth and sky. 

Yet another gestalt emerges from a heightened awareness of events from the monastic perspective: 
these cal1 forth a deeper. tnie self to new life in imitation of Christ's h u m i i i ~ .  This poetp often drifts into a 
mmanticization of a separatist. holy existence. Themes of alienation. exile. solitude. freedorn. as well as the 
identity/illusion quandwy alternate in this poeay of the choir. according to KiIcourse. 

In a concluding comment on Woodcock's categorization. Kilcourse observes that these different 
themes are supponed by images of transformation and an optimisrn about ali of human nature. Kilcourse 
perceptively argues that by this t h e  Merton has adopted a more incarnationai and sacramental vision of the 
worId through his deep experience of God's merq. Yet. Menon was still unable to broaden the orbit of 
p c e  beyond the monastic sening (ibid-. 60). 

According to Kilcome. mon of Merton's poems (despite Woodcock's compelling categorization) 
resist such sharply contrasting categories. Kilcourse counterposes another categorization for Menon's 



2. Later Phase: 1958-1959 

Thouehts in Solitude (1958) brims with positive insights into hope. This work 

featwes the antitheses of hope (viz., despair and the barremess of the desert expenence). 

Menon' s well-known prayer on the concomitants of hope (viz., desire and trust). and a 

component of hope (viz., conviction). "' 
The book cham the unequivocal cornmitment of self to reality through hop. The 

desen or the wasteland is the place where people withdraw to escape fiom unreality to 

reality. "The desert is the home of despair. And despair, now. is everywbere." Menon 

contends. To live facing despair constitutes our desen. "If we wage [war against despair] 

courageously. we will fmd Christ at our side. If we cannot face it we will never fmd 
~i~.w118 

Menon incisively explores the co~ect ion  between real self-conquest and hope. 

"Real self-conquest is the conquest of ourselves not by ourselves but by the Holy Spirit. 

Self-conquest is really self-sumender."' l9  To achieve possession of ounelves. confidence 

must numire sorne hope of victory. even to the point of offenng a foretaste of victory. 

Our hope must be rooted in concrete reality. "ïhere is no hope for the man who struggles 

to obtain a vime in the abstract - a qualiîy of which he has no e~perience.""~ 

"Aspects of the Spirituai Life" contains a detailed analysis of hope. Hope - the 

secret of true asceticism - refutes ou .  own judgments and desires in the here and now. Ii 

rejects the world. not because "we or the world are evil. but because we are not in a 

- - - - -- -- 

poep: namely. an all-encornpassing paradise-consciousness which transcends both the choir and the desen 
themes. These poems pt-imarily deal with the me self or inner self, urestling with the illuso~. faIse self. 
The debate over classification aside. a mood of h o p  broods over the wn'tings of this period (ibid.. 66). 

I If TS (New York: F m .  Straus. 1958). 83. - 

"9 - ibid., 29. 



condition to make the best use of our own or of the worlci's goodness." By rejoicing in 

hope we enjoy created things. "bot as they are in themselves but as they are in Christ - 

Merton moves on to restate the interrelation of faith, hope, and love. 

Cornmitment of one's whole self to God can be achieved only by a deep, simple faith. 

enlivened by a hope which knows that contact with God is possible, and urged by a love 

which desires above al1 else to do his will.'" 

Possessing nothing within us constinites a condition of hop, Merton argues. 

Having nothing special within ourselves to love. we reach beyond ourselves and rest in 

G d  in whom alone is our hope.'" Thus. poverty opens the dwr  to freedom. 

A man becomes a solitary at the moment. when. no maner what may be his 
extemal surroundings. he is suddenly aware of his own inaiienable solitude and 
sees that he will never be anything but solitary. Frorn that moment solitude is not 
potential - it is actual. .. .Actual solitude has ... the dissatisfaction and 
uncenauity that cornes fiom king face to face with an uiwalized possibility. It is 
not a mad pursuit of possibilities - it is the humble acquiescence that stabilizes 
us in the presence of one enonnous reality which is in one sense already possessed 
and in another a *possibilitya - an object of hope."' 

Hence. the solitude of the committed solitary consists above al1 in the " 'possible' 

possession of God. and of nothing else but God. in pure hope.""' 

To sum up. TS presents the desert as the place of despair. But more than the locus 

of individual despair. the desen in contemporary society has a collective and social 

dimension. Within this landscape the solitary is called to discover hope. which finds its 

verification in the Cross. 

"' W.. 38. 

Ibid. 50. - 

'" - Ibid.. 53. 

121 Ibid.. 8 1-82. - 
l3 - Ibid,. 82. 



Before leaving this year. acknowiedgement should be made of a letter to John 

Harris (1958). It identifies Pasternak as a "sign of hop" and "the fim star of a new dawn 

for humanity."126 It invites all to become prophets of advent - just as Pasternak in 

Russia is a prophet of a new age.12' 

In Seasons of Celebration. an article. "Easter: The New Life," (1959) takes note of 

the source of hope and of despair. Its basic message is that "the law without Chna is a 

source of despair, and the cross of Christ and His Easter Victory are our hope - our only 

hope*" 

Remarkably. during the year 1959. the theme of hope surfaces in no less than 

seven ~etters."~ 

Iz6 - HGL. 385. 

'" The Courage for Tmth: Leners to Writen, selected and ed. by Christine M. Bochen. New York: 
Harcourr, Brace. 1993. 182. 

'" SCb, 150. Also. see 157 

129 A letter to Milosz (Feb. 28. 1959) speaks of a conviction of the final victory. which is based on 
the Cross and Resunection of Christ. This movement h m  "darkness to . .. Iigiit can only be found by 
passing through apparent despair" (CT. 57-58). Another lener to Milosz in the same year (Sept. 12. 1959) 
has this thoughtfll reflection on the challenge of hope in a totalitarian sociey. 

"The only thing that is to be regretted without qualification is for a man to ridapt perfectly to 
totalitarian society. Then he is indeed beyond hope. Hence we should al1 be sick in some way. We 
should ail feel near to despair in some sense because this semidespair is the normal form taken b' 
h o p  in a time like ours. Hope without any sensible or tangible evidence on which to rest. Hope in 
spite of the sickness that filis us. Hope married to a fm refiisal to accept any palliatives or anything 
that cheats hope by pretending to relieve apparent despair. And 1 would add that for you especiall' 
hape mut mean acceptance of limitations and imperfections and the deceithiness of a nature that 
has k e n  wounded and cheated of love and of security: this too we al1 feel and sufler. Thus we 
cannot enjoy the luxury of a hope based on our own integrin-. our own hones~. our own putity of 
hem" (STB. 52). 

A letter to Sunrki (Apr. 1 1 . 1959) makes reference to original sin and paradise as basic concepts 
related to Christian hope (HGL. 562-566). A letter to Cuadra (June 13. 1959) notes that when confionted b! 
the great international problems of the world. many people situate their hope in violence m., 184-1 85). 
A letter to Paul Tillich (Sept, 4. 1959) iabels h o p  a correlative to Gospel faith (HGL, 577). Cardenal (Oct. 
14. 1959) is toid that hope and desùe authenticate tnie and sincere service to G d  m. 1 18). A iener to 
Dom Jean Leclercq (Nov. 19. 1959) reiterates the writer's hope of becoming a hennit near the Benedictine 
monastery of Cuernavaca Mexico: the writer confesses he has k e n  Iooking forward to this for a long time 
m, 123). 



By way of sumrnary, the writings fiom the years 1958-1959 are not systematically 

concepnialized, either in Merton's own mind or in the several genera used. Still, the hope 

that stia Merton is evident. They approach hope as a dyaamic related to many facets of 

life: spirituaiity, union with God. detachment, kedom, nearly always in counterpoint to 

despair. The publications of the period offer ample evidence that Merton's undemanding 

of hope has broadened its spiritual and persona1 dimensions and moved into the socio- 

political milieu. 

C. MERTON'S MATURE UNDERSTANDING OF HOPE: 1960-1968 

Merton's mature grasp of hope more or less coincides with the emergence of the 

'zheology of hope" that began in Europe with Pannenberg. Moltmann and Metz. This 

chronological correlation should not be seen as ideological identity. His concems differ 

from theirs in that they are distinctly American. monastic in character and aimed at the 

non-professional reader. Yet. for al1 that, Merton's essays of reflection at this period 

embody the intense political concems that run through the early work of Moltmann and 

Metz. 

From 1960 to 1968 Merton's horizons on hope undergo M e r  expansion. His 

approach remains intensely cntical. while his insights become more incisive. A survey of 

his writings in this penod supports the contention that hope has in fact become a p r i m q  

catalyst of his thought. 

Three distinct phases of Merton's outlook emerge: an outspoken sociopolitical 

critique. a clear cornmitment to monastic and ecclesiastical renewal. and a dialogical 

existentialism grounded in the spirituality of hop. in this eight-year period each phase 

expands and reinforces the previous thnin. The resdt is a richer. M e r  set of vecton. We 

may here borrow a concept that illustrates the continuities in these various aspects of 



Merton's thought bom Erik Enkson's epigenesis. ''O All three trajectories, it will be 

argued, are vectored by a discernible theology of hop.  This section will focus on these 

three distinct yet overlapping developments in Mertonian hop. 

1. Sociopolitical Critique Grouaded in Hope: 1960-1968 

From 1 960 to 1968 the Merton writings exhibit an intensification of his 

sociopoliticai critique. A bibliopphical p e n d  will not ody bear this out, but also 

demonstrate that each of these three areas of engagement were not coterminous. 

in 1960, three works were published: Sorituai Direction and Meditation, 

Wisdom of the Desert. and Dis~uted Ouestions. 

The fint of these. as noted above.13' consists of notes written for Spnsa Reeis as 

early as 195 1. But they are collected and published in book form at this point. The four 

steps in meditative prayer have already been outlined above.I3' Only a sincere hope 

makes possible a union with God. Even earlier. in No Man 1s an Island ( 1955) Merton 

had presented hope as a postulate to experience God. Now. in S~ifinial Direction and 

Meditation hope becomes a sine qua non in anaining union with God. 

The Wisdorn of the Desert (1960) also points to Christian hope as the substructure 

130 Erik H. Erikson develops his concept of "epigenetic development" using organ development. 
Erikson States that ernbryolog). now understands epigenetic devclopment as the step-bq step -mwth of the 
fetal organs. In this sequence of developrnent each organ has iu time of origin. This time factor is as 
important as the place of origin. If the eye, for example. does not arise at the appointed tirne. "it will never 
be able to express itself fully, since the moment for the rapid outpowth of sorne other part will have 
arrived and this will tend to the less active region and suppress the belated tendency for eye expression." 
After the organ has begun to arise at the ri@ tirne. still another time factor determines the most critical 
stage of its development: **A given organ mun be intempted during the early stage of its development in 
order to be completely suppressed or grossly modified. After an organ h a  *sen successfully fiom the 
Anlage. it may be lamed or runted. but iu nature and acnial existence can no longer be destroyed b> 
intempting the growth." (Erik fi. Erikson. Childhood and Soc ie~ .  second edition [ New York: W. 
Nonon. 19631.65). Enkson summarizes epigenetic growth procrss as follows: (1)  each critical item of 
psychosocial strength is systematically related to al1 others; (2) al1 stages depend on the proper 
development in the proper sequence of each time: and (3) each stage exists in some form before its critical 
tirne normally amves W. 27 1). 

'" See p. 7 1 of rhis thesis. n. 70 above. 

"' - Idem. It may briefly be recalled that. even at chat early t h e  in his rnonmic experience. 
numkrs 3 and 4 of Menon's outline of contemplative Frayer unequivocaIIy center on acts of hope. 



of the life-style of the desen wuriters. Writes Merton: "One of the main motives that 

impelled them to embrace the angelic gift of solitude and poverty in the desert was 

precisely the hope that by so doing they rnight return to paradise."'33 Arnong the many 

motives that impelled the desert writers to abandon the world, "salvation" was presented 

as the uitimate goal of Christian hop. This salvation took its focus nom the exclusive 

discovery of the m e  self in Chnst. Thus, fiom the outset the desert writers rejected 

ouaight the false. fonnal self, fabricated under social compulsion in the world. They felt 

compelled to immerse themselves in the inner, hidden reality of a self that is 

transcendent. mystenous, half-known, and loa in Christ. This felt need to die to the 

vdues of transient existence as Chnst did on the cross induced a correlative '-need" to rise 

fiom the dead with Him in the light of an entirely new ~ i s d o r n . ' ~ ~  

Merton develops his understanding of salvation in "The Recovery of Paradise." 

This 1960 article identifies the concepts of paradise and the kingdom of God as essential 

cornponents of Christian h ~ ~ e . ' . ' ~  

Dimuted Questions ( 1960) is especially noteworthy in that it is Merton's first 

book-length discussion of the problems of the world in which he lives. Twelve essays on 

varying topics make up the collection. While the work does not address hope as its 

primary concern. it does identiQ the Kingdom of God as an essential feature of Christian 

hope. The task of the Christian in our time. notes Menon. is to build the kingdom of God 

in this world - an engagement that is ultimately spirinial and es~hatolo~ical . '~~ The 

Kingdom of God cannot be established by the power of money. the noise of slogans. the 

spin of dynamos. or the marching of m i e s .  It can ody be established by people who 

'j' - ZBA (New York: New Directions, 1968). 1 I6. 

134 B. selected and m s .  by Thomas Menon with his notes (New York. New Dùeaions. 1960). 
3-7. 

13' - bid.. 7. 

I M  (New York: Farîu. Straus. & Cudahy . 1960). 1 27. 



have attained genuine maturity as well as supernanual stature in Over dl ,  the 

book outlines strategies of hope for contemporary Society. Its author once again retums 

to time-honored monastic traditions and reexamines their relevance for contemporary 

s ~ c i e t y . ' ~ ~  

In 196 1. The Behaviour of Titans and The New Man were publishd. The first 

contains "Atlas and the Fat Man." a prose poem which excoriates capitdistic and 

technological society as spirituaily comipt, in apocalyptic ternis and images such as 

666.IJ9 

Now this Fatman had been brought up on oats and meat and his name was secret. 
His father was a grocer and h i s  mother was a butcher. His father was a tailor and 
his mother ran a train. His father was a brewer and his mother was a general in the 
army. He had k e n  bom with leather hands and a clockwork mind in order to 
make a lot of money. He hated the country and loved stadiums: a perfect civilized 
man! His number was six hundred and sixty-six and he worked hard building up 
the d i u m  Atlas had destroyed. "O 

Fatman is America Atlas is God. By the poem's end. a new earth cornes into view 

where Fatman has k e n  forgotten. This presentation of paradise bonows images fiom 

One prose-poem letter from 1961. the "Letter to an innocent Bystander." offers 

passing reflections on hope. waiting. and despair. A sample quote - a striking 

juxtaposition of hope and despair - will suffice: 

1 am still able to hope that a civil exchange of ideas can take place between two 
persons - that we have not yet reached the stage where we are al1 hermetically 

1 3  Ibid.. xii. - 
"' Cf. W.. 68-93. 1 Sl-6?. 20.1-49. Two ieners from 1960 are especiaily sipiticam here. One 

written to Herben Mason (in fune) touches on a hope of union with the Arabs (WF. 267). Another to 

Dorothy Day (dated Aug. 17) depic& the poor as a sign of hope (HbL. 138). 

13' CPTM. 684. 

'* - Idem. 

'" - Ibid., 69 1. 



sealed. each one in the collective arrogance and despair of his own heart.ld2 

This intimation of hope as mutual trust points to a deeper confidence in ourselves 

as persons that can Save us fiom devolving into mere numbea. The terni hope in this 

prose-poem admittedly denotes a simple conviction regarding social concems. 

Evennially, Merton will equate hope with active participation in. even intense passion for. 

specific socio-political issues. in his words: 

1 am no longer certain that it is honorable to stand by as the helpless witness of a 
cataclysm, with no other hope than to die innocently and by accident, as a non- 
participant. '43 

The same prose-poem delves into the relationship which connects waiting. hope. 

and despair. It confronts the passive waiting of innocent bystanden who think their 

nondescript resistance is a form of action. "[UJniess waiting connotes knowledge and 

action. [we] will find ounelves waiting for our own de~truction."~~ The plea is here 

made on behalf of an activism that cdls for wisdom. even if it need not foresee its own 

end. Despair. in this context. is either a worthwhile program or valued outcorne. In a 

tightly reasoned paragaph. Merton sets forth the boundary between hope and despair: 

The very dificulty of our position cornes fiom the fact that every definite program 
is now a deception. every precise plan is a trap. every easy solution is intellectual 
suicide. And that is why we are caught on the horns of a dilemma: whether we 
"act" or not we are likely to be destroyed. There is a certain innocence in not 
having a solution. There is a certain i ~ o c e n c e  in a kind of despair: but only if in 
despair we fmd salvation. 1 mean. despair of this world and what is in it. Despair 
of men and of their plans. in order to hope for the impossible answer that lies 
beyond our eanhly connadictions and yet can bwst into our world and solve them 
if only there are some who hope in spite of despair.''' 

The New Man. also published in 1961. is a hem-stimng profile of hope. "Hope." 

Merton announces. "is a gift fiom Godo total. unexpected. incomprehensible. 

"' W.. 5 1. 

143 ibid.. 52. - 

lu lu.. 54. 

'" M.. O?. 



u~deserved."'~~ His description of hope is a vimial carbon copy of his description of 

contemplation, already found in New Seeds of Contem~lation. There Merton had stated 

Contemplation is aiways beyond our own knowledge. beyond our own light. 
beyond systems. beyond explanations, beyond discourse, beyond dialogue. beyond 
o u  own self.''" 

Here Merton assens: 

Contemplation is the sudden intuitive penetration of what really 1s. It is the 
unexpected leap of the spirit of man into the existentid luminosity of Reality 
Itself. not merely by the metaphysical intuition of king, but.. . 148 

in Merton's view. hope and contemplation are characterized by such common features as: 

"sudden." "unexpected." and " beyond knowledge and explanations." 14' Since. for 

Merton. hope. like contemplation. cannot be expressed in kataphatic tenns or images. an 

apophatic exposition of hope must be sought. 

The Christian hope that is 'not seen' is a communion in the agony of Christ. It is 
the identification of our own agonia with the ugonia of the God who has emptied 
Himself and become obedient unto death. It is the acceptance of life in the mida 
of death. not because we have courage. or light. or wisdom to accept but because 
by some miracle God Himself accepts to [ive. in us. at the very moment when we 
descend into death. ''O 

in Menon's description of Christian hope one hears a resonance of 1 Cor 10: 16: a 

communion with the suffering of Christ - a "yes" to life immersed in human suffering. 

Here the clear and explicit developrnent of hope in NM proceeds at two levels. 

First. hope points to a divine dimension in human suffering. Merton had dready 

assened a link between hope and human suffering in his 1959 letter to Herbert Mason. 

ISf NSC (New York: New Directions. 1962). 2. - 

149 "Beyond knowIedge and explanations" is equivalent, o f  course. to "incomprehensible" in 
Merton's description of hop. 



1 want to say how deeply moved 1 am at this idea of Louis Massignon's that 
salvation is coming fkorn the most aflicted and despised. This, of course, is the 
only idea that makes any sense in our the .  It is the key to our time or to any 
other tirne. It is the great idea of the Bible, the Prophets, everyihing. 1 have been 
obsessed with it for a long tirne .... 15 1 

A Menon meditation on a certain statue of the Blessed Virgin draws upon the 

same correlation: 

The Holy Mother is the Indian Wornan of the Andes, the representative of ail that 
is most abject. forgotten, despised. and put aside.. .. As for the Child, however - 
the Christ, the resunection to be bom from the despised peoples of Mexico and 
the ~ndes .  15' 

Secondly, hope. accepted theoretically and even thematicaily up to this point is 

now concretely integrated into the reality of human life. Merton's early monastic 

experience had led him to search for the meaning of hope in the discovery of the me self 

and mystical union with God. Meaning. Merton contends. is not something we discover 

by ourselves. or in our lives. Because it has to be reveaied. it has to be 'given." And the 

fact that it is gifi highlights the greater part of its significance.15' 

The inference that follows seems unavoidable: "Life is a li&t that arises when 

God swnmons it out of darkness. For this there are no fuced times."'" By linking hope 

to the discovery of life's authentic meaning. Merton has broadened the horizon of hope. 

The detailed exposition of contemplation in makes hope concepnially anterior to 

contemplation: without hop contemplation is not possible. 

Contemplation is at once the existentid appreciation of our own nothingness and 
of the divine reality. perceived by ineffable spirinial contact within the depths of 
our own king. Contemplation is the sudden intuitive penemtion of what really 
1s. It is the unexpected leap of the spirit of man into the existentid luminosit) of 
Reality Iuelf. not merely by the metaphysical intuition of being. but by the 

Is' Wimess to Freedom: L e m s  in Times of Crisis. selected and ed. by William H. Shannon (New 
York: Farrar. Struas and Girowr. 1994). 263. 

ISz - ibid.. 264. 



transcendent fùlfillment of an existentid communion with Him Who is. 155 ' 

in sum. Merton situates contemplation within a framework of hoping. Even more. 

contemplation brings Christian hop to fulfillrnent in this world: hence contemplation is a 

foretaste of the definitive victory of life over death in our souls. Without contemplation 

people only believe in the possibility of this victory, and they '%ope" for it. This 

ambiguous statement achieves clarity if one realizes that the "hope" here m f m d  to 

connotes a p w l y  passive sense of undefined expectation. 

In "Called out of Darkness," the finai section of this book, Merton underscores the 

significance of Chrinian hoping. Christian life. he notes, is a life of waiting for the 

Bridegroom's arriva1 in the night of this world. The night of this world is made up of the 

confusion, routine. mediocrity. and inertia of everyday existence with i l s  di~tractions.''~ 

The year 196 1 is noiewonhy for its many letters which highlight the hope motif. 'j7 

155 ibid.. 14. Choan-Seng Song. an authority on Asian Theology, offen a comparabie view of - 
hope for anainine Satori: 

Satori is enlightenrnent of the mind as the mind is touched by the nuth. It is an 
experience that leads us to the sudden realizaiion of king in the presence of the truth we 
have k e n  seeking .... Intuition overcomes the normal frarnework of reason and rationality. 
breaks into the mystery of mystenes. and enables men and women CO corne to the 
presence of the reality they seek. (Choan-Seng Song. Third-Eve Theolom. Maryknoll. 
NY: Mis.  1979.6). 

157 A lener to Archimandrite Sophrony (Jan. 26. 196 1 ) contrasts hope and despair. Despair is the 
dark side of the tmth which is the beauty of wisdom which seems to be hidden in the chaotic disorder of 
sin. Thus. we mut "keep our hem in hell and not despair" (HGL. 559-560). A letter to Czeslaw Milosz 
(March 28. 196 1 ) declares that h o p  is not to be found in hwnaniry. for only the faithfulness of God can 
give us hope a. 73). A letter to Evora Arca De Sardinia (May 15. 196 1 ) speaks of some hopes and 
illusions raised by political strategies. but because they are false and faltering they stand in sharp contrast 
with the positive hope God shows us (WJ. 77-78). A lener to Sr. M. Emmanuel (Aug. 9. 1961 ) finds in 
hope elements of oxymoron. Because hope is aspiration to the tnith of Christ. the Savior's Resurrection in 
the midst of a mubIed world serves as a source of hope, and in fact one might even venture to cal1 the Third 
World the hope of the worfd CHGL. 185-1 86). 

A number of letters (nearly al1 of them Mnen in the yeaf under consideration) deal with the U.S. 
involvement in war. Understandably. hope is a recuning theme. A lener to a Pakistan Muslirn ascetic 
Abdul Aziz (Sept, 24. 1 96 1 ) cites resistance to political aggression and development of a strong and 
coherent "third worIdW as a source of hope m.. 50-5 1). While this is the tkt Merton letter to Abdul Aziz 
bat speaks of hop. it should be noted that "Throughout the 1960s. up to Menon's death in 1968. Menon 
and Abdul Aziz carried on their correspondence. ., ln the end. there are some seventeen Menon Ietters .. . 
Sixteen of Abdul Azîz' leaers are extant. but none of them are yet published" (Sidney H. GrifTith, "As One 



in Orielnai Child Bomb (1962). Merton calls upon his poetic powers to challenge 

the USA military decision to &op the fim atomic bombs in Japan. Though not the theme 

of this poem. hope plays a decisive role. Lronically, religious nomenclahue was used to 

identify various facets of this venninsm into the nuclear era. For example, the operation 

was cdled "Trinity." The thermonuclear technicians expressed their satisfaction in a 

biblical statement: " Lord. I believe, help thou my unbelief." The bomb was named 

"Baby," while "Papacf' was used as a code name. Throughout, the poem castigates the 

fdse hope saddled to the atomic bornb, and then d e s  an orninous note of despair. 

Admirai Leahy, a key figure in the poem. is made spokesperson for those who do not trust 

the atomic bomb. A chilling piece of irony is inte jected: "Othen may have had 'faithg 

but he had his own variety of ~h~pe' .""~ 

In "Nuclear War and Christian Responsibility" (Feb. 9. 1962) Merion labels our 

times apocalyptic insofar as the entire hidden history of saivation has resolved into a 

fural. decisive crisis. While we may not be able to fathorn what the world's end means. 

Menon incisively States that we are helping to unveil the symbols of the last New 

Testament book. Those symbols unmask our very selves as individuals whose destiny is 

to live at a tirne when the destruction of human history has become a distinct 

Spiritual Man CO Another" in Menon and Sufism. ed. by Rob Baker and Gray H e p  [LouisviIle, KY: Fons 
Vitae, 19991, 103). 

A lener to Sr. Helen Jean Seidel (Oct. 9. 196 1) makes reference to faith. hope. and love (SCh. 
130). A lener to Erich Fromm (wrinen in Dec. 196 1 )  distinguishes genuine optimism from false optimism: 
the truly hopefirl image is one that confionu the objectively evil force of war (HbL. 3 18). A letter to Ethel 
Kennedy (also wrinen in Dec. 1961 ) looks to an active hope conceming more realism in peacemaking 
(Ibid.. 54.145) 

A Ietter to Daniel Bemgan (Dec. 7, 196 1) expresses a hope that people wilI corne to understand 
the criminal nature of nucIear war m., 72). Hope as a pathway to peace is explored in a Ietter to Walter 
Stein (written either in Dec. 196 1 or Jan. 1962) W. 28). In the face of a seemingly hopeiess situation there 
looms a contrastive dimension of reaI hope, "a hop that is not seen" (Idem). A letter to Emesto Cardenal 
(undatecl but wriaen in 196 1 ) points to a hope that the nvth can be found and vindicated (CZ, 125). 

CPTM. 297. 



Merton also labels "apocalyptic" the twentieth-century attitude toward Bolshevism. 

Since the West was once predominantiy Christian. the cause of the western nations is 

naively Linked with the cause of God. Hence. "the incentive to wipe out Bolshevism may 

well be one of the apocalyptic ternptations of twentieth-century ~hristendom."'~~ 

Combatants on either side of the iron curtain, Merton infers, share common 

characteristics. On the moral level. they are blinded by a determinism which, in effect. 

drives human beings to cornpiete irresponsibility. Hence. moral obligations and decisions 

have become practically meaningless; at bea they are mere words. a rationalization of 

pragmatic decisions already dictated by the needs of the moment.16' On the level of 

political. economic and rnilitary activity. this moral passivity yields 10 a demonic 

activism. a fienzy of the moa varied. versatile, and utterly brilliant technologicai 

improvisations. Politics presumes to speak of this force as its servant. to convol it for 

social purposes. for the "good of man." Admittedly. the intention is good and the 

technology is not intrinsically evil.'" but in actual fact no one any longer exercises full 

control of technological development. 

Two proposais speak to our common rationality. (1 ) The remedy might be to slow 

down our activity. especially al1 activity related to the production and testing of weapons 

of destruction. Since it is not a solution. disarmament may be only a relief without a cure. 

Being at least perhaps feasible. it should at al! costs be attempted.I6' (2) Equally 

important. and perhaps even more dificult than disarmament. is the recove. of some 

I 59 Passion for Peace: The Social Essavs. ed.. with introduction by William H. Shannon Wei+ 
Yotk: Crossroad. 1995). 39. 



moral sense and the resumption of genuine responsibility. Without this, it is illusory for 

us to speak of fieedom and *~ont.rol."'~~ The situation forces a crucial question: Can the 

moral noms developed by schoiastic theologians in the &y of hand-to-hand combat siill 

carry r n e a ~ ~ i n ~ ? ' ~ ~  

In the face of this crisis. Menon laments the lack of genuine optimism. Our 

contemporaries yield to irresponsible determinism and vague historic forces which drive 

us to demonic activism in politics and technology. The compounding of evil - a reality 

rather than a chimera - does not escape Menon. We face the matenal evil of universal 

destruction. The actual destruction of the human race, while an enormous evil, is still in 

itself only a physicai evil. More than the material evii of universal destruction. we face 

the moral responsibility of global suicide. This moral evil is the inevitable choice which 

will be made in desperation by the worid's leaders and ratified by the consent and 

cooperation of al1 th& citizens. Such a scenm*o will graduai ly move us towards the 

"logic of circumstances" that will leave us no choice but to chwse the course that ieads to 

destruction. Such circumstances choke off any funue hope!" 

In "Red or Dead: The Anatomy of a Clichë' (March. 1962) Merton dissects "the 

climax of despair" in the West. He delineates tive steps in the Western attitude toward 

First. the very swival of democracy hinges on total nuclear war. Without 
recourse to the threat of total nuclear war and. without the ability to annihilate the 
enemy by a strike." western civilization is no longer capable of surviving. 
Second. ir is not possible for democracy. for western civilization. to survive by 
peacehl means. The West has exhausted the resources of humanity and 
reasonableness which would make negotiation thinkable except on a bais of 
terror. 

164 Idem. - 
165 Idem. 

'& - Ibid.. 46. 



Third. if the West survives at dl, it can ody survive as communia. The choice is 
between s u ~ v i n g  and becoming cornmunist, or dying in defense of the ideals 
of democracy. the Arnerican way of life. This implies that the American way of 
life can survive only through war, while comrnunism can survive without recourse 
to total nuclear war. 

Fourth, since survival for the comrnunists automatically means victory, they mus1 
be prevented at al1 coa fiom swiving. Since for the West survival without 
nuclear war practically means defeat. to reject nuclear war in order to survive is 
purely and simply to admit defeat. 

Fifth. if we are reduced to a choice between the smival of the communists and 
the destruction of the entire human race, the heroic and even Christian course is to 
choose the destruction of the hurnan race.'67 

By way of response. the assumption mua be seen as a pure surrender to 

irrationality and to hystena. 

First. this kind of thinking reflects a mentality of defeat. It presurnes that 
democratic values are not strong enough to prevail by peaceful means. It couid nor 
survive except by recourse ro war. and that ir wuld  resort io Liny extreme in order 
to crush opposition. 

Second. it adopts a logic of despair. While professing to believe in democratic 
ideals. freedom. and the creativity supposedly inherent in our way of life. it admits 
in reality a radical doubt of ali rhese values. Only nuclear weapons can do the 
trick. This attitude. the result of the secularia. irreligious prapatic spirit. springs 
fiom the emptiness. the resentment. the sense of fûtility and meaninglessness 
which gnaw secretly at the heart of western man. 

Third. it is findly nothing more than a menfulity of suicide. As the self-destructive 
resentment that follows fiom the accurnulated petty humiliations. repeated m o n  
and stupidities. these pent-up and desperate pressures of our self-hate are now 
ready to destroy ourselves and the whole world with us in one grand exp l~s ion . '~~  

In the article "Christian Ethics and Nuclear Waf (March 1962). Mmon 

contemplates the possibility of the complete destruction of human society and even the 

extinction of life on the planet. He contends that these fears have generated a climate of 

widespread uneasiness and even of implicit desperation. Nevertheless. these fean are not 

16? M.. 49-50. 

16' - ibid.. 50-5 1 (original ernphasis). 



-%thout certain correlative h ~ ~ e s . ' ' ' ~ ~  Menon argues that the church could not be 

presented a desperate situation which did not also contain a challenge and a promise. 

The possibility of defending the wea with a nuclear fim strike on Russia is 

accepted easily enough as "necessary" and a "lesser evil." No price is too high to pay for 

our religious liberty. But the stark fact remains that genocide is too high a price to pay 

and no one. not even a Christian. has the right to take measures - not even on behalf of 

the highest ideals - that may destroy millions of innocent uoncombatants and whole 

defenseless populations of neuaal nations. "O This position is both psychologically 

irresponsible and immoral, according to al1 Chrinian standards. Owing to the slow 

corruption of the Christian ethical sense by theonzing in a vacuum. confusion. inenia. 

indecision. and even cuipable silence have shaped the stance of manp Christian 

sp~kes~ersons."~ Even worse. some Christian leaders cal1 on God to justi. the moral 

blindness and hubns of genemls and industridias. and even to bless nuclear war as a 

"holy and apocal p i c  crusade." ' 
In "Christian Action in World Crisis" (June. 1962) Menon targets his anger at 

apocalyptic deteminism and dark pessimism. Conceding the possibility of the real 

destruction of hurnanity. he turns to apocalyptic imagery and gestalt psychology for a 

scenario: 'me see the many-crowned and rnany-headed monsters rising on al1 sides out of 

the deep. fiom the ocean of our own hidden and collective self.*- I i 3  The enemy is not just 

on one side or the other - not just Russia or China. or Cornmunism. or Castro. or 

Knishchev. or Capitalism or imperialism. The enemy is war itself. And the root of war is 

169 Ibid.. 56. - 
"O M.. 57. 

171 Idem. - 
IZ - Idem. 

Ir, - Ibid.. 8 1. 



hamd, fear, selfishness, lust. Merton insists that we first fight the demon in ourselves. 

Throughout his anaiysis of the religious and moral dimensions of war, Merton's 

priority is not to establish a moral code or to use it to determine an e x h i c  moraiity of 

war. Rather his approach is to use apocaiyptic images to charactenze contemporq 

society. Such a construai invites a look into the depth of the self h m  which al1 our 

actions spring. The demonic forces that besiege us pursue us relentlessly even into absurd 

littie caves fitted out with battery radios and hand-held blowers. Security escapes us even 

"in the spiritual cave of forgetfulness. in the anaesthesia of the human mind shat fuiaily 

shuts out an unkarable tnith. and goes about the business of life in torpor and stoical 

indifference.''"' 

No one dares predict what is about to be bom out of our confusion. our fienq. our 

apocaiyptic madness. Yet. the monsters do not have to corne to life. They do not have the 

substance which is given to things by the creative power of God. They are merely the 

spirituai emanations of our sick and sinhl being. They exist in and by us. They are from 

us. They cannot exist without us. They are our illusions." Not only are they nightmares 

which our incredible technolopical skiil can al1 too easily actualize. they are also drearns 

from which we can awaken before it is too late. They are dreams which we can still. 

perhaps, choose not to drearn. In such a desperate stmggle. it is p o d  to remember : "A 

death struggle can be a struggle for life. a new birth. Perhaps the present cnsis is the binh 

agony of a new world."l7' 

Passion For Peace ernbodies some of Merton's moa tightly reasoned prose on the 

untenability of nuclear war. His logic focuses on the terror of global annihilation and the 

desperate need for hope. 

Selected poems from this era enrich the scenario. In 1963 Merton published 

'" Idem- 



Emblems of a Season of F W ~ . " ~  'Why Some Look Up to Planets and Heros" submits 

Amencan and Russian patriotism to critical scrutiny. Optirnimi concerning technology 

has given birth to religion with 'mie believen." Delusion and ignorance of technology's 

goal have awakened a hopelessness which blinds far too many to the causes and reasons 

for doing things: a haunting ren;iin murs in the thrice-repeated: "Nobody know~."~~ '  

"The Moslem's Angel of Death (Algena 1961)" arguably borrows "a million 

fbeled eyes" from Rev 4:6. but there is no doubt the apocalyptic imagery targets the 

scourges of hurnan death and suffering which the French govemment introduced into 

Algeria. ' '' 
"Song: in the Shows of the Round Ox" chooses technology and capitalism as its 

subject and allows the poet to vent his scorn of ~a~ i ta l i sm."~  **Advice to a Young 

Prophet" alerts the inexperienced herald of true vision not to be misled by bad prophets 

who appear to be strong.Ig0 It is not unlikely that the p e t  is taking to task church 

authority which has uncritically defended govemment policy. 

In NSC ( 1962) Menon broadens his understanding of hope."' incremental 

developments. especially of a sociopolitical character. occur between ( 1949) and NSC 

(196 1 ). in "Seeds of Contemplation" in NSC a key sentence has been added - one 

calling for thoughtfùl reflection: 

No man who ignores the rights and needs of othen can hope to walk in the light 
of contemplation. because his way has tumed aside fiom the truth. from 

1 76 CPTM. 303-392. 

1 . 7  [bid.. 305-307. - 

1bid.. 307-308. - 
'> - Ibid.. 2 i 1 -3 1 5 .  

ibid.. 338-339. - 
181 New Seeds of Contemplation (NSC), New York: New Directions, 196 1. 



compassion and therefore fkom ~ 0 d . l ' '  

"Sentences." a new section in NSC, contains an inaugural statement: "To hope is to 

risk frustration."'" "The Root of War," in NSC, is very much expanded. Earlier. SC had 

discussed war. but with a relatively simple approach to solving war issues. There Merton 

had noted: 

Will you end wars by asking men to rrusr men who evidently m o t  be m e 8  
No. Teach them to love and trust God; then they will be able to love the man they 
can not nusr. and will dare to make peace with hem, not fmsting in them but in 
~ o d .  '" 
NSC deals with the issue very differently. Before taking about tmsting God. 

Merton scans the reaiity of the world: 

There is very linle hope that the world will be nin according to [universally 
accepted priaciples] .... It is useless and even laughable to base politicai thought on 
the faint hope of a purely contingent and subjective moral illumination in the 
hearts of the world's leaders.. . .But outside of political thought and action in the 
religious sphere. it is not only permissible to ho for such a mysterious 
consummation. but it is necessary to pray for it. ri 
An extended commentary on the intersection of trust and hope yields this 

sequence: 
. . . it would be sentimental folly to expect men to trust one another when they 
obviously cannot be trusted. But at least they can leam to trust God .... If they can 
tnin and love God. who is infinitely wise and who rules the lives of men. 
permitting hem to use their fieedom even to the point of airnon incredible abuse. 
they can love men who are evil . . . 

If we can love the men we cannot trust (without misting them foolishiy) .... then 
there is sorne hope of a b d  of peace on earth. based not on the wisdom and the 
manipulations of men. but on the inscmtable mercy of God.. . . A s  a result. it is 
absurd to hope for a solid peace based on fictions and illusions. 1 86 

"' - Ibid.. 18- 19 (emphasis added). 

"' [W. 104. 

I8.I SC. 72-73 (emphasis added), - 
' u ~ ~ ~ .  117-1 18. 

186 Ibid.. 1 18- 122. - 



From "Hel1 as Hatred" emerges a macabre picture of hell, as a place or condition 

where no one has anything in cornmon with anybody else except the fact that they al1 hate 

one another and cannot get away Corn one another and from themselves.. .. ail recognize 

in one another what they detest in themselves, selfishness and impotence, agony. terror 

and despair. 187 

The description is worthy of Dante's provocative sign posted at the gate of Infemo: 

"Leave here dl hope. you who enter." 

"Hwnanity against Despair." a new section in NSC, intersects pride and despair. 

with powerfùl effect. Interpreiing humility as antithesis to despair. Merton notes: 

Despair is the absolute extreme of sel f-love.. . . (In evexy man) there is hidden 
some root of despair because. . . .there is pnde that vegetates and springs weeds 
and rank fiowen of self-pity as soon as our own resources fail us.... Despair is the 
ultirnate development of a pride so great and so stiff-necked that it selects the 
absolute rnisery of damnation rather than accept happiness fiom the bands of 
God.. . . 188 

An inevitable inference follows: "But a man who is üuly humble cannot despair. 

because in the humble man there is no longer any such thing as ~ e l f - ~ i t y . " ' ~ ~  hdeed. 

"There is no hope more cruel than the vain hope for a supreme hilfillment that is so 

misunderstood as to be utteriy impossible."'p0 The writer here cornes close to Paul's 

"hoping against hope." namely. arriving at a new level of assurance in God's power to 

Save and God's will to deli~er. '~ '  

18' W.. 123. Note the similarity to Sanre's definition of '~hell" (as "other peopie"). 

i 8s ibid.. 180. - 
189 Idem. 

19' Walrer Holden Capps. Hom Against Hone: Molmiam ro Menon in One Theolo~ical Decade 
(Philadelphia: Fortress. 1976). 



Merton wams against inducements to despair: e.g.. the very desue for a spirituai 

gift which "enslaves us to the id01 of our exterior self, and binds us, like blind Samson. to 

the mil1 of vain hopes and illusory desires."'" Such a vain hope is "in reality a temptation 

to despair," because it presents itself as an illusory promise.'93 Merton extrapolates: 

how many people there are in the world of today who have "lost theu faith dong 
with the vain hopes and illusions of their childhood. What they cal1 'Yaith" was 
just one among al1 the other illusions. They placed al1 their hope in a certain sense 
of spiritual peace. of comfon, of intenor equilibrium of ~elf-mpe*.'~ 

Hence he exhorts: 

Place not hope in the feeling of assurance, in spiritual cornfort .... Place no hope in 
the inspirational preachers of Christian sunshine, who are able to pick you up and 
set you back on your feet and make you feel good for three or four days - until 
you fold up and collapse into d e ~ ~ a i r . ' ~ '  

Merton's quanel is with al1 pweyors of an illusory faith. a vain hope. In the 

ultimate analysis. a dynamic hope engenders authentic humility. and a humble penon has 

no fear of failure. In fact. such a person is not afiaid of anything. even of self. since 

perfect humility implies authentic confidence in the power of God. before whom no other 

power has any meaning and for whom there is no such thing as an 0bstac1e.l~~ 

Humility has here been clearly tied into a traditional understanding of hope. 

Together humility and hope offer an effective antidote to the combined arrogance of self- 

love and despair. NSC pleads for a fuller understanding of faith. 

Faith is prîmarily an intellectual assent. But if it were only that and nothing more. 
if it were only the "argument of what does not appear." it would not be completr. 
tt has to be something more than an assent of the mind. It is also a p p .  a 

- -p 

19' NSC. 1 86. 
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194 Idem- - 
19' M., 187. 

'% - ibid., 190. 



contact. a communion of wills. ''the substance of things to be hoped for."197 

in the correspondence for 1962, at least fifieen published letten retum to the 

theme of hope and hopefulness. 198 

Mer his Cold War Letten were denied publication, Merton returned to the study 

of the early church writers and wrote Life and Holiness (1963). The introduction notes 

that the work is directed to those engaged in the active life. Meiton does not see 

Christian action "in opposition to contemplation, but as an expression of charity and as a 

necessary consequence of union with God by baptism."199 The book lays out Merton's 

ever expanding understanding of hop. "Christian faith," he explains, "is a total surrender 

197 Ibid.. 128. - 

'98 Catherine De Hueck Doheny (Jan. 4. 1962) is ~minded of the nvilight of dawn in our tirne. a 
dawn that will serve as a harbinger of hope (HGL, 19). A leaer to Sr. M. Emmanuel (Jan. 16. 1962) speaks 
of  God the Lord of History and ventures the hope that Christian social activisrn will prove fiuitful in the 
Brazii crisis m., 186- 187). In a lener to Mary Childs Black (Jan. 24, 1962). a reference to the Shakers 
faults the "deceptiveness of the secular hope" which poses against their eschatological vision (WEI 30-3 1 ). 
A letter written on Feb. 4. 1962. to John Tracy ElIis, dean of American Catholic historians. voices a 
cautious hope for Vatican Il's deliberation on war issues (lbid., 176-177). Evora Arca De Sardinia (Feb. 27. 
1962) is advised to set aside human hope for dependence on God alone. 

You have to pdually give up the hope of the kind of support you used to know in the past and 
depend upon G d  alone in spiritual poverty and naked faith. It is hard and bitter. but it is 
necessary, for this is God's will for you. In the depths of your sou1 you will have peace but on the 
surface you will have restlessness and conflict. Continue peacefiilly to give to others as to Christ 
HirnseIf. realizing that He will reward you in His own good tirne .... (m.. 79-80). 

The correspondence of March 1962 cornes back again and again to the topic of hope. 
A lener to Herben Mason (March 9. 1962) notes the inherent hopefulness in the non-violence movement 
(Ibid.. 272). A Iener to Frank J. Sheed (March 10. 1962) voices a steadfast hope in the Ecurnenical Council 
(Ibid,. 45). A second lener to John Tracy Ellis (March 19. 1962) refers to the illusion of limited nuclear 
war: this 'pious hope" lacks the solid prospects of actual realization (HGL. 180). Among its comments on 
the spiriniai ni@. a letter to Etta Gullick (March 30. 1962) censures the collective stupidity and crime in 
contemporan, socien and speaks of Julian of Norwich as an agent of hope in her t h e  and ours m.. 35 1 ). 

To Jeanne Burdick a lener of June 1 1. 1962 expresses hope concerning the forthcoming Council 
(Ibid.. 1 10). Evora Arca De Sardinia (Aug. 1 7. 1962) is urged not to entertain an "undue hope in 
irnpossibilities" (WF. 82). A lener to Leslie Dewan (Sept. 19. 1962) brands as faIse a secular hope which 
stands in opposition to Christian hope a.. 282). A letter to the Mayor of Hiroshima (sUnpIy dated 1962) 
hoids up the people of Hiroshima as a symbul of the hopes of humanity (HGL. 380)- Em Gullick 1962) is 
advised to contrast genuine despair with false optimism (Ibid.. 555). Fînally. Emesto Cardenal (Nov. 17. 
1962) is invited to look forward to Christmas as a season of hope (Ibid.. 54). 

199 LH (New York: Herder. 1963). vii-viii. - 



to Christ which places al1 our hopes in him and strength and sanctity from his mercihl 

love."200 Ln Chria, as the source of the authentic meaning of the faith, al1 life. al1 mith. al1 

hope. al1 d i t y  may be sought and f~und.'~' 

During this period hope has become an essential component of Merton's 

spiriniality. " We c m o t  bring h o p  and redemption to othea," he wites. " unless we are 

ourselves filled with the light of Christ and his ~~irit ."'" Since Christian hope depends 

on grace. "acting that is based on the &mies and impulsions of human ambition [is] a 

delusion and an obsmcle to grace." and consequently contravenes h ~ ~ e . ? * ~  

The conclusion to this work makes Christian perfection interchangeable with 

confidence in God. Perfect Christians are no longer troubled by the sorrows and fraihies 

of the present life. So fin is the confidence one expenences in a God who cannot fail 

that the mercy of God is received in unwavenng trust. In support of this outlook. Rom. 

5:3-4 is cited: ". . . we are confident even over our afflictions. knowing well that affliction 

gives nse to endurance. and endurance gives proof of our faith and a proved faith gives 

gound for hope." '0.1 Clement of Alexandna. who roots perfection in hope. is cited in 

support: 

Such perfect Christians. perfect in hope and in the knowledge of divine mercy. are 
dways present to God in prayer for even when they are not explicitly praying they 
are seeking him and relying on his p c e  alone. 'O2 

This same year ( 1  963) saw the publication of a key article on hope. "Advent: 

Hope or Delusions?" aims to interpret the essence of Christian hope. From the outset the 

m.. 69. 

"' W.. 100. 

'OT - Ibid., 27. 

203 Ibid,. x. - 

m.. 1 1  8. 

205 Idem. - 



primary thesis is announced that the certainty of Christian hope transcends passion and 

knowledge. It therefore becomes necessary at times to realize that our hope will be 

confronted by darkness, desperation, and ignorance. Since Christian optimism and 

genuine Christian hope are interchangeable. Chrinian optimism is not an ongoing sense 

of euphona nor an indefectible comfon that excludes anguish or aagedy nor even the 

suppression of tragedy - rather it is a hope of victory that transcends tragedy? Merton 

searches for and Ends the me meaning of Christian hope in the mystery of Advent. This 

lihugical season centen our faith on "the very meaning of life, of the history of man. of 

the world and of our own being."207 As the season which looks to the coming and the 

presence of Christ in our troubled world, Advent highlights Christ's influence in the 

world as a source of hop. 108 

In his exploration of the mystery of Advent Merton looks for eschatological s i p .  

Two types (both attesmtions of life) capture his attention. The fim is the eschatological 

sign of renewed physical life. the second is the community of the poor who have no hope 

but the Lord. Since the Gospel is preached to the poor. their identification with Christ 

makes them an eschatological sign of Christ. Advent. the article concludes. serves as a 

liturgical a i s  for the Christian understanding of hope: we place our hope in the God of 

history. and God is at once in us and history. 

Passion For Peace: The Social Essavs (1 995) contains Merton's review of Ignace 

Lepp's book. The Christian Failure (1963). The critique takes note of the ggalmoa total 

lack of protest on the part of religious people and clergu. in the face of enorrnous social 

e ~ i l s . " ' ~  It focuses on the collective psycholog); of the French clergy who collaborated 

" Seasons of Celebration (SCb] (New York: Farrar. Straus b: Giroux. 1964). 88. 

fbid.. 89. - 
" m. 90. 
209 PaP. 127. - 



with the Nazi regime in the domination of Europe. While they had no special love for the 

Nazis, the French clergy passively accepted Hitler's totalitarian power, prefemng it as the 

lesser of two evils to cornmunism. Such a psychology of evasion, irresponsibility. and 

negativism arnounted to a subtefige in its appeal to grandiose concepts such as "defense 

of fkedom and religion." "obedience to civil authonty." and "self-sacrifice." This 

psychology of subservient opportunism is branded anti-Christian - destructive in fact of 

both Chnaianity and democratic liberty. and featms a latent despair of W o m  and of 

democratic govemment. The either/or complex which fatalistically addresses the 

supposed b*choice" between Nazism and Cornmunism is ultimately a flight from the 

dificulties and responsibilities without which democratic life and freedom are 

impossible. The chief critenon of moral values thus becomes "survivd." Not just that of 

the individuai but also of the fieedom of religion. The net result is that people shut their 

eyes to monstrous evils and acquiesce in an unjust and tyrannical system. A corollary is 

the contemptible servility of a psychology which appeals to good reasons. even religious 

mith, to excuse its defection. According to Menon. Father Ignace Lepp argues that the 

Church's authoritarian character is responsible for this tendency in many ~atholics."~ 

At least ten letters from the year 1963 make mention of hope as a significant 

concem. Seven of them deal with the topic in passing." ' Three others cal1 for detailed 

Z l l  A lener to Evon Arca De Sardinia (Jan, I ,  1963) anticipates a fum hope of the restoration of 
peace, justice. and order in an age of revolutionq nirmoil (WF. 83). A second communication to her (Feb. 
22. 1963) urges not to invest any hope in Amencan action regarding the Cuban exiles: immediate hopes and 
actions only induce frustration (idem). 

Menon has a healthy respect for the poet Vellejo. He writes to Clayon Eschleman (June 1963 1: 
"Va1l:jo is a great eschatological poet. with a profound sense of the end (and yet of the new beginnings that 
he does not taik about) a. 255). A communication to Jean and Hildegard Cioss-May (Oct. 28. 1963) 
testifies to a hope and t w t  in the greamess of individuals like Martin Luther King (QbL. 334). Jacqueline 
Kennedy (Nov. 27, 1963) is invited to hope that clarity and reason can emerge îkom the w i c  and cruel 
explosion of htionality that assassinated a president m.. 450). A letter to Kilian Mcûonnell (Dec. 20. 
1963) rnakes several references to the writer's continued hope for the fùme (SCh. 188-1 89). A Ietter to 
James Baldwin (no date. 1963) praises him for his published work on the harsh realities of racisrn and 
discrimination. At the midpoint of his observations Menon W e s  a disrnal tone. "Sometimes I am 
convinced that there cannot be a way out of this. Humanly there is no hope.. . We still see the whole things 



examination. Leslie Dewart (Apr. 27. 1 963) is asked to draw a careful distinction between 

genuine pessimism and naive optimism. Whereas naive optimism leads to temporal 

hopes,"' genuine pessimism does not depend upon "any kind of prognostic on the 

results.'" ' Menon ex plains: 

Frankly t am rather indifferent to the results as such, 1 mean as the "anticipated 
f i t "  of my gallant efforts. 1 think we must al1 be perfectly ready to make al1 
kinds of efforts and even get destroyed into the bargain, without particularly 
worrying about any fhit that we can anticipate. nie Lord has His ideas and they 
will not fail to bnng forth the h i t  He wants. which is also what we want. We 
should be exercised . . . 1 mention the above points not as an ascetic sermon At 

for novices. but as one of the most basic tenets on which genuine non-violence is 
based. Without indifference to irnmediate hits.  non-violence is powerless. .And 1 
would tend to think that it does not matter whether we can continue to keep the 
world in a "Christian Era" or not. Certainly we shouid try. it is absurd to throw out 
the last hope of order that does remain. as far as 1 can see: a society based on 
rational noms. naniral law. and al1 that Catholic philosophy sees. teaches and 
caiis for?" 

A letter to Miguel GMberg (June 21. 1963) advocates a basis for positive hope in 

the efforts of political. cultural. and spiritual renewd in the ~ e a . " '  It warrants extended 

citation: 

Yet the West is not beyond redemption: there are faint and confused stimngs of 
human hope. as also in the East with some of the revisionists. 1 think Pope John 
W I I ]  was one of those who intuitively sized up the situation and reached out for 
the elements of positive hope that he was able to see. . . . 1 am warmly attached to 
my friends in Nicaragua who are writing fine p.. and 1 have many Fnends ail 
over the hemisphere in whom 1 think there is geat hope of an awaking of life. 1 
wish 1 had more time and more leisure to communicate with everyone. but the 
limitations of my vocation do impose renraints which 1 cannot always ignore! 
However. do believe me in deep union and agreement with the forces of life and 

as a son of absuact exercise in ethic. when we see it at all. We don't see we are kiiting our own hope and 
the hope of the world" (Cf, 255). 

"' - lbid., 284. 
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hope that are struggling for the renewal of the true culturai and spiritual vitality of 
the 'new work which is sometimes so tired, so old and so shabby. It is what 
pretends to be most "new" that is ofien the oldest and weariea thing of 

A third letter to Evon Arca De Sardinia (July 25, 1963) emphasires that prayer 

and hope are validated oni y in the victory of God which is already @ven? 

Your words that we must pray to God and hope for the victory to be given us over 
and above everything else, are quite correct. And furthemore, we mua seek only 
His victory. This is most imporîant. When we insisi that OUT victory is His victory 
just because it pleases us or is profitable to us. we are mistaken. Yet the sufferings 
of al1 those who have been killed and tortured for His love must not be in vain: 
but it is not our part to punish the ones who did these thuigs. We must leave that 
to ~ o d . " ~  

Seeds of Destruction (1964), a work of critical importance. consists of five essays 

and thirty-five let ter^."^ The lenea are addressed to a variety of individuals. fiom a 

Jewish Rabbi to the rnayor of Hiroshima. A uni. of theme surfaces in the articulation of 

a proper Christian stance toward a world overrun with malevolent movemenu (hence the 

tiile). The work vents a passion for various social issues. each approached from the 

standpoint of hope or such hope-related perspectives as Kairos. the Kingdom of God and 

Salvation. 

The innoductory remarks contain sorne of Menon's moa lucid insights into hope. 

A monastic cornrnunity. the author argues. is deeply involved in the economic. political. 

and social mctures of the contempomy ~ o r l d . ~ '  Chnstianity. therefore. cannot negate 

time. for it is based on an existent reality which has transformed the meaning of history. 

The fieedom of the Christian contemplative is. therefore. not fieedom fiom time. but 

rather freedom in tirne. Such fkedom will go out and meet God here and now in the 

"' - Idem. 

'" -. WF, 84. 

'" - Idem. 

"' Seeds of Dnmiction (SD). (New York: Farrar. Smus & Gimux. 1964). 
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krutab le  mystery of the divine Will. These m a t i o n s  imply a thoroughgoing 

eschatological hop. The monastic withdrawal nom xcular time accordingly is not an 

escape into an abstract eternity. but rather a leap fiom the cyclic recurrence of inexorable 

evil into the eschatological kingdom of God in Christ, the kingdom of humility and of 

forgiveness .=' 
"Letter to a White Liberal" (undated) takes a basic theological stance from which 

to counter curent situations of injustice. Beginning with the concept of God as the hidden 

Lord of Ages. and a rich understanding of Kairos. the discussion soon moves into the 

orbit of Christian hope. Christianity. it is argwd. is essentially concerned with human 

crises. inasmuch as Chrinians are called to testiQ to the mercy and tmth of God in 

history." The Church then must so manifest Christ to the world as IO make the hidden 

Lord of Ages visible in her charity, her love of tmth and her love of humanity.'" 

White liberais lack a mie undemandine of the experience. motives and feelings of 

Afncan-Arnericans.=' Even when espousing their cause. white liberals are acnially 

fighting for themselves. The nub of the issue is ambiguityZ5 Only Afncan-Americans 

can liberate themselves. ~i thout  help and permission fiom Whites. 

Having set down these preliminary considerations. Merton moves on to consider 

the hour of fieedom as the hour of fieedom for W t e s .  The African-Amencan offers the 

white race a "message of salvation." but the white people are so taken up by their self- 

sufliciency and self-conceit that they do not recognize the risk they incur by ignonng the 

=' m.. xii-xiii .  

7-1 

-[bide. - 10. 

"m.. I I .  

3 Reflective of the tenninology o f  his time. Menon uses the term "Nepxs" or "Blacks." These 
terms are replaced here with the politically correct designation, Af?ican-Americans. 



offer? Merton calls this providential hour  airo os?' It is Gods hour - a critical 

moment in which God signifies the divine will through African-Arnericans. This will is a 

cal1 to reform. It is the hour of calling."*The entire piece, based on the notion of Kairos, 

finds its rationale in the dynamic of hop. 

ln the article that follows. "The Legend of Tucker Caliban," Merton highlights 

another concrete instance of Kairos: the tirne has come for both Blacks and Whites."' 

Whites, however, have forfeited the power to hear any inner voice other than that of their 

own demon who urges them to preserve the status quo.'3o 

By way of a preliminary to discussing the possibility of hope in world crisis. the 

article "The Christian in World Crisis, Reflections on the Moral Climate of the 1960s" 

adopts this key premise fiom John XXIII: 

. . . unfortunately the law of fear still r e i p  arnong peoples.. . . There is reason to 
hope, however. that by meeting and negotiating men may come to discover that 
one of the most profound requirements of their nature is this: between them and 
their respective people it is not fear that should reign. but love - a love that tends 
to express itself in collaboration. (John =II. Pacem in ~erris)'~' 

The significance of hope is unrnistakable. 

Of the article's five sections. the first three are especially relevant here. The firn 

section, concemed with human responsibiliry in the climate of irrationality. confusion and 

violence. makes several significant points on h ~ ~ e . ' ~ '  

"b M.. 63-64. 
-7- - Ibid.. 44. - 

m.. 65. 

Ibid.. 83. - 
s0 m. 84. In this same anicle Merton speaks o f  God as the Lord of history m. 85: cf HGL. 

1 86- 187). 

" m. 9;. 

" - ibid.. 95. 102. 1 12. 



The second section. "The Christian as Peacemaker," discusses the tme meaning of 

Christian peace. Biblical passages, in overview, weave a tapestry of two themes. hope 

and the Kingdom of ~ o d . " ~  

The third section. "War in Origen and St. Augustine." undertakes a critical review 

of the just war theory. Favoring Origen and critical of St. Augustine, Merton outlines the 

weakness of the just-war theory. The analysis is based pnmarily on the eschatological 

teaching of the New Testament. the early Church writen and a shidy of Pacem in 

~ems." '  Merton notes approvingly that Pope John "dared to h o p  in the goodness placed 

in human nature by God the creator.""' The pontifYs optimism is cornpared to that of St. 

Thomas Aquinas. In presenting the concept of Christian optimism Merton steers wide of 

shallow sentiment in addressing the agonizing questions of the day. Christian optimism. 

he underscores. "embraces al1 the best hopes and intuitions of the modem world of 

science and technology. and unites them with the spiritual vision of ~hristianit)..""~ The 

power for peace as set forth in the great encyclical lies in its profoundly optimistic 

Christian spirit and in its radical belief in people. Merton opportunely declares his own 

confidence in h ~ n a n i t y ~ ~  According to Givey. the essayist finds in this uncornpromising 

belief in the ultimate possibility of peace and unity one of Pope John's greatest gifis.l-'8 

A shifi in focus can be detected in the rest of Seeds of Destruction. The author's 

preoccupation with the major sociopolitical issues of the early 1 960s is nuanced by his 

involvement in the issue of renewal. monastic and ecclesiastical. This. the present unter 

22; Ibid. See esp. pp. 1 16, 1 17. 125-1 34. - 
234 Ibid. Seeesp. pp. 165. 167, 170. 174.210. - 

IjS - Ibid.. 173. 

36 - Ibid.. 178. 

37CbidCbid, 180. 

David W. Givey. The Social Thoueht of Thomas Menon: The Wav ofNonviolmce and 
Peace for the Future (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press. 1983). 7 1. 



is prepared to argue. comes in the form of a modified trajectory rather than a discontinuity 

in Merton's thought. Hence the topical heading of the section that follows. 

2. Monastic and Ecc1esiastical Renewal Grounded in Hope: 196e1%8 

The specificity of Merton's hop. when compared with the other exponents of 

hop, becomes especially incisive in the article "The Christians in the Diaspora." For the 

fmt time, Merton seems to come to grips with the full challenge of hope h m  the 

standpoint of individual Christian cornmitment. A fullness emerges beyond his earlier 

work on the topic. Its focus comes fiom Rahner's concept of diaspora.y9 Here is a texm. 

nch in biblical associations and solid in theological background. that c h e s  the full 

weight of Merton's thought. 

Merton sees the Church commined to a much-needed process of chdlenging an 

unknown fhture. Because Christians camot find security and stability in farniliar human 

structures, they must look to the promises of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Christian hope would be meaningless if there were no nsks to face and the friture were 

defuiitively mongaged to an unchanging present. Hence. Christian hope awakens 

b*coonfidence not in metaphysical immobility but in the dynarnism of unfailing love."240 

Because an "optimism" that denies evident realities is unchriaian. true hope commits 

itself to quest and find motives for confidence in the face of crisis. Given such 

circumstances. the Church vjill come to know and experience mith and freed~rn.'~' 

Menon rejects a false hope based on conservative triurnphalism in the Church. 

He endorses Rahner's rejection of an unredistic triumphalism. Such a shallow optimism 

supposes that a little more zeal. a little more energy. will enable the Church to subdue the 

politicai order and definitively conven the city of hum- into the city of God according 

239 Menon's dependence on Rahner's idea of diaspora will be more fuHy deveioped k l o w  (page 
187). See also page 1 16. foomote 259. 

'" - Ibid.. 185. 



to the medieval pattern.'J' Rahner, however, postdates first of d l  that the culture of 

clericalism, a medieval carry-over. must be set aside. This achieved, the mission of the 

Church in the world will redound with greater resources and become the work of the 

laity ." Moreover, the Gospel cm (and should) be proclaimed by means of one's life 

rather than through the institution. Cornments Merton, "the only thuig that can give 

rneaning to such an apostolate is the purity of eschatological h ~ ~ e . " ' ~  

Rahner may appear pessimistic in foreclosing on a hope of presening the 

Church's medieval status. or of recovering a status of power and preeminence in modem 

society. Rahner does not consider this solution to be in fact a valid Christian hope. 

Merton infers: "It must be abandoned in favor of a me hope, h o p  not in 'Catholic 

power' but in the eschatological victory of ~hrist.""~ We must not hope therefore to 

restore and maintain a kind of religio-cultural autonomy in today's secular world. If we 

live our lives and build our aponolate on the theory that medieval Christendom is the 

nom for Christianity in the world we are inviting serious t r o ~ b l e . ~  

At this point. Merton. amuied to Rahner's thought. proceeds to examine the 

concept of diaspora. Several points gemme to the theology of hope cal1 for a summary 

review here. According to Merton. Rahner takes our present diaspora situation as the 

starting point - an indispensible premise - for our behavior as Chrinians in the modem 

world.'" Rahner M e r  contends that the diaspora condition is especially conducive to 

salvation. in that it is. in fact. at once a challenge and a promise of hope and of victory for 

"' - tbid.. i 87. 

idem. - 
'a - 11bid.. 188. 

lbid 189. - *  

'* - Idem. 

"' - Ibid.. 193. 



equipping one to Christian faith."" 

"The Monk in the Diaspora" takes up the question of monastic renewal. The 

study takes its point of deparnire fiom the origins of monastic life. Early monastic life 

did not depend on elabrate organization, but on the uncomprornising dedication of the 

individual's response to Gods The beginning of monastic history and the nature of 

the vowed community as a small eschatological gathering should shape the strategy for 

funue renewal ."O The spirit of monastic life is not rneant to be institutionalized. 

Overall. this essay underscores two factors in the expenenced shortcomings of 

current monasticism. One relates to the individual vocation. the other to the stnictural 

ambiguities of present-day monasticism?' It is an unreliable assumption to believe that 

monasticism can solve al1 the problems of the Church in diaspora. in fact. Merton dares 

to hope that monasticism cm offer a creative solution to its own problems. If in fact the 

monastic community can resolve its own dificulties. then there is hope for the wider 

Church to do likewise. Merton situates his hope for monastic renewal in eremetical 

solitude. the biblical movement. monastic prayer. litwgical renewal for monks. and 

monastic presence in and to the world. This last factor calls for a separation by way of 

Gospel witness and dialogue with the ~orld.'~' 

The article "Monastic Thought in the Russian Diaspora" identifies the monk as a 

contemplative who shares the fruits of his life-style. as a pilgrim en route from this world 

to God. as a sign of the world to corne. Monastic contemplation is ultimately goundrd in 

- 

'" - Ibid.. 194. 

'49 - Ibid.. 200-20 1. 

30 M.. 201. 

25 1 Ibid.. 202. - 

"' - ibid., 2 1 O. 



the eschatological kingdom of ~ o d ?  

In "A Tribute to Gandhi" two propositions stand out: that Gandhi knew the New 

Testament thoroughly. and that he was a rare visionary who applied Gospel principles in 

a religiously and politically integrated way to contemporary problems."J For Merton. 

Gandhi's whole religio-political enterprise drew snength fiom an ancient metaphysic of 

humanity, a philosophical wisdom common to Hinduism. Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, and 

Christianity: narnely, that the way of peace is the way of truth, of fidelity to wholeness 

and king, and this implies a basic respect for life, in its deepest. most secret and most 

fiontal real i t~. '~~ Merton not only applauded but ais0 shared this optimistic view of 

human nature. Gandhi inalterably clung to the conviction that "in the hidden depths of 

our king ... we are more truly nonviolent than violent."'56 and thereby never lost an 

opportunity to proclaim that "tnith is the law of our being.""' Menon uses Gandhi's 

optimistic view of human nature to comment on the traditional doctrine of original sin: 

'rhe doctrine of original sin properly undemood. is optimistic. It does not teach that man 

is by nature evil, but that evil in him is unnaturai. a disorder. a Meanwhile. the 

correspondence dated to this period continues Merton's preoccupation with eschatoiogical 

concems, and optimisrn as dynamic h ~ ~ e . ' ' ~  

?J6 Coniectures of a G u ~ ~ N  Bvstander (CGB). Garden City. NY: Doubleday. 1966.85. 

3 7  idem. Merton rakes tip the rehin: "Tmth is the inner law of our being- (So, 23 1 ). 

259 In his Lener to a Rabbi (undated). Merton unreservediy asserts that "the Jews are the great 
eschatoIogical sign of the wentieth century" (So, 273). The Letter to the Mayor of Hiroshima (undated) 
wams that there is no hop  for humanity unless mti~ prevails in us. It is essential, therefore. that we puri3 
and open our hearts to the light of mth and mercy (Ibid.. 296). "The people of Hiroshiman Merton 
confidently declares. "stand today as a -bol of the hopes of humanityn (Ibid.. 297). 



in "Message to Poets" Merton maximizes an opportunity to reflect on h ~ ~ e . ' ' ~  

The article expresses great hope in the prophetic vision of the Latin and North Amencan 

poets. This association of poets marked. for Merton, a spontaneous explosion of trust. 

supported and financed as it was by no foundation but rooted in their own hopeW vision 

of reality and the future. Our funire, Merton notes, will be shaped by love and hop. not 

by violence or calc~lation.'~' The article, in conclusion, issues a cal1 to obey life. that 

very spirit of life that calls us to be poets. so that we can harvcst the many new h i t s  of 

hope for which the world hungers?' 

Hope in liturgical renewal motivates the article "Linugical Renewal: Open 

Approach" (1964) in Seasons of ~elebration?~ The appeal to hope is vintage Merton: 

There is much hope for liturgical renewal if it can somehow be canied out in a 
spirit of play.. . It is in plav that the human heart is at once open. engaged. joyous. 
serious and self-forgetetful.'u 

A variety of hopes finds expression in no less than eighteen letten dating to 1964. 

Thineen of these contain at least a passing reference to h ~ ~ e . ' ~ '  Five others take a mong 

The lener to Jean and Hildegard Goss-Ma-w (undated) brings Merton lack to the topic of false 
optimism and h o p  regardhg racisrn M.. 307-3 12). The lener to a priest (also undated) speaks of tnie 
Christian hop, as a surnmary of Rahnefs views on the diaspora is presented in "The Christian in the 
Diaspora" (Several explicit references to hope occur in the fetters collected in this book: see B. pp. 3 18. 
3 19.33 1,322,323). 

2w ~xcerpts fiom this anicle. wrinen in 1964. first appeared in America ( 16 Apnl 1964). lt was 
subsequently published in Raids on the Uns~eakable. (New York: New Directions. 1966) and later 
included in LETM. ed. bu Patrick Han: (New York: New Duections. 1981 ). 

'" - Ibid.. 373. 

SCb -- 

265 A leaer to Pope Paul VI (Feb. 6. 1964) entertains extraordinacy hopes for monastic reform and 
renewl. as these relate to the renewal of the Church (HGL. 488). A ietter to Emeno Cardenal (March IO. 
1964) expresses a great hope in the -mat spiritua1 awakening in South Amenca Africa. and Asia (Ct, 144). 
A lener to Mother Benedict Duss (March 26, 1964) censures a false Christian optirnimi in the Church 
today. but hastens to add that tfiere is life and hope in the genuine rnonanic movement (SCh. 2 1 1-2 12). A 
Ietter to A. M. Allchin (April25. 1964) speaks of a faint hope in ecumenism, in particuiar the relationship 



focus on the subject of hope. Brother Francis Taparra (March 2, 1964). a Cistercian monk 

at Lan Tao, who afier his novitiate at Gethsemani transferred to the Hong Kong. is told: 

We live in a time of change and trouble and we c m o t  plan on having things go 
the way they perhaps ought to go. There will be innumerable surprises and as long 
as the world stays in one piece 1 think we can be gratehl, because where there is 
life there is hope. Meanwhile we must trust God and realize that the moaastic life 
is a renunciation of earthly ~ e c u r i t ~ . ' ~ ~  

About this time (March, 1964). William Ferry, thcn Vice-president of the Center 

for the Smdy of Democratic institutions at Santa Barbara, CA, sent Menon a copy of 

Triple Revolution. Published by the Santa Barbara Center. the booklet systematically 

explores the cybemetic revolution. the 'weaponry revolution," and the "human rights' 

revolution." A copy of the slim work was also sent to President Lyndon B. Johnson on 

March 22. 1964. Deeply impressed by the work. Menon on March 23. 1964. wrotr to 

"Ping" Ferry: 

Triple Revolution is urgent and clear . . . We are in for a rou& and dizq ride. and 
though we have no good motive for hoping for a special and divine protection. 
that is about dl we cm look for. I have recently been accused again of pessimism 
because 1 refûse to equate hope in God with an unbounded trust in our econornic 

-- - 

between Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism (Hb- 26). A May 29. 1964. lerrer to William Johnston. the 
noted Jesuit scholar on spiritual theology, afirms Menon's hope in the ecurnenical dialogue with Zen (a. 
239). A tener to Pablo .4ntonio Cuadra (June 30. 1964) confesses to hstration conceming the progressive 
hopes visited the second session of the Council1Cf. 192). A lener to Alejandro Vignati (f uly 12. 1963) 
compliments his books and articles for their message of hope m.. 233). A letter to Jose' Coronel Unecho 
(Aug, 3 1, 1964) argues the futility of materialistic hope (CT. 175-1 76). A letter to Dom Damasus Winzen 
(Sept. 8. 1944) expresses reluctance to draw hope h m  a unified pattern of monastic life and organization 
(SCH, 233). 

A letter to Dom Jean Leckrcq (Sep. 28, 1964) reiterates the writer's hope of becoming a hemit. 
The years did not erode this recurring hope (Ibid., 243). In this co~ection. see the letten of Oct. 29. 1964 
(ibid.. 249): June 2. 1965 (W.. 283): and June 10. 1965 W.. 2841. See fivther the lener of Jul! 13. 
1965 (ibid., 287) which. chou@ it does not contain the terrn hope. uneqivocally deals with that very issue. 
Here Menon substitutes the term ambition to express his hope of becoming a solitary. This hope of course 
fmally came to be realized within the Gethsemani cornmunip. 

A leaer to Robert Lawrence Williams (Nov. 21. 1964) speaks of a strong hope concerning the civil 
ri@ movernent on the occasion of Dr. King's reception of the Nohl Peace Prize (HGL, 592). A letter to 
Father 1IItud Evans (Decl 17. 1964) calls into question the widespread naive hopz in rnonastic renewal 
(SCH, 253). 

a. 207 (emphasis added). 



structures .267 

A letter to Cintio Vitier (May 26, 1964) berates the illusory optimisms that 

invariably spark a rninor ~ ic to ry . '~~  

1 have k e n  busy, but not so busy that there is not in me a profound and permanent 
revolt against activism and against the false and elated optimism that are always 
enjoying some kind of shallow triumph over a headline or a meaningless editorial 
or the shadow of a program.269 

A letter to Rafael Squim (July 22. 1964) praises The Challenge of the New Man 

for its emphasis on the role of the intellectual in society and laments the restriction of 

Catholic "ideology" in its European dress. A mutual understanding and spirituai 

communication between the North and the South is cdled for. 'Ihis tremendous task 

seems at times impossible. "Fominately books like yours and articles like some of those 

in America are there to give one h ~ ~ e . " " ~  

A letter io Daniel J. Bemgan (Aug. 4. 1964) differentiates true hope fiom false 

hopes and expectations and uses the metaphor of a trolley for a particular kind of faise 

h o p  constnrcted on worldly expectations. A second image (i. e.. leprosy) depicts aspects 

of false hope, especially the kind of temporal h o p  which shields the illusions of religious 

Menon's journal entp of October 3 1.1964. reflects a vibrant sense of hope: 

These nights 1 have been spontaneously remembering the days when 1 fint came 
to Gethsemani twenty-three yean ago: the stars. the cold. the smell of ni& the 
wonder. the Cérlassenheit (which is something other than despondency). and 
above al1 the melody of the Rome Coeli. That entire first Advent bore in it al1 the 

"' William H. Shannon. Thomas Menon's Pmdise Journev: Writinps on Contemplation 
(Cincinnati. OH: St. Anthony Messenger. 2000). 260-26 1. Ferry, it might be recalled. introduced Menon to 
the publications of Lewis Mumford. a stawich critic of technology. and Jacques Ellul. a no less adamant 
opponent of modem technologv. 

269 Idem. 



stamp of my vocation's peculiar character.. .. My fifiieth year is ending.. . . It is 
enough that there. is the same mixture of anguish and certitude, the sarne sense of 
walking on water, as when 1 h t  came to the rnona~tery.~'~ 

Vow of Conversation (a journal written in 1964-1965 but not published until 

1988) has much to say about hope. The work includes one of Merton's clearest 

statements about the concept of realized eschatology. and closely resembles the 

eschatological thought of our European theologians of hope, who were writing at about 

that time. A surnmary is in order. 

Realized eschatology stands at the heart of a genuine Christian (incarnational) 

hurnanism and is grounded on the living presence of the Holy Spirit. Belonging to the 

last age in which we are now situated. realized eschatology calls forth a here-and-now 

Christian peace-making mission and avoids apocalyptic frenzy. 

The lack of a sense of eschatology is what makes so many Christians fail to see 
the importance of this Christian duty in the world. Eschatology. having been 
conceived as purely apocalyptic. having to do only with the end of the historical 
world. has antagonized Christians. They have tuned theit back on it in 
incomprehension and fear. not aware of the true thrust of eschatology. which is 
hem and  no^."^ 
Thee other perspectives on hope may be noted hcre. First. Menon calls attention 

to the great hope of our time - a hop not directed at recovering ecclesiastical and 

institutional power but relying on the power of faith and spirit which will shake the 

wor~d."~ Secondly. Menon subsumes his ecumenical concems under an eschatological 

perspective. ui the Second Vatican Council's new. proposed statement on Judaism. 

Menon fmds a lack of spiritual and eschatological dimensions. Futility. he notes. marks 

any soîailed "hope1' for the assimilation of Jews into the ~hurch."~ Thirdly. Merton 

77- 

'" The Intimate Menon: His Life h m  His Journals (TM). ed. by Pamck Hm and Jonathan 
Montaldo. New York: Harper Sari Francisco. 1999.225-226. 

" K. ed. Naorni Burton Stone (New York: Farrar. Straus. 1988). 32. 

"' m.. 9-10: cf. also p. 30. 

"' - Ibid.. 76. 



assesses technology fiom the standpoint of Christian hope: "Where impiety begins is in 

the hypostatizing of mechanical power as something to do with the incarnation as its 

Mfillment, as its ~ ~ i ~ h a n ~ . " ' ' ~  The absence of the term hope here does not compromise 

Merton's unmistalcable view that fulfillrnent and Epiphany are essential components of 

Christian hope. The discussion that follows on nuclear war and social issues affirms that 

the source of our hope must unequivocally be God: there is no salvific moment in the 

temporal and secular messianism of technological and political progress.277 

At l em five published lenen of this penod provide insights into some aspect of 

hope. which are consistent with his formal. more public affirniati~ns."~ The well-known 

letter to the American Hierarchy, "The Second Vatican Council: Schema Xm" 

(September 1965) calls for extended comment at this point. Menon urges that the Church. 

through the Council. proclairn the hope of the Gospel to the world. The letter articulates 

a number of issues calling for a response of hope?" For example, the message of love 

and of salvation is not bound to any panicular time or culture. The Christian is called to a 

decision for Christ. not to a decision to expend one's energies on behalf of a nation. party. 

class. or culture. The message of the church to the modem world is essentially 

esc hatological 

This letter addresses the moral issue of warfare and the use of force to resolve 

lbid.. 99. - 
'- - Ibid.. 173. 

'ni A lener to Ludovico Silva (March 13. 1965) larnents that Wnder the mark of power in this land 
is a -mat hopelessness" a. 223). A lener to Dom Jean Leclercq (May 1 1. 1965) candidly acknowtedges: 
"Nor do I have an' hope Ieft of making cornplete sense out of rny existence. which mus1 remain 
paradoxical" (SCH. 280). Here hope surfaces as a key to the mysteq of Menon's oum being. A letter to 
James Douglas (May 26. 1965) stresses the inadequacy of materialistic hope to meet the real needs of 
people (HGL. 16 1-1 62).  A ietter to Ernesto Cardenal (Nov. 17. 1965) brands as a false hope the view that 
the war will give life more meaning and people a fiiller identity a. 152). 

-6 .88.  (The rem w~eschatologicaIw is used to denote its traditional meaninp beyond time and 
culnire.) 



contlict. The Amencan bishops are urged not to permit or condone any form of official 

approvai for certain modem weapons. If the church acquiesces, governments on this 

earth, as well as every military and polirical opportunist, will abuse the churchws 

declaration. in this context h o p  makes comrnon cause with every individual's struggle 

for survival. 
nie common man, the poor man, the man who has no hope but in God, 
everywhere looks to the Chruch as a last hope of protection agaiiist the 
unprincipled machinations of militarists and power politicians. Would it not be a 
dreadful thing if the Council were to say romething, even by implication. to 
destroy the hope of the defenseless and thmt them M e r  into de~~a i r ? '~ '  

The task of the Council. then, 

is to affimi the church's eschatological message of love and salvation in terms 
which are most relevant to the modem world. In this instance. then. the problem is 
that of stating the church's view of modem war in the light of the eschatological 
message of sdvation. "' 
A May 2 1, 1963 leaer to Stefan Baciu, professor of literature at the University of 

Hawaii, engages in modulating Baciu's "sweeping" rejection of North American poets. 

From his perspective Merton has some laudatory things to say about the Latin Arnerican 

poets . . . who "seem to me to be dive. to have something honest to say. to be sincerely 

concemed with life and with humanity." The letter-writer does not hesitate to say "there 

is some genuine hope lefi in them.. . -7283 

The journal entries of this penod reflect moments of self-criticism buoyed up by a 

vibrant spirit of hope. Some examples are illusuative. Under the date of August 10. 1965: 

The solitary life.. . awesome. wondefi. . . . 1 see 1 have no strength of my oum for 
it. Deep sense of rny own poverty and. above dl. awareness of the urongs I have 
allowed in myself together with this good desire.. . . The need to p r q  . . . the need 
to be entirely defined by a relationship with and orientation to God.. . 
Distractedness here is fatal - it brings one inexorably to the abyss.. . . By 
reading. meditation. study. psalmody. manual work. including also some fming. 

"' - Ibid.. 90. 

"' - Ibid.. 9 1. 



etc. Above al1 the work of hope, not the stupid, relaxed, self-pity of boredom, of 
acedia. 3' 

Under the date of Aupst 1 7,1965: 

My supreme affliction is to see my uubelief. rny distrust of the Lord. my refirsal to 
"let myself go" in hope. But to see this at last is also a joy. I can begin to hope He 
will cure and transfom me.Ia5 

Under the date of August 25. 1965 (the Feast of  St. Louis): 
Over and over again 1 see that this life is what 1 have always hoped it would be 
and aiways s ~ u ~ h t . ' ~ ~  

Under the date of October 6, 1965: 

Obedience to God means first of al1 waifing. having to wait. 'mait for the Lord." 
The fim thing then is to accept the fact that one will have to wair. Othenvise 
obedience is undemined by an implicit condition. which destroys it?' 

CGB though published in 1966, was in incubation from 1956 to 1965 .lg8 Here we -' 

find the standard theses: Christian hope is based on the Kingdom of Christ; although 

already established. the Kingdom is not yet definitely revealed; the Kingdom confronts us 

"in a time of development. of choice and of preparation:" the Kingdom will achieve final 

victory in the parousia289 

In this work Julian of Norwich is cailed an agent of hope. a messenger of hope to 

her own time and to ours. in her dictum. "-411 manner of thing shall be well." Menon 

h d s  an eschatoiogical secret. a dynamic of mystexy already at w ~ r k . ' ~ ~  This 

eschatological. victonous grace. dready present in our midst. sustains the hope at the 

?M M. 254 (original emphasis). 

285 lbid . .  255 (emphasis added). 

'6.. 256 (emphasis added). 

287 IM. 26 1 (original emphasis). The dyarnic of waiting as a facet of hope needs no elaboration. - 

"' - CGB (Garden City. NY: Doubleday. 1966: reprinted 1973). 

3 9  W.. 123. (Image Book) 

"a Ibid.. 2 1 1-2 12. (Image Book) See Grace M. lanaen. Julian o f  Nomich: Mvstic and 
~heolo&:%omsr Menon afrer a m d y  o f  Julian. fanked her with the greatest of al1 theologians [CGB. 
pp. 19 1 - 192][Hard Coverj: unfortunetely he died before he could write about her in any detail." (New York' 
Mahwah, NI: Paulist. 1987: new ed.. 2000). p. 90. 



heart of Chnstian faith. Merton links hope with the incamation of Christ and of love in 

the world. For him. then. the incarnation is a foundation of hope which enables us to 

disarm and make peace with our brothers and sisterd9' As already noted above in the 

rernarks on NSC.'~' Merton speaks of his retrievd of hope in the political dimensions of 

personai life?93 But this work points out niII another aspect of Chnstian hope: oamely, 

that hope is dialectical. Although Christian hope is oriented to the fiiture, future hope 

cmot  stand apart fiom the present hope. an elementary hope that belongs to the here and 

now. In fact. the source of Christian hope is in "the nearness of the hidden God, and of 

His Spirit. in the present. What future cari make sense without this present h ~ ~ e ? ' ' ~  

Some insights are mernorable: "Those of whom God demands the moa perfect 

hope mun look closely at their  sin^.'^^ --Our glory and our hope: we are the Body of 

Cbrist. Christ loves and espouses us in His own flesh."*'' 

The book does not bypass the great secular hopes of the periods of the 

enlightenrnent and the industrial revolution. It was taken for granted that a " 'better 

world' was now at hand. and that what had for centuries stood in the way of its discove~ 

was the obscurantism of faith."'97 

Merton considen "the new. aggressive secular faith* spreading far and wide. 

Chriaians themselves have "adopted this faith as part of their own. but it has taken more 

than a century to identi& the world of technology with the -'new creation" spoken of in 

~9'  - NSC. 18- 19. See foornote 182 above. 

CCB. 214. 

2% Idem, Other valuable insights abound but are not examined here: e. g.. 23. 40.52.53.67.94. - 
1 15-1 16, 133-124. 172. 184-1 85, 192.202.208.2 13-2 14.248-350. 



the New   esta ment."^^^ Still this hope was not altogether new, Merton argues. Already 

from the thirteenth centuy Europe had k e n  in ferment, however obscurely, with a new 

outlook on eschatology - not the traditional hope of the end-time coming of Christ. but 

of the revelation of eschatological finality worked out within history i t~e l f . ' ~~  in this 

context, Menon sees in Joachim of Fiore (1 1 3O/ 1 1 35- 1 20 1 11 202), a medieval C istercian 

apocalypticist. something of a f o r e m e r  of Teilhard de Chardin praclaiming a new and 

definitive age of perfect human and Christian fulfillment, the "Third Kingdom," that of 

the Holy Spirit This was to be a kingdom in which the world would be total1 y 

transfomed by Mendicants living in absolute poverty - a fom of the religious life 

which the ecclesiasticd establishment of the day regarded as impra~ticable.3w 

in this same work Merton notes that just at the point where **eschatolo~ in the 

old sense seems mon credibie than ever. Christians are tuming to the hope of a 

technological golden age.*JO' His analysis of the various assumptions concerning the 

relationship between the kingdom of God. church, the world and their resulting agendas is 

If one is conservative. then the Kingdorn of God on eanh is the Church as a 
sociological entity. an established institution with a divine mandate to guide the 
destinies of culture. science. politics. etc.. as well as religion. If one is a liberal or 
radical. then one admits that the progressives and revoiutionaries of I h e  world 
have unconsciously hit upon the right answen and are building the Kingdom of 
God where the church has failed to do so. Hence. the Christian must throw in his 
lot with revolution - and thus guarantee that Chnstianity will survive and 
rediscover itself in a transfomed ~ o c i e t y ~ ~ '  

The struggle to seek truth in the present life is therefore coincident with living in hope. 



Lifr is, or should be, nothing but a stmggie to seek truth: yet what we seek is 
d l y  the truth that we aiready possess. T h  is mine in the reality of life as it is 
given to me to live: yet to take life thoughtlessly, passively as it cornes, is to 
renounce the struggle and purification which are neces-. . . . The work of 
understanding involves not only dialectic, but a long labour of acceptance. 
obedience, liberty, and love .... The worst temptation, and that to which many 
monks succumb early in their lives. and by which they remain defeated, is simply 
to give up asking and seeking?03 

Practical conclusions are ready to hand: 

To leave everything to the superiors in this life and to God in the next - a hope 
which may in fact be nothing but a veiled despair, a refusal to live. And it is not 
Christian to despair of the present, merely putting off hope into the m e .  T'here 
is also a very essential hope that belongs in the present, and is based on the 
nearness of the hidden God. and of His Spirit in the present. What funue can 
make sense without this present 

3. Dialogical, Spiritual ErUtentialism Crounded in Hope: 1946-1968. 

Raids on the Unswakable (1966) featws an article entitled "The Time of the End 

1s the Time of No Room!" which delves into biblical eschatology. An eschatologp which 

undergirds hope. according to Merton. finds expression in distinct types of future-oriented 

thought: one of secular anxieties and anticipations. the other of revealed hlfillment. The 

fvst sometimes results from a complete denial and despair of the second. The fear of 

violence in the fim type of eschatology becomes a thinly disguised hope for the violent 

end. and this contributes to the climate of confusion and despair in which the more 

profound hopes of biblical eschatolo~ are reveaied. 

Merton's own interpretation of the binh of Jesus illustrates his understanding of 

eschatoloa. The Word emptied himself but did not lose himself. "That there should be 

no room for him in a crowd that that been cailed together" is "an eschatological ~ign."'~' 

Therefore Jesus' coming is announced to shepherds who live in the open fields apart fiom 

'05 - Ibid.. 184. 

304 Idem (original ernphasis). 

'O5 Raids on the Un-akable. New York: New Directions. 1966.68. 



the masses. These are the remnants of the desert-dweiiers, the nomads of the m e  

1srael?06 Christ is with and arnong thox who find no room in the world and for these 

there seems to be nothing but the world at its wor~t.'~' These are the people who remain 

imprisoned "in other hopes. and in more pedekan despairs, despain and hopes" which 

weigh them d o m  to the earth. down to Street level, even to the pavement?" These are 

the marginalized who *-desire to be at least half-human. to taste a littie human joy. to do a 

fairly decent job of productive work. to corne home to the family . . . a desire for which 

there is no r o ~ r n . " ~ ~  Among these who have no room Jesus hides hirn~elf?'~ Here again 

we are put in touch wiih a bit of "realized eschatology." in the final analysis. eschatology 

is not. for Merton. ajinis and punishment. the winding up of accounts and the closing of 

the books. Rather it functions as the "final beginning," the "definitive birth" into a new 

creation. By no means the last gasp of exhausted possibilities. it is the first taste of al1 that 

is beyond conceiving as actual.jH Here with these ternis, he cornes very close to 

Pannenberg's 'prolepsis." 

In Raids on the Unswakable (1 966). Merton attempts to define The 

Unspeakable" in terms of existential despair. The impact of existential thinken (e.g.. 

Camus. Sartre. Berdyaev) is unmiçtakable in a stimng analysis which deserves full 

citation: 

The Unspeakable. What is this? Surely. an eschatological image. it is the void that 
we encounter. you and 1. underlying the announced program. the good intentions. 
the unexarnpled and universai aspirations for the best of al1 possible worlds. It is 

307 Ibid.. 72-73. - 

'09 - Idem. An illuminating cornmentaq may be found in The Exploits of the Machine Agee." 
CPTM, 237-238- 

"O - Idem. 

311 Ibid., 75. - 



the void that contradicts everything that is spoken even before the words are said; 
the void that gets into the language of public and officia1 declarations at the very 
moment when they are pronounced, and makes them ring dead with the 
hollowness of the abyss. h is the void out of which Eichmann drew the 
punctilious exactitude of his obedience, the void which drawls in the zany 
violence of Flannery O'Connor's Southeniers, or hypnotizes the tempted 
conscience in Julien Green. It is the emptiness of 'the end." Not necessarily the 
end of the world, but a theological point of no retum, a ciixnax of absolute finality 
in refusal, in equivocation, in disorder, in absurdity, which cm ùe broken open 
again to mith only by miracle. by the coming of God. Yet nowhere do you despair 
of this miracle. You seem to say that, for you, this is preci~ly what it means to be 
a Christian; for Christian hope begins where every other hope stands frozen stiff 
before the face of the ~ns~eakab le .~  " 

The poet agrees with Ionesco that man must take action against the absurd (or. in 

the language of the piece. the unspeakable), but he disagrees with Ionesco and other 

existentialists by his affirmation that Christian hope allows for a divine The 

world, though stricken by the unspeakable, is also healed in ~hnst."."' Merton's 

strategy of counterattack against existentid despair (the unspeakable) looks to Christian 

hope as his prime weapon. 

Other published materials fiom the year 1966. letters as well as a personal enW. 

contain references to hope. Six letters may be noted. '15 and a seventh. to James Forest 

(Feb. 21, 1966), which urges the recipient not to depend on the hope of  results. because 

real hope 

is not in something we think we cm do. but in God who is making something 

3'3 Idem. 

A lener to Catherine de Hueck Doheq (Jan. 11. 1966) recornrnends munial prayer as a means 
for growth in hope and freedom (HdL. 23). A lener to William DuBay (Aug. 2 1, 1966) has two references 
to h o p  as a human desire or wish (TM. 169-1 70). A letter to Abbot Anthony Chassape (Sept- 2 1. 1966 j 
identifies hope as a factor in individual vocations and persona1 spirinial needs and twice categoriring 
spiritual fkedom as a "sign of hope* (SCCI. 3 14)- A lener to Miguel Grinberg (O= 8, 1966) speaks of the 
Christian community as a body of hope, in which hope Iives in spite of hopeIess situations (CI, 204). A 
lener to Ench Fromm (Oct. 13, 1966) artests Merton's real hope in the role of the Pope for the forthcoming 
peace conference (HGL, 323). A letter to AngIa Collins (Dec. 1. 1966) proposes C m e l  as a sign of hope 
to people overwhelmed by the thougfit that worldIy life is al1 there is (SCH. 324). 



gwd out of it in some way we caimot see. Ifwe do his will, we will be helping in 
this process, but we will not necessarily know al1 about it beforehand.)I6 

A citation, in part, of a journal entry (dated Feb. 17, 1966) makes a dual reference 

to hope as reporteci expenence and proposed action: 

There are moments of great loneliness and lostneu in solitude, but ofien there 
corne other deeper moments of hope and understanding. and 1 reaiize tbat these 
would not be possible in theu purity, their simple secret directions, anywhere but 
in solitude. 1 hope to be wonhy of tl~ern.~" 

In his tribute to Nhat Hann (1 966), Merton remarks that bonds such as those 

between the writer and aàdressee a u p  the beginning of a new solidarity and a new 

brotherhood on al1 five continents. This solidarity, transcending political. religious and 

cultural lines. brings together people in every country, in a relationship that is more 

concrete than an ideal, more life-affiming than a program. Merton regards this unity of 

people as the only h o p  of the world. He visualizes hope in such concrete t e n s  that it 

demands nothing less than the transfonnation of the self. Communion among people will 

effect the transfonnation of the world.''' 

ui 1967 Mvstics and Zen Master (MZM) saw publication. A long article entitled 

"The Other Side of Despair: Notes on Christian ~xistentialism"~'~ dealt with the 

antithesis of despair: existential theolog confronts the sterility and imer hopelesmess. 

the spurious optimism and real despair which masks themselves in the secular and 

positivist Merton is at his bea in presenting ideologies in the give and iake of 

debate. The rest of the article outlines a Christian existentialist hope which challenges 

this false optimism: 

-- 

m.. 297. 

317 IM. 27 1 (original emphasis). - 
"* - PP~. 261-262. 

3 19 MZM. (New York: Farrar. Straus. 1967). 255-280. 

1'0 fbid . ,  279. 



Bultmann aad other [existentialist] Christian theologians have convincingl y 
remctured the classic theology of Christian and Gospel hope in the category of 
existentidist freedom.'*' 

Malcolm X's eschatology, for Merton did not generate much political energy for 

change. Exploited and distorted as it was by the media, it buckled under aggravated 

tensions, intense polarities and noting, and even instigated his own death. in a word. 

Malcolm X's early views on the subject amounted to "a foreshortened, impassioned. 

obsessive racist eschatology." 3" 

Among the published letters fiom the year 1967, at least seven contain one or 

more important Merton statements on hope. 

Monastic Journev ( 1977) takes up the **deatti of God' Merton sees in this 

catchword a disturbing modem phenomenon: namely. contempomy humanity's inability 

to believe which resulu in the death of supernaturai faith. Human beings. notes Menon. 

323 Hope in nlationship to monasticism is bmached in a lener to Paul Bourne (June 30. 1967) with 
a warning against placing h o p  in the institution (SCH. 388). A lener to Charles Dumont (My t 9. 1967) 
comments on the psychedelic movement arnong the young. classiQing it as a kind of mass movement of 
bope and despetation m.. 338). 

Sr. M. EmrnanueI (July 3 1. 1967) was asked to consider the primitive messianic and prophetic 
culu in Afiica. and to fmd in hem a broad human hope common to every culture (HGL. 199). Menon was 
cspecially concerned about the Cargo Cults of Malanesia. (See al% the letter of Febniq 27. 1968. WF, 
15 1). A letter to Colman McCarthy (Aug. 15, t 967) points to a real hope for monasticism in the overall 
world picnue, a hop verified by Afiican monasticisrn (in addition to such projects as the Dom Bede 
Gnffiths ashram in India). Menon is not hopefiil about the established monastic institution in America 
inasmuch as it suppresses people's spirituality and c m o t  hct ion as a dyamic and eschatological sign 
(SCH. 34 1). A hope for an integrated effort between the contemplative and the athein fmds expression in a 
letter to FiIibeno Guala (kc. 28. 1967) (Ibid., 360). 

Two other Ietters were written in 1967 and included in The Monastic Joumev. ed. by famck Hart. 
Mission, KS: Sheed Andrews and McMeel. 1977. The first letter addressed to the Abbot of the Cistercian 
monaslery of Frattocchie near Rome was in response to a request of Pope Paul VI for a 'message of 
contemplatives to the world.' The second letter was sent to the Synod of Bishops. which met at Rome in 
October 1967. It is the joint work of Dom J. B. Porion. ProCurator General of the Cartfiusians. Dom Andre 
Louf. Abbot of Montdes-Cats, and Thomas Menon. They offer an expanded view of hop. The message of 
hop, it is note4 exnanates h m  the courage to penetrate our own silence. This enablcs one to recover the 
Iight and the capacity to understand reality which transcends words and expianations b u s e  it is too close 
to be explained. This intimate union is achieved in the depths of the hem between Gd's Spirit and the 
hast self (Mh. 171ff). 

Menon had aiready dealt wRh this maner in and will again explore it at p t  length in B. 



have loa the possibility of experiencing ~ o d ? "  Humanity's inability to beiieve is more 

fully treated in a letter to Dom Decroix (Aug 2 1, 1967). The communication delves into 

our general human condition and by a pivotal metaphor characterizes it as "the jungle of 

language and problems." 326 Contranwise, the contemplative life functions as an antidote 

to the contemporary phenornenon of atheism, in that it searches for "a desert area of 

man's hem in which explanations no longer suflke, and in which one learns that only 

experience co~nts. '~" In such a setting one encounters genuine despair and out of this, 

hope is enco~ntered.~~' Hence: 

it is my joy to tell you to hope though you think that for you of d l  men hope is 
impossible. Hope not because you think you can be good. but because God loves 
us irrespective of our ments. ... Hope because Jesus is with those who are poor 
and outcast and perhaps despised . . . No one on earth has reason to despair of 
Jesus, because Jesus loves man, loves him in his sin, and we too must love man in 
his sin."' 

MJ aiso contains "The Solitary Life." an article which convans Christian hope - 
and mundane hopes. On the one hand. "The Christian hope in God and in the 'world to 

come' is something drastically spktual and pure. which jealously clings to its 

invisibility." 330 On the other. mundane hopes lie in "myths and fictions with which social 

life is always fu11.'"3' Merton points to the desen as a corrective mystique: **e desert is 

for those who have felt a dutary despair of accepted values. in order to hope in 

325 The Monastic Joumey. ed. by Brother Patrick Han (Kalamazoo. MI: Cistercian. 1992) (--) 5 .  

"' W.. 173. 

'" Idem. 

32s Idem. - 
329 m.. 172. 

m.. 152. ''The solitary Life" was originally published in 1969. Cistercian Studies 4 ( 1969): 
no. 3. pp. 2 13-2 1 7. 

33 1 Idem. - 



r n e r ~ ~ . ' ~ ~ '  The monk knows that to tmly hope is to despair of these values. This 

withdrawal is not a rejection of people.)33 

Here, as Walter Capps points out, is a 'version of positive disengagement." 

Indeed in Merton's dialectic, positive disengagement is "a necessary prerequisite for 

engaghg the world as a deeper r e a l i t ~ . " ~ ~ ~  Paradoxically, this type of despair becomes a 

sign of 

Faith and Violence ( 1968) addresses four major issues, in as many sections: non- 

violent resistance to evil, the war in Vietnam, racism in the United States, and belief and 

unbelief in the modem world. A perusai of these sections discloses the author's 

interco~ecting interest in hope. "Toward a Theology of Resistance" blames violence for 

excising hope fiom hurnan experience. According to one key insight: 

To make people live on a subhurnan level against their will. to concentrate them 
in such a way that they have no hope of escaphg their condition. is an unjust 
experience of force? 

This forthright insight calls forth several conceptuai links. Trust in God engenden 

hope in human beings. Such hope in God empowea a hurnan choice of peace and order. 

These can be realized if the right conditions are present. Christians can foner such 

conditions by prefemng love and trust over hate and ~us~iciousness. '~~ 

Christian eschatological hope. moreover. allows one to see God's presence in die 

world and encourages participation in the ~ o r l d . ~ ~ ~  The essential groundwork which the 

'j' - .  lbid 153. 

333 M.. 152. 

"' Capps. i 55. 

335 MJ, 152. 

336 FV (Notre Dame. iN: Universis of Notre Dame Press. 1968). - 
337 W.. 25. 

338 m.. 26. 



Sermon on the Mount set for me Christian non-violence consists of meekness and 

humility. Both are inseparable fiom eschaiological Christian hope which is completely 

open to God's presence in the world and to the presence of our brothers and sisten who 

are always seen in light of the k i ~ ~ ~ d o r n . ) ~ ~  In differentiating Christian humility fiom false 

humility, Merton finds in the former a positive disposition towards others. This instills 

not only a certain measure of wisdom regarding one's own judgments - a conviction that 

we are fa, h m  infallible in our ideas - but also encourages a positive and trusthl 

expectation of ~ i h e r s ? ~ ~  

Merton labels false humility "a supposed humility." Such a negative approach to 

self and the world may cling desperately to dark and apocalyptic expectations, and refuse 

to let go of t l~ern.~~ '  However. m e  hop. that is, hope against hop. precludes despair in 

the meek. the humble. the aflicted, the ones famished for justice. the mercifùl. the clean 

of heart and the peace-makers. Each of the beatitudes hopes againn hope. bears 

everything, endures everything (cf. 1 Cor 1 3 : 7)?'" 

Christian non-violence, in point of fact. draws its h o p  fkom the promise of Christ. 

The operative text is: "Fear not. little flock. for your God has prepared for you a 

Kingdom" (Luke 12:32). This hope of the Christian. Iike the hope of a child. rnust be 

pure and full of christ.'" We cannot see the world as it is if we do not discem evils and 

forgive them. If we can do this. we cm fully anticipate genuine hope for the future we 

cannot measlue. In short. the entire article is premised on the Gospel message of a 

339 - Idem. 

m. 25. 

Idem. - 
342 ibid.. 26. - 
"3 - Ibid, 27. 



universal cal1 to salvation and to the Kingdom of GO&" 

"Peace and Protes" profiles the hopeless situation in the world: 

Sometirnes the prospect seems almost hopeless, for man is more addicted to 
violent fantasies and obsessions now than one has ever seen before, and we are 
today spending more for war alone than we spent for everything, war included. 
tbirty years agolJS 

Because the hope of king heard has been abandoned, protest becornes desperate, Merton 

adds. Thus hope is a driving force for our mission." Lacking deep moral tniths. 

however, we are altemately swept by fears and hopes. Hcnce, deep moral tmth must serve 

as the foudation of hopeJ4' The basic message of the essay is that hope empowers in the 

face of injustice and even world wars. On Pope Paul VI's visit to the üN, for instance. 

It was a positive and constructive wimess which. together with a clear and fm 
protest against war and injustice. reawakened a definite hope in peaceful 
alternatives to war. It was a most senous and highly credible reminder that 
instruments for peaceful conflict solution are at hand.u8 

Menon's introduction to The Prison Meditations of Father  del^ (1 963) 

underscores the hardîore mrth that even when worldly hope is lacking. one can ni11 

hope. These prison meditations are a no-nonsense diagnosis of a gutted. faithless society 

in which human beings are rapidly losing their humanity. since they have become 

practically incapable of belief. In this wildemess "man's only hope is to respond to his 

inner need for mith. with a smiggle to recover his spirinial f i e e d ~ r n . " ~ ~ ~  Because a voice 

-- -- -- 

'a cf. m. 16-18. 

3a M.. 42. 

346 Ibid.. 44. - 
m. 45. 

ibid.. 46. - 

" M.. 52. 



cries in the wildemess, it is still possible to retain one's b e r  solitude and recover the 

mysterious sources of hope and ~tren~th.~" 

Merton h d s  in Father Delp's meditations a message of hop, in which "the task in 

the education of present and future generations is to restore man to a state of fimess for 

~ o d . " ~ "  An apocalyptic mood of general disgust and contempt for the hopes of our 

struggling fellow Chnstians would only accenhiate the negativism and despair which the 

priest-prisoner so clearly delineates. For Delp, religious action today is al1 t w  ready to 

overemphasize the relatively minor problems of the religious-minded minority, 

sidestepping the great issues on which the very survival of the human race depends. Our 

technological society moreover has stifled in humans the capacity for God. and the 

Church has done little to replace it. Consequently, the life of the spirit and the capacity 

for God have surrendered to an inhuman way of life which makes the individual both "the 

product" and "the slave." Instead of attempting to change these conditions. we are 

addressed with relatively insignificant details of ritual. organization. ecclesiastical 

bureaucracy. the niceties of law and ascetic psychology.35' 

Father Delp's Advent discovery. Merton surmises. came about as he paced his ce11 

in harrowing desolation. The discovery occuned by his own spiritual efforts. but 

germinated in the darkness of defeat and degradation. fiom the seeds of light being 

~ o w n . ' ~ ~  Father Delp becarne a prophet of hope. His prison meditations present the niin 

of Germany and the Western world as an "advent" in which God's messengen are 

preparing for the future. Like Julian of Norwich. Father Delp sees hope in the fbture in 

~ l y  desperate situations. But. cautions Merton. this golden future is not so much a 



product of ceriainty, as an object of hope. Hence the realization of hope is hastened by 

spirinial alertness. We must begin by acknowledging and accepting our desolation in al1 

its bittemess.'" Father Delp fin& in whole-hearied adoration of God the road to hope for 

the world. Only by such renewal can hop sustain our society and the human race."' 

FV (1 968) provided Merton the opportunity to expouad the hope of the - 
experience of God in the modem world even as the death-of-God theologians were 

proclaiming that the standard formulations about God were devoid of meanhg in people's 

lives t ~ d a ~ ? ~ ~  The sarne holds true about the Church today: her efficiency at making God 

unbelievable eliminates the need for atheists to erode credence in God. Understandably. 

Merton placed litde. if any, hope in conventional Christianity. What is more, he concun 

with the idea of Martin E. Marty's "institutionalized" unbelief as a "permanent culturai 

phenornenon" in Arnerican religion.'" The logic of consistency demands that we produce 

a prophet of our own goàlessness or unbelief who can at least discourse about the reasons 

for one's unbelief. as Sartre d ~ e s ? ' ~  

Menon does not mince words: "The intentness with which officiai Christianity 

seeks to make God relevant to man makes Him so i r re le~ant ."~~~ Ali we can do then is 

declare God dead. so that the true God. who is "absent," can come to life again. But. 

wams Merton. while these theologians presume God will come back to life as soon as the 

ofkial God is interred. it cannot be assurned that the absence automatically produces 

3s5 - Ibid.. 62- 

"' m., 200. Cf. Martin E. MW, Varietia of Unbelief (New York: Holt. Rinehart & Winston. 
1 964). 

Idem. - 
3s9 M... 197. 



To reconcile human with human and not with G d  is to reconcile no one at dl. 

The old problem of the social Gospel resurfaces. In short, a basic critique of the deathsf- 

God theology is that it does not live up to its own prophetic standards: lacking prophetic 

genuineness. it reverts to sophomoric antireligion and anti~lericalism?~' At this point 

Merton relates Bonhoeffer's insights to the death-of-God theologians. The deah-of-God 

theologians fail to recognize the presence of evii in the world and the need to resist it. 362 

Despite their efforts to regain full humanity by subordinating human beings to the 

massive domination of pst-Christian secularism, they end up embracing political 

totalitarianism. either of the capitalist or communist variety.M3 Hence 

when God is "dead" in the lives of humans, we see that the void lefi by God's 
absence is filled with a variety of demons. such as ruthless exploitation, genocide. 
cynicd and barbarous travesties of justice. perversions of every human and natural 
instinct?& 

This results in nuilimng in Chnstianity the distinction between God and 

It is not a matter of either God or humanity, but of finding God by loving humans. 
and discovering the uue meaning of humanity in OUT love for God. Neither is 
possible without the other?" 

Merton assens that the God which radical theology claims to be dead is. in many respects. 

a God who'never lived at d l :  a God of hypothesis. a God of pious clichés. a God of 

formalistic ritual. 



To s w  up, argues that, contrary to the death-of God theologians, a restored 

relationship ktween God and humanity is the only source of our hope. in tbat gl imer of 

hope to be found in al1 human suffering lies a hidden promise waiting to be revealed. 

Because it is not a human constnict, authentic hope is given by God in absolute darkness. 

At least five lettea written in 1968 speak to Merton's firm belief in the 

importance of A letter of Jan 26,1968, to Ludovico Silva bernoam the 

'kvolutionary impulse" which has given nse to "some terrible events in the United 

States.. ." and may 'establish the reign of the police and of violence - and of lies. It is 

tragic. The only hope is in the Third ~ o r l d . ' ' ~ ~  

in the year under consideration Cables to the Ace reflects a deep-rooted concem 

with hopda The unorthodox nature of this poem minors Merton's own 

unconventionaiity. Experiencing poetry as the best fom of self-expression, Menon 

speculated throughout his life on the destiny of the world. As a recurring feature of his 

poetic giftedness and his xlf-definition, hope enriched his speculation about the world's 

eschatological trajectory. 

- -- 

'" A letter to Felix Donahue (Jan. 13. 1968) voices a fervent hope in the appoinunent of Fr. 
Flavian as abbot, in that his cornminnent to me monastic piety is not based on power a 361 -362). A 
letter to Walter A. Weisskof (Apri14, 1968) offers a hop-based eschatological outlook: 

ln the deepest depths that we cannot possibly see lies an ultimate gound in which al1 
contradictories are united and al1 come out '~@t." For a Christian this ultimate ground is personal 
- that is to say, it is a ground of fleedorn and love. not a simple mechanisrn or process (WJ. 338). 

A letter to Abdul Aziz (April24.1968) speaks of hope in the merq of God. whose gifis of light 
and peace result in the recovery of peace and wisdom (HbL. 467). A letter to Agnes Smith (Aprïl 28. 
1968) r e m s  to an insight on hope fiom an early piece in Fipwes for an A-mal-*se. i. e.. " Freedorn as 
Experience": 

And al1 the hopes that seem to founder in the shadows 
of a cross 

Wake h m  a mornentary sepulchre, and they are blinded 
by their fkeedom! (WF, 340. See CPTM. 187). 

" Cables to the Ace: or Familiar Liturgies of Misundeinandhg New York: New Directionsi 
Tomnto:McClelland & Stewart 1968. 



Cables to the Ace deals with the pet 's  life in tems of hope. He writes: 

... The baie tree. The faithless vow. We rnake the best of bad beginnings and 
hope the end will do better. Corne, Dark-Haired ~ a w n ! ~ ~ '  

This is the core of Merton. "Eschatological in its iatent," the observation 

overarches dl human history, according to Padovano. Checked by a bad beginning in the 

Fall, humanity, singular and collective, is destined for an dtimate, redemptive 

res~lution."~ Hope is steadily dculated in Cables to the Ace through numemus images 

of Christ's death and resurrection?" 

Cable 78. "The Hannonies of Excess," leads us to scenes of the earth's nbinh: 

"'the hidden loven in the soil," life-giving ''rai&' '?he wet sun's poem."'" Kilcourse 

writes. "The life force of these hidden loven in the soil testifies to an indefatigable 

creative force. Merton reorients us fiorn 'Love's wreckage' . . . to a higher spiritual 

principle at the heart of ~ife.'"~ From the myaery of life growing underground. the p e t  

unearths faith and 

. . * 
The seed is not afraid 
Of winter or the terrible sweetness 
Of the spring's convivial nightmare 
Or the hot surprised and d i u y  spark 
Of their electric promise 

For the lovers in the sleeping nerve 
Are the hope and the address 
Where 1 send you this burning garden 

369 CPTM, 4 10. 

3 70 Padovano. Hurnan Joumev: Thomas Menon: SmboI of a Century, 105. A resonance o f  Julian 
of Norwich can be detected. (See foomote 290 in this chapter.) 

372 Kilcourse. 182 

374 Idem. - 



My talkative morning-glory 
My climbing genn of poems? 

Merton ends cable 80 with a reflection on the death and resunection of Christ, 

imaging hope in tems of Christ's conqwst over history and death. "' 
In its four parts, the long prose-poem G ~ O P J ~ D ~ Y  of Lop:ahe (1968) explores the 

suffering of Christ experienced vicariously in diffmnt human contexts. While Cable 

focuses on western culture and its inability to communicate, Lonaire explores universal 

hope in diffaent oppressed cultures. Merton resorts to certain images, ituals or songs 

which speak to a comrnon hope in al1 those cultures. According to Padovano, this final 

poem is universal in scope, taking %e entire world into its ~ o r n ~ a s s . " ~ ~  

Merton's Lonaire tackles nothing less than the entire scope of hurnan misery. as 

well as its '*resilient hope." Starting with Cain and Abel, moving through a kind of 

history of degradation. of the poor and miserable sinners. he presents humans bereft of 

their dignity. "From exploitations he rnoves to the lamentations and aspirations for a 

savior in each specific historical and cultural context."'" 

The East canto and the West canto focus on cuitural confiicts. These poerns deal 

with people's dispute not because of skin coloa but because of different traditions and 

values. The Cain and Abel myth surfaces once again, but this time in another key. 

The third poem in the East canto resources a mifying theme in its Cargo Songs. 

These Cargo songs deal with the White Race's exploitation and presurnption of 

superiority over the natives of New Guinea. They also explore the natives' hope for their 

own hurnan dignity and resunection through the acquisition of cargo. The canto ends in 

"' CPTM. 448. (emphasis added) 

W.. 449. 

377 Padovano. The Hurnan Journet; 136. 

3n Kilcourse. 185. 

379 Idem. - 



the collective despair of the natives. 

a similar hope for the future -a hope in which 

" Padovano. The Human Journey, 16 1. 

"' - ibid.. 162. 

' ~ 2  - Idem. 
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where in al1 that year we were, in fact, talking about the deepest springs of human 
desire and hope and fear, we were considering ail the most important realities, not 
indeed in tems of something alien to Shakespeare and r t . r y ,  but precisely in his 
own ternis, with occasionai intuitions of another order. 89 

CWA explores "the predicament of modem man . . . his peculiar hopes, his 

chances of anaining these h ~ ~ e s . " ' ~  Its interpretation of twentieth-cenniry humanity 

takes its core from its desperation and despair, its hopeless ques? of identity, perhaps its 

renunciation of identity. We may, in fact. even have to restore to humanity a basic hope 

in its capacity to be human, to have an identity before, and to dedicate itself Mly to the 

service of. ~ o d ? ~ '  Merton fmds in the desperation and hopelessness of humanity an 

epistemological key: 

eiaborate conventional structures of thought. language. cul& etc.. are al1 doing the 
exact opposite from what they originally pretended to do: instead of bringing man 
in contact with reality. and helping him to be true to himself. they are standing 
between man and reaiity. as veils and de~e~tions.~~'  

Merton m e r  notes that for some writers. personal identity itself is calied into 

question. This induces a systematic. destructive questioning of al1 that seemed. to late 

nineteenth- and eariy twentieth-cenniry writers. to undergird an authentic identity. For 

ment writen. however. it is perhaps true that *the only authentic identity is the 

recognition that identity itself is an illusion." The best we can do with our freedom 

therefore is to accept and take responsibility for our own d e ~ p i r ? ~ )  

In "Vocation and Modem Thought" Merton delves into the existential experience 

'" SSM. 180. 

390 Contemplation in a World of Action. introduction by Jean Leclerq. Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday. 197 1.32- [Hard Cover] 

"' C t idem. 

'" Cf. idem. 



of despair and h o p  of the contemporary person in the monastic context. How has the 

conflict between modem thought and aaditioaal monastic ideas exacerbated the 

vocational problerns of monks? At issue is the monastic crisis, the significance of 

traditional monasticism. The cisis is triggered by "a psychological incapacity to accept as 

authentic the climaie of thought in which the monks appear to l i ~ e . ' ' ~ ~  Some trace the 

crisis to an intervention of the devil and a loss of faith. The real issue however is that 

communication tends to break down under certain pressures that arise when the 
young monk suddeniy takes a critical and objective view of the monastery and of 
his fellow r n ~ n k s ? ~ ~  

The monastic crisis ultimately cornes back to the subject of vocation. Three 

questions arise: 1. Has one sirnply relinquished cornmitment to a way of life and to a 

belief that now does not seem to matter? 2.1s one now "discovering" identity in a secular 

and psychological sense, in an anempt to avoid the severe demands of God's word? That 

is to say. is one avoiding real spinnial challenge in one's life? 3. 1s one hearing that word 

clearly for the first Ume and in obeying its demand surrendering as inadequate any 

cornplacent security that one had embraced passively? 

The questions are driven by true yet hidden values: individuals who have been 

satisfied with old formulas and conceptions lack awareness of. and sensitivity for. these 

formulas. These need to be rethought, and that. from a new angle. Merton identifies 

several 'Zuifealistic expectations. superficial expectations. superficial optimism." and then 

notes that "Mat  is hidden is suspicion. self-doubt. inferiority feelings. resentment. 

cynicism and d e ~ p i r . " ~ ~  

Some enter monastic Iife because they think they do not want to be a part of a 

'* CWA. 47. (Image Book] 

3% Cf'. idem. 
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system in which they have to sel1 themselves supeficially. Such persons, however, 

evennially tend to develop problems and dissatisfaction, because they corne eventually to 

regret their monastic peace and order as unsatisfactory. Even though we have many 

images and sayings, Our mind remains shallow, dissatisfied, fnimated. Merton scans the 

thinken who have revolutionized thought and society over the last hmdred and 6% 

years: 

MW. Darwin. Kierkegaard. Nietzsche, and later Freud, Jung, Adler, etc., Lenin. 
Mao Tse-tung (rather than Stalin who was no thinker, Mao's thought has not 
reached us, but it is seminal in Latin Amenca, for instance in the ideology of 
Castroism). We should also mention Bergson, Dewey, Croce. Onega de Gasset: 
then Sartre. Heidegger, Buber and other leading existentialists. Finally we find 
Teiihard de Chardin. mediating much of modem thought to Catholics. with 
Mounier, G. Marcel and on the evangelical side men like Bultmann and ~ i l l i c h . ~ ~ '  

These individuals have great significance because they are concemed with the 

predicament of modem hurnanity with its special needs. peculiar hopes. chances of 

in his summary review of both the nineteenth-centuxy liberal human king and the 

twentieth-centuiy coumerpari. Merton sketches the optimism of the former and 

hopelessness of the latter. A dual portrait emerges. nie nineteenth-cenw liberal person 

possessed a naive belief in self-realization through fieedom in a fiee economy govemed 

by inherently teasonable laws? The twentieth-century penon was subjected to a streak 

of despair -a hopeless quest of an identity. perhaps his renunciation of identity. We 

must restore a basic hope in this very capacity to be a penon. to have an identity. and to 

dedicate oneself Mly to the service of ~ o d . ~ "  This. Merton opines. is why contemporary 

humanity has iost a basic grip on hope. The most serious probiem of twentiethtentury 

- - -  

397 Ibid., 5 1. - 
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hurnanity is the passivity and indifference which may make serious concem for truth 

impossible on any level. In short, the greatest problem is the despair and apathy of a 

depersonalized human being incapable of authenti~it~?*~ 

Merton's study of several modem philosophers challenges the generalizations we 

have of such thinkcn. Afier considering Marx and Freud, Merton tums to T.S.Eliot, who 

tried to find true identity in traditional spiritualities and symbols with a view to achieving 

personal deliverance fiom the cornmonplace and a fictitious identity. With otber later 

writers, the only authentic identity is a recognition that identity itself is an illusion and 

hence the bea one can do is to accept and take responsibility for one's own despair!" 

The nineteenth-century belief in progressive evolution has coexisted with 

existentialist pessimism. in the USA and also in communist countries. the prevailing 

climate has k e n  one of "officia1 optimism?" For this reason the optimism of Christian 

eschatological hope has taken on evolutionist expectations. in its push toward a spirinial 

and religious climax at the end of the evolutionary process. Therefore. a combined 

Christian and evolutionist optimism confronts the pessimism of a worldview trapped in 

entropy, meaninglessness and self-de~tniction.~~ Both Darwin and Teilhard de Chardin 

were concemed with the tme developmental fulfillment of humanity histoncally and 

biologically. Teilhard. in particular. combined Marxist and Darwinian thought with 

Christianity. and looked fonvard to the restoration of al1 in Christ. the eschatological and 

supernaturai goal to which the human individual has been deained by God. 

Despite the ideologicd diversities. the similarities between Marx and Freud and 

Christianity m u t  be recognized. in effect Merton is arguing that some Christian 

40 1 ibid.. 53. - 
ibid.. 55. - 

'03 - Idem. 
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situations spawn arguments like those found in M a n  and Freud. Mamist anhropology, 

for example. states that religion, king essentially a mystification, prevents human beings 

fiom achieving the ideals which it proposes to them. Therefore, to abandon the 

mystification is to fulfill the spirit and genuine claims of religion. "5 

The article "The ldentity Crisis" r e m s  to the same themes found in "Vocation 

and Modem Thought." The conditions which dehumanize the human race in the world of 

the machine become the primary question. Since humanity flounders before massive 

organization. it is imperative to ask how we cm recover our authenticity and true identity. 

Since modem thinkers have intenected conventional forms of religion with the forces 

which have diminished and depenonalized hurnanity. monastic renewal must more than 

ever aim at authenticity. Concludes Merton. "our fim task is to be fully h ~ r n a n . " ~ ~ ~  

The article "Dialogue and Renewal" identifies the role of the monk in ternis of 

monastic renewal. "The monk should be in the world of his time as a sign of hope for the 

most authentic values to which his time aspires."M7 The monastic cail and the vocation to 

hope are. in effect. one. 

"Contemplation and the Atheists." another article. defines Christian contemplation 

from an eschatological standpoint. and looks to the "pull" of hop. 

Christian contemplation is not merely lost in God. It also includes in its vision an 
eschatological understanding of the world redeemed in Christ. 11 sees the world 
transformed in the divine l i g k  it sees ail things recapinilated in ~ h r î s t . ~ ~  

The article that follows. "Ecurnenism and Renewai." elaborates: 

- - 

"' CWA. 56-57. 

M6 m-. 8 t . [The hard cover edition]. [ 100, Image Book]. One cannot help wondering whether 
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Chutch: Communion and Particibation. # 854j. 

un @., 95. [Hard cover] 



The monk sees and experiences the Kingdom of Promise as already fulfilled. The 
monastic life is at once a recovery of paradisal simplicity, of wildemess and 
obedience .... Monastic contemplation is not merely reposeful consideration of 
etemal venties but a grasp of the whole content of revolution, albeit obscurely. in 
the deep experience of a fûlly lived faithPW 

in a word, monastic contemplation as the experience of eschatological promise already 

afTords some measure of realization. Mertoa applies this contemplative experience to the 

monastic community. "The monastic cornrnuaity," he States, "is a covenant cornmunity 

whose gaze is fixed on the defitive eschatological tr~th."~'* 

Merton proposes in closing that contemporary persons desperately need spirituai 

depth and authentic hope. Such hope aspires to transcendent and final mith, which is 

neither dead nor dying in the modem world.)" Monastic life, within this h e  of 

reference. is a sign of hope and spiritual depth. Monks can insure a recovery of hope 

through contact with primitive sources. Hence, 

The monastic spirit is above today, seeking new ways to express its eschatological 
hope and to becorne vitally aware of its own latent potentialities.'l' 

"Finai Integration." an essay on Reza Arasteh's book on the notion of rebinh and 

transformation, examines the context of religious traditions. This rebirth consists in the 

finai integration. the authentic goal which draws one into a deeper life of prayer. Herein. 

argues Merton. lies the final inteption of a state of transcultural maturity far beyond 

merel y social adj ustment. whic h al ways impiies paniality and compromise. The anal y sis 

situates this fuial integration in an eschatologicai context and even attributes to Christian 

transcultural inteption an eschatological aim: 

The rebirth of man and of society on a transculturai level is a rebirth into the 
transfonned and redeemed time. the time of the Kingdom. the time of the Spirit. 

'11 Cf. M.. 196. 

"' Idem. 



the time of the end. It means a disintegration of the social and cultural self', the 
product of merely human history, in the mystery of redemption, in the Pentecostal 
new creation but this means entering into the full mystery of the eschatological 
church?" 

Three pieces in Thomas Merton on Peace (1971) develop disparate insights into 

h o p .  The article "Christianity and Defense in the Nuclear Age" brands the obsession 

with nuclear defense as false hope?14 The article "Breakthrough to Peace," aller 

considering the possibility of f ù t w  hope, cautions against its loss by the neglect of 

humanistic perspectives in the deepest and most spirinial sense of the word? "Christian 

Action in World Crisis." muses on genuine Christian action, which m u t  be nonviolent 

and decisive. since good intentions and fond hopes are not enough. The notion of hope 

mus be called in10 question when it is reduced to a purely human possibility."6 

Asian Journal. Witten in 1968 but published in 1973, continues Merton's 

peregrination across the panorama of hope."' Walter Capps pays the work a lofiy 

compliment. 

Merton's Asian Journal will serve the irnmediate future in much the same way that 
Bonhoeffer's Lenea and Pawrs From Prison has intrigued and uifonned the 
present and the recent past.'ls 

kl contains one of Merton's most significant testimonials to hope. During his - 

Asian trip, Merton delivered a major address on monasticism. Its opening remarks were a 

veritable celebration of hope. By this point in his career. hope had become an ovemding 

concem. in this signature lecture. Merton underscores two s i p s  of hope: penons 

J 14 Cf'. Thomas Menon on Peace. New York: McCali. 1971.89. 

'" Cf- m. 81. 

417 Asian Journal, ed. Naomi Burton. James Laughiin. and Brother Pamck Han, New York: New 
Directions. 1973, 

'la Capps. HOM Against Hope, 155. 



voluntarily marginalized in society and persons whose genuine communication achieves 

its deepest expression through corn~nunion."~ 

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 brothen, 
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 a d 2 '  

Such a view of unity proclaims a powemil message of hope to contemporary society. 

A lecture delivered just before Merton's death in 1968, "Marxism and Monastic 

Perspectives." compares both ideologies and boldly announces that the concept of 

alienation is cornmon to both.'" 

Cistercian Life ( 1974) also points to Merton's ongoing preoccupation with 

genuine Christian hope? 

Love and Living ( 1979) is a collection of disparate articles. Part 1 has seven 

articles; Part II. seven distinct themes: Part m. seven articles on Christian humani~rn??~ 

Throughout. the collection is marked by an undercurrent of hope. 

The article "Learning to Live," for example. analyzes education as a process that 

invites authentic self-discovery and brinp one in direct touch with the world? Using 

the medieval monaaic concept of the inner paradise as a basic premise. the essay argues 

that the inner paradise was the ultimate ground of freedom in one's hem.)'' To find ir. 

'" W. 308. Menon's lecture on "Monastic Experience and East-West Dialogue" renims to the 
deepest ievet of communication as communion CAJ. 309-3 17). 

'= Cistercian Life (Spencer. MA: Cistercian Book Service. 1974). Pages unnumbered. 

'9 Love and Living, ed.. Naomi Burton Stone and Brother Patrick Han, New York: Farrar. Straus. 
1979. 



one must travel not by steps but with yearnings. The concepnial motifs of freedom, 

yearnings, and search for the radical self, in pursuit of the educational goal, not only 

recall key patterns in the writer's earlier thinking; they form more importmtly a tapestry 

of Menonian hope.426 

At yet another level, '?he b e r  paradise" motif triggers a broad-ranging inquiry 

into the inner self. in quest of the ground of one's own personality vis-à-vis the center of 

ail created king, the inner self discovers in itself the light and the wisdom of the Creator. 

ïhis is the light and wisdom in which everything comprehensible cm be grasped in the 

darkness of contemplation by direct, existential contact."' Understandably, such a 

metaphysical reflection on education looks for the miit of education in the activation of 

that inrnost center. that scintilla animne. that "apex" or "peak" which is a fieedom beyond 

freed0m.4~~ Here Merton uncovers layer by layer a stratification of human nature and the 

world and so to speak. reconstucts an archeology of his hope. 

"Creative Silence" delineates the human summons to silence. listening and 

waiting. The purest faith has to be tested by silence. Therein one listens for the 

unexpected. is open to what is not yet known. and slowly and gradually prepares for the 

day when a new level of king with God is reached. Faith fiords a human king a new 

level of k ing  with God through silence. Indeed faith and hope become interchangeable. 

"True hope is tested by silence in which we have to wait on the Lord in the obedience of 

unquestionhg faith." Citing traditional texts. Menon adds: "in silence and hope shall your 

strength be. " 4'9 

"Cargo Cults of the South Pacific" proposes that while Westemen think they are 

Cf. m.. 7. 
'" - Ibid.. 9. 

QI Idem. - 
'-9 Ibid., 42 (ernphasis added). 



acnially objective, logical people. they really live immersed in an enormous amount of 

mythology. Western mythology does not fundamentally differ fiom the mythology of the 

"Cargo ~ults.'"~ A Cargo movement is a messianic or apocalyptic cult movement which 

decodes a cnsis of cultural change by magical, religious idioms in sum, by a dual 

a) complete rejection and destruction of the old culture with its goods and values 
b) adoption of a new attitude and hqe of immediate Cargo, as a d t  of and 
reward for the rejection of the old."' 

The goal of the Cargo Cults is the destruction of something old as a pledge of 

faith in the In such cult activities. participants abniptly and completely forsake 

the past and perfonn rinial acts in prepantion for the m e .  

Merton takes up Paul's eschatological thought. He adopts the apode's correctives 

about a fom of apocalyptic thinking which attempts "to substitute the speculations of 

pseudomysticism for the everyday task of the Christian in the world ( 1 Thess 4: 1 1 : 2 

Thess 3:6-1~).""~ On the premise that eschatological Christian hope and human activity 

in this world are closely linked. Merton argues that "eschatological Christian hope is 

inseparable from an incarnational involvement in the struggle of living and contemporary 

man. "34 

In his effon to construe an eschatological Christian hope. Merton discovered a 

kindred spirit in Teilhard de charain."' In him Merton finds that "the great question is 

Ibid.. 85. - 
"' CPTM. 604. 

432 Idem. - 
''j Ibid.. 143. ln Menon's tirne the distinction between the proto-Pauline and deutero-Pauline 

mithg h a d z  corne to be commonly acceptcd in Roman Catholic biblical study. 

'3 W.. 1 56 (original emphasis). 
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not whether this hope is laudable but whether it is purely and simply the theological hope 

of the Gospels and of the Church." He addresses Teilhard's anticipation of the future as a 

"superficial eschatological hopefulness based on ev~lution.""~ Teilhard, concludes 

Merton, did not emphasize a here and w w  human existentid reality. 

Literarv Essavs of Thomas Menon (LETM. 198 1) contains an article on " Why 

Alienation 1s For Everybody." Alienation is here undemood as a culnual phenornenon 

which separates us fiom our true identity. Alienation was clearly a signifiant Menon 

concem in later life. 

LETM hciudes several articles on Albert Camus. If the concept of hope ranges 

beyond the purview of these articles. the notion of absurdity stands at their very core. 

Camus uneqivocally preaches the absurd as a way of life. "' Both Camus and Menon 

wrestle with the search for reality. On the one hand. Camus insists that this reality might 

be obscured by absurdity; on the other, Merton discovered that the lucid realization of the 

absurd is at least a preliminary sep toward a kind of modest hope."' 

Thomas Merton on Alaska (1 988) ddves into several sources of Christian hope 

and deals with hwnan dienation as an antithesis of hope. The reflections pivot on God's 

species and the evolution of the cosmos. fn his "Remarks on a New York Congress of Science and 
Religion" [unpublishedj. Peking, 30 March 194 1. Teilhard boidly addressed "tfie march" or "-the advance 
into the future" in these terms: 

If indeed an almost limitless field of action lies upon to us in the future. what shafl our 
moral dispositions be, as we contemplate this march ahead? 1 can think of wo. which may be 
sumrnarized in six words: c great hope held in common. 

a First. the hop. ïhis must spring to tife spontaneously in every generous spirit faced b> 
the task that awaits us: and it is also the essential impulse. without which nothing can be done ... 
Life is ceaseless discovery. Life is movement, 

b. A hope held in common. Here again the history of life is decisive. .. Our hope can only 
be realized if it fin& iu expression in pate r  cohesion and greater human solidari?. 
This double point is h l y  established by the verdict of the past. (See m e r  Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin. The Future of Man mew York: Harper & Row, 1964.72: French original, 19591.) 
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covenant, Christian life as covenanted life, and God's promise of faithfulness and 

presence as preliminaries to human action. Aithough never formally introduced hope in 

God's covenant with humanity fuids expression through its implications. 

On the subject of hurnan alieaation, Merton begins an extended discussion on the 

Holy Spirit in The Spirit of Freedom. the Spirit of Response and ~oosh i~ . ' ' ~ '~  The 

discoune continues into "Prayer. Personalism and the Spirit." Both essays center on the 

Holy Spirit as the sign of the presence and the work of God in us. The result is a broad 

pomait of hope. The Holy Spirit overarches all the dimensions of Christian hope in 

relation to past, present, and future events; bom of the Savior's Passion. hope points to 

our final victory and risen life: the funw is in gestation in the present through the work of 

the Holy Spirit within us. 

The article. "Prayer and Pnestly Tradition." returns again to the topic of the 

realized Kingdom. Afier sketching the prernises of Christological hope. Menon defines 

Christians as "people who have placed al1 their hope in ~ h r i s t . " ~ '  

Two remaining works. one late, the other early. speak to Merton's continuing 

interest in hope. The S~nnes  of Contemplation (1992) focuses on two implicit dynamics 

of hope: the reality of Chnst living in us and the concept of dienation.*' In Monasterv of 

Christ in the Desen Merton presents hope as an integral aspect of the experience of 

rnetan~ia.~'~ The Merton fascination with hope runs broad. clear and steady. 

D. SUMMARY 

439 W A .  ed. Roben E. Daggy (New York: New Directions. 1988). 76. 
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Chapter Ii has explored the content and components of hope in al1 of the writings 

of Thomas Merton published to date. The exploration has followed a diachronic pattern. 

Wliile the date of publication is not always the date of composition, it does at least reflect 

tbe author's decision to submit his matenal for publication. Other factors of course may 

disrupt the submission of the material to the pubiisher and thereby to the reader (e. g., the 

need to revise, or to create a body of homo-homogeneous matenal). Still the working 

assumption is that the order of publication will reflect the author's innate pattern of 

consciousness, concem and composition. While a writer's body of work cannot be 

expected to follow a unilinear development. a sequence that is attuned to the writer's 

productivity will at least lessen the margin of bias which the reader is likely to intmduce. 

Nor does this line of reasoning argue that a writer. every writer. indeed a prolific writer. is 

necessarily the best interpreter of his own work. In any event. a diachronic analysis cari be 

assumed to safeguard a reliable hermeneutical procedure. 

in the fm period (from 19 15 to 1954) hope is not the presenting issue for Menon. 

It is subordinated to several other concems. primarily a perception about the need for 

union with God and a corresponding concem about the discovery of the m e  self. 

in the second period (fiom 1955 to 1959) the statements on hope in Menon's 

work reveal personal and spiritual dimensions by their linkage to contemplative prayer. 

(spiritual) fieedom. detachment. and solitude. Such day-to-day dynamics provide a 

barorneter for self-evaluation. according to the rhythm and patterns of the daily order. 

Even so, at this point Merton's hope-based thinking surfaces in the form of an embryonic 

socio-political awareness. 

The third penod (fiom 1960 to 1968) presents a full-scale spec tm of social and 

political issues. While he does not declare that he is presenting a theo1og-y of hope. 

Menon clearly develops thematic perspectives on these issues: monastic reneual. 

ecclesiastical renewal. anci the challenge of Christian existentialism. One detects a pattern 

of centrihgalism - a movement from a basic center of concern to ever broadening 



ramifications. Monastic renewal can bardly stand apart h m  ecclesiastical renewal. 

Our trajectory has highlighted thematic connections. The associative dynamics 

have led, on the one hand, to the introduction of such themes as the Kingdom (or reign) 

of God, salvauon, kuiros, perfection and contemplation, and, on the other, to despair, 

isolation, alienation. and dread. 

The research ernbodied in chapter II, it is here argued, supports the thesis that hope 

is a primary, if not primordial. category in Merton's thought. Hope surfaces early as an 

experiential concem. Even more, it serves often and well as a critenon of assessment. An 

appeai to hope as a pivotal idea characterizes much of Merton's published work at this 

tirne. 

Interestingly. by the late-60s an earlier period of prosperity in the United States was 

leading to a more redistic assessment of Arnerica's me stature on three counts: the 

nalization of Arnencan vulnerability in the long Vietnam War. a developing unity of the 

oil-producing nations forcing dependence on i h i s  comrnodity, and the mounting inflation 

with nsing unemployrnent leading to a new kind of recession. By the mid-60s. much of 

the theological fascination with hope found in the work of Pannenberg. Moltmann and 

Metz. can k found independently in the work of Merton. One of Merton's sterling 

contributions to spirinial theology is the insistence that hope must be given a pivotal 

significance in the Christian life. 



CHAPTER UI: ANALYSIS OF MERTON'S UNDERSTANDING OF HOPE 

The preceding chapter has critically traced the published Menon canon in pursuit 

of a thematic of hope. A careN reading of the text has allowed identification of distinct 

stages of elaboration on hop. The interweaving of life and writings has k e n  asceriained 

on several occasions. A move fiom presentation of the relevant data to d y s i s  of the 

Merton understanding of hope is here cailed for. 

A. Soums of Merton's Understanding of Hope 

The word sources - rather than principles - is used here because the development 

of Menon's thought in his writings rnoves dong genetic rather than architectoic lines. 

And yet, for ail of the consecutive flow of thought in Merton's writings. especially his 

prose, he was clearly dependent on a broad range of other writen. These he read. 

pondered. assimilated. A carefûl reading of the Merton texts points to four categories of 

sources: (1) biblicai; (2) spiritual-mystical: (3) literary; (4) theological. 

1. Biblical Sources 

Merton's intellectuai punuits and writings were not based on formal academic 

study of Sacred Scripture. He himself admitted on several occasions that while he had 

mdied theology and its various branches. he had never become a professional academic. 

much less a technical biblical exegete. It is necessap. in li@t of this fact. to interpret 

carefully his remarks about Biblical study and its role in the monastic experience. He 

writes: 

Monanic theology will be above al1 BiblicaI. The Bible shouid have firn place in 
the formation and education of the monk h m  the earliest days of his postulancy. 
His linirgical and patristic studies will be aiso Biblical. The midy of monastic 
history, of early monastic rules and ascetic 1itemtu.x should be seen in the relation 
of al1 such documents to their Biblical sources.' 

C WA. 2 14. [Image Book] 



More specifically the life of the Christian monk should be molded by the ideas 

and ideals of the New  estam ment.' Merton came to his understanding of h o p  primarily 

through biblical concepts and images. His few books and several essays on Sacred 

scripture3 were not based on technical biblical criticism. His approach to the Scripture 

followed the Lectio Divina tradition, which, as personal reflection on the Biblical texts. 

significantly influenced his eschatological outlook.' 

Merton's Earlv Poems (written between 1940 and 1942) used biblical figures and 

images of hope (e.g., Easter tain. crucifixion, resurrection) while apocalyptic images fiom 

the Bible are conspicuously absent. The first published poem with explicit eschatological 

images is found in Thirtv Poems. in "The Blessed Virgin Mary Compared To a Window." 

there occurs the line "My light.. .the Lamb of their ~ ~ o c a l ~ s e . " ~  The Man in the 

Divided Sea has several biblically apocalyptic images of hop. " Dirge" and "The P d "  

contain explicit allusions to the Book of Revelation. " La Salette" builds on clear 

apocalyptic images fiom Rev 12 and 20. 

As epigraph to "Figures for an Apocalypse" Menon used Man 256.' Labrie 

OB (Collegeville. MN: Linugical Press. IWO). Also (Collegeville. MN: Liturgical Press) - 
1956. 

' Merton distinguishes two kinds of Biblical interpretation. the lireral and cypical sense of the 
Scripture (BW. 21). The typical sense derives the full meaning of a figure or event in light of a later realin 
to which it points and in which it fmds fiiller application. The major events of the Old Testament as read 
fiom a Christian perspective. point to 'rhe one great redemptive act in which God destroyed sin: Christ's 
passion and death" (Ibid 53) This typicaf interrelation between intra-biblical realities "is a special 
manifestation of God: it is the testimony of His continuous providential intervention in human histop" 
(ldem). Using th is type-based panem of intcrprctation Menon hardly ever remained locked witfiin the text 
for its own sake. He moved quickiy fiom Scriptural evenu to conternporary occurrences. Such a procedure. 
technically, is designated a figure or image. Menon was anxious to move fkom the spiritual understanding 
of Scriptun to an awareness of the Spirit of God living and working in society at large or individual souIs. 
carrying out the same salvific actions which we can see prefi-pured and realized in the Old and New 
Testament m., 29) 

' CPTM. 48. 



characterizes Menon's apocalyptic vision as a perspective that offen '' a heady synthesis 

of biblical and secular images punctuated by a vision of the faII of New York - the 

modem ~ab~lon."' In "Figures for an Apocalypse," an eight-part poem, Part N, though 

untitied, uses Rev 14: 11. Part VU entitled "Landscape: Beast," is an obvious reference to 

one of the major apocalyptic images in the book of Revelation. Part VIII, "The Heavenly 

City," depicts the descent of the city of God in ternis borrowed h m  the book of 

The Tears of the Blind Lion (1949) has two strong eschatological poems based on 

biblical irnagery of apocalyptic expectation. They are "On a Day in August" and 

"Senescente Mundo." Thus, glimmen of a concem with hope already surface in such 

early materials. 

Merton's eschatological vision is based on St. Paul's theological world-view. The 

citation of Rom 8: 19-2 1 at the beginning and toward the end of No Man is an Island 

creates a ringing composition of apocalyptic expectation: 

The beasts and the trees will one day share with us a new creation and we will see 
them as God sees them and know that they are very good.. . [TJhe goodness of 
creation enters into the framework of holy hop. Al1 created things proclaim 
God's fidelity to His promises and urge us. for our sake and for their own. to deny 
ounelves and to live in hope and to look for the judgrnent and the general 
resunect ion. 

Merton adopted the Chnstologicd perspectives of the Church Fathen and the 

New Testament itself to explain humanity's hope for its fiitufe fulfillment or 

divinizalion.' ' Ironically. this involves a "reorientation of al1 human life in a direction 

Ross Labne. The An of Thomas Merton (Fon Wonh. TX: Texas Christian University Press. 
1979). 120. 

9 NMi, 19. In this same chapter Merton also quotes Rom 8: 24 "For we are saved by hope. But 
hope that is seen, is not &ope. For what a man seeth, why dot. he h o p  for?" NMI, 15. 

10 bid.. 19-20. See also NMI, 1 15-1 16. - 
" - NM,, 134. in Koch 74, 



which is not immediately perceptible to the naturd intelligence of man."" Merton's 

hterpretation of Christ as the Second Adam places humanity into its original existential 

commuaion with God, so that the incorporation of Christians into their new life in Christ 

becomes "a prolongation of his ~esurrection."~~ Merton is drawing upon the broad 

schema of Pauline Christology, and tbrough it al! there pulses a finn sense of hope. It is a 

hope which speaks to a responsibility to work for the Kingdorn, "or we, in facf are al1 

the New Adam. We m u t  never forget this active and dyMmic view of the kingdom of 

~hrist."'" ihis hope which envisions intimate union with Chna involves a 

transformation of ourselves here and now, not in the hitm.15 

Merton does a Zectio divina on the Nativity story in a Bible Todav article. His 

reading attempts to be sensitive to modem biblicd criticism but primarily focuses on the 

Church's initial eschatological awareness: 

The Gospel of nativity.. . is a solemn proclamation of an event which is the tuming 
point of d l  history.. . . It is the announcement of the decisive eschatological event. 
a liberation from dl incomplete and fiapentary religious fonns: a deliverance 
fiom what Paul called mere "elements" of worldly religion and philosophu.'6 

Through his use of Ga1 4:4-5 Menon states that the coming of the Son of Man is 

an invitation to the Church to celebrate the completion of God's plan. in the mystery of 

the Incarnation as commemorated in the Christmas liturgy. Merton unearths stnking 

eschatological.features.17 Such is ' ~ e  truth of the mercifùl God revealing Hirnself in the 

" - Ibid.. 148. in Koch 74. 

' j  M.. 152. in Koch 75. 

'" - Ibid., 155. in Koch 75. 

l5 - Ibid.. 159. in Koch 75. 

l6 LoL 23. See also "The Good News of the Nativity: A Monastic Reading of the Christmas 
Gospels." ~ible Todav (December 1965): 1567- 13 75. 

l7 E. g.. "We are created anew in the incamation of the Word. Our humanity has been sized up 
and taken up by the Person of the Word, Humanity can never be the sarne afier this fact. The possibilities of 
Iife and fulfiIhcnt which had k e n  closed in Adam and to which no reiigious philosophy. no mystery cult, 
no mynic wisdom could reopen the way. can become ours again simply because we are men. now that 



eschatological event which is mercy and  alv vat ion."'^ It is imperative that eschatological 

mercy have a social, even political dimension, that the hue believer steer clear of a naïve 

optimism in utopian designS. '' 
Merton pleads for an eschatological mentality that, at the close of the second 

Christian millenium, leads to a true millennial period: 

Such is the eschatological climate of the new creation. in f i c h  pardon 
replaces sacrifice (Osee 6:6; Mt 9: 13) and the whole world is filled with the mercy 
of God as the waters cover the sea.1° 

A biblical motif which recurs constantly through Merton's spirihiality is the 

recovery of paradise and other biblical themes as described in MJ (1977).~' The "cold 

war" between the United States and the Soviet Union, for example. becomes for hirn the 

banle between Gog a lover of power and Magog who is absorbed in the cult of money 

(Ezek 39-40). 

In Raids on the Unswakable ( 1966). a meditation on the Christmas mystery. 

Merton once again presents "the more profound hopes of biblical eschatology." rspecially 

as found in the book of Revelation (cf. 16: 14; 1 W.4; 19: 18.19). 1s 65: 16- 1 8 highlights 

the concept of novitas [newness]. through which will corne nova per carnem Nutivitatis 

Dornini [the new things through the birth in the flesh of the Lord]. Out of this longing 

Christ has become man* (Ibid.. 203). 

19 ibid.. 197. - 

'' E. g.. "The theme of a cal1 into the wildemess, a vocation ro recover the paradise life afier 
suffering temptation with Christ in desert solitude. is but a variant of the fundamental themes of al1 
Biblicai theology: the pascha Christi, the cal1 of the People o f  God out of Egypt, through the Red 
Sea into the Desen and to the prornised land; the theme of the Cross and Resunection; dyiig to sin 
and rising in Christ: the theme of the old and new man; the theme of the fallen world and the new 
creation" MJ. 145. 

CPTM, 



for the renewal of the whole world "grown old in sin," Merton looks to a h o p  

engendered dynamic of newness. " 

2. Spiritual/Mystical Sources 

In developing his p p  of eschatological hope. Merton delved into the eariy and 

medieval Church Fathers. the woman mystics and even a pre-christian mystic. These 

included a. Herakleitos. b. Origen. c. John Cassian the H e d t ,  d. St. Gregory of Nyssa. e. 

St. Bernard, f. Julian of Norwich. g. St. John of the Cross. 

a. Herikleitos (c. 500 B.C.) 

Merton wrote extensively on Hemkieitos in The Behavior of Titans ( 196 1 ). 

Flourishing in the 69' Olympiad. at the time of the Greek tyran6 during the Persian wan. 

this Greek philosopher is remembered for about sixty acknowledged (or essential) 

fhgments and about seventy (disputed) ones. ?'' Herakeitos was a tight-lipped pessirnist 

who launched contempt on the political philosophy of his contemporaries and rehsed to 

be confined by the n m w  horizons of his society. 

Hedei tos  was held by Menon in high esteem for his mystical. non-rational 

approach. His acuity equipped him to p p p l e  with the hidden order in reality. This **seer8* 

aimed to awaken othen to dimensions of reality accessible to but de facto unseen by them. 

Aristotle. on the other hand. differentiated between human wisdom that confronts the 

reality of the world and divine wisdom which opens the way to a more mystical course. 

Were human wisdom empowered to organite the world completely. it would paraiyze the 

worid. " 

" Richard G. Geldard. Rememberinn Henclitus. Hudson. NY: Lindisfame, Books. 2000. 
W.H.S. Jones. m. & m t e s  Vol. 4. Loeb Classical Libras,. (Cambridge. MA: Harvard, 193 1). 
Martin Heidegger and Eugen Fink. Heractinis Seminar (Eb-anston, IL: Nonfiwestern University Press. 
1970). T. M. Robinson, Heraclitus (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1987). Sri Aurobindo, Heraclitus 
(Pondiche~. iN: Sri Aurobindo Ashram. 194 1 ). 

%T. - 83. See also 75. 



Human wisdom aims at universal movement by reducing it to order. Divine 

wisdom summons one fiom individual slurnber to universal truth. Merton adds anothet 

factor to the equation - deception is common to al1 humans. 

Herakleitos mystically foreshadows Christianity. in his mystical intimations of 

logos Merton fin& an image for resurrection. ' 6  Even more, a few of Herakleitos' 

mysterious insights "suggest" New Testament tex6 about the risen life. One Fragment. 

among others, affirms: "Man kindles for himself a light in the night time when he has 

died but is dive.. . he that is awake lights up from sleeping." 27 

According to Merton who stresses Herakleitos' "intuition préchretienne" 

Herakleitos has in rnind only a spirituai. intellectual awakening which l i h  the experience 

of the enlightened one to the discovery of the logos. But the mystical quality of this 

experience makes this awakening a figure of resunection and new life. in which 

Herakleitos evidently believed. '' Merton highlights a remarkable statement in 

Herakieitos: " M e n  they (men) die. they will fmd things that they do not look for and 

things that they do not dream, when they were living." " 
Herakleitos never affms that the after-Iife will be positive or negative. merely 

that the future will be different. Without hope. urges Herakleitos. one cannot îïnd that 

which cannot be hoped for. that which cannot be f o n d  or reached. Therefore. (real) hope 

looks for those things which are beyond normal expectations. typical anticipations. 30 

26 - fbid.. 92. 

" - Idem. The translation of Fragment 40. in Richard Geldard carries a different sense:-At night man 
kindles a light for hirnseIf when his eyes fàil to see: thus in life. he is in contact with the dead when asleep 
and with the sleeper when awake" (on  cil.. p- 160). 

n Idem- - 
29 - Ibid.. 93. 

'O W.. 75. 



b. Origen (c. 185-c. 254) 

In elaboratirig his understanding of Christian nonviolence, Maton found a 

significant eschatological outlook in Origen: 

Christians have been taught not to defend themselves against their enemies; and 
because they have kept the laws which commaad gentleness and love to man, on 
this account they have received from God that which they would not have 
succeeded in doing if they had k e n  given the nght to make war?' 

Celsus, a pagan traditionalist censured in Contra Celsum, had directeci a violent 

attack on Christianity for king 'bcompletely subversive of the old religious and social 

~rder.''~ His chief grievance was the Christian "clairn to exclusiveness, to the possession 

of a special reveaied truth which forms no part of the socio-religious heritage of the 

various nations. . . . m n  particular they refuse to fight in the amiy.'"' Celsus interprets 

' a e  other-worldl y Christian spint as a concrete. immediate physical threat."" Ongen 

takes issue with Celsus' basic position that there have to be wars. because men cannot 

live together in unity. In this context. "Origen announces the Christian claim that a time 

will corne for al1 men to be united in the Logos. though this fulfillrnent is most probably 

eschatological (realized ody afier the end and fulfillment of world histo~y)."'~ in point of 

fact. Merton offers an apologetic of Origen's underlying philosophy. "Origen does not 

take the categorically unworldly view of the ~ ~ o c a l ~ ~ s e . ' " ~  
- - - - . -. 

" ûrigen. Contra Celsum, Ill. tram. by Chadwick (New York: Oxford University Press. 1966). 
133, as quoted în Menon, m, 137. 

l3 - Ibid.. 135-136. 

36 For example. Menon argues that ûrigen *has a great respect for Greek and Roman civilization at 
lem in its more spiritual and humane aspects. The unified Roman world is the providentially appointed 
scene for the Gospel Kerygma" (SD. 137). "Origen as a matter of fact was Fdf h m  ami-social, still l e s  
ami-intelleaual. A man who united in himsel f pmfound learning philosophical culture and Christian 
holiness, ûrigen took an urbane, optimistic view of classicd thought and of Greco-Roman civilization" 
(Ibid., 137- 138). -0rigen . . . sees that human society has been radically transformed by the incarnation of 
the Logos. The presence in the world of the Risen Savior. in and through His Chutch. has destroyed the 



Merton is especially intrigued by Ongen's "spVinial weapons" of the Church: 

The weapon of prayer is not directed against other men, but against the evil forces 
which divide men into warring camps. If these evil forces are overcome by prayer. 
then both sides are benefitted, war is avoided and al1 are united in p c e 3 '  

Merton found Origen's stance on war more relevant to the contemporary issue of 

nuclear weapons than Augustine's just-war theory. He queries: could it be argued that the 

needed "significant new developments in Christian thought on nuclear war" will depend 

on k i n g  ourselves from the overpowering influence of Augustinian assumptions and 

moving to a new view of man, of society and of war itselt? "A renewed emphasis on the 

earlier, more mystical and more eschatologicai doctrine" of "the New Testament and the 

early Fathed' seems to be in order. Though not necessady a r e m  to an imaginaxy ideal 

of pure primitive pacifism, it would also '*require a more optimistic view of man."38 

C. John Cassian tbe Hermit (360? - 432?) 

Perhaps the pivotal role of hope in Merton's own monastic vocation derives in 

part from his analysis of puritas cordis (purity of hem) by Cassian in his influential De 

Instiiuris Coenobium (Of the Rules of Monks) wrinen in 12 books. between 4 19 and 426. 

Merton does not hesitate to cal1 Cassian the most influential writer in Western 

monasticism: 'Tt was he who. in the early fiNi century. transmitted to the West the 

Ongenist and Evagrian doctrines on monastic life and prayer which were. and remained. 

dominant in Hellenistic rn~nachisrn."~~ 

Beniveen 426 and 428 Cassian wrote the controversial Collationes Piatrum 

(Discourses of the Fathen) in 24 books. The later work details the spirinial combat which 

one m u s  endure to attain purity of heart. Merton treasured St. Benedict's encomiurn of 
- - - 

seeing (sic!) validity of a11 that was in reality arbitraq. tyrannical or absurd in the fictions of social life. He 
has introduced worship and communal Iife of an entireiy new kind. 'in spint and in tnith'" ( m.. 138-139). 



this work as speculum monasticum ("a monastic minor") and his instruction that it be 

read ciaily in his new monasteries. 

Merton cites Cassian: 

It is for the sake of this purity of heart that we m u t  do al1 that we do and seek al1 
that we seek. For the sake of purity of heart we seek solitude, fasting, vigils. 
labors, poor clothing. reading and al1 the other monastic Wtues. Through these 
practices we hope to be able to keep our heart untouched by the assauit of al1 
passions, and by these steps we hope to ascend to a perfect 10ve.~ 

Merton ascribed to Cassian's view that while the structure and spirit of the monastic life 

is dictated by this imer purity, monastic asceticism finds its axis in the virtues of humility 

and obedience. Merton's oxymoron of humility as "saving despair" is explained by Anne 

The hem of the battie is the saving "despaii' in which humility finally conques 
one's attempt to be one's own god and in this despair there emerges the victory of 
the real over the unred. '" 

It takes no great feat of logic to see that the "despair" here at work is acnially a dpamic 

hope. Obedience detaches one fiom a stubbom insistence on living "as a self-assertive 

and self seeking individual." Renouncing one's deepest illusions about oneself not only 

banishes the false self. but induces the "emptiness of self." This brings Merton back to 

the Cassian point vierge. "the purity of heart." '' Taking his cue fkom Cassian. Menon 

remarks that pur@ of heart is not a psychological -te. nor a human achievement. but a 

new creation. a superlative reality that is mie gifi. a new being" 

' Cassian. Conference 1. vii. M i p e  49:489 (emphasis added). 

$1 Anne E. Carr, A Search for Wisdom 81 Spirit: Thomas Menon's Theolow of the Self (Nom 
Dame. iN: University of Noue Dame Press, 1988). 37. 

42 - Ibid.. 58- The tem. of course. is found âequently in the Menon mitinp. 

43 Cf. Cassian. Conference 1, vii. Migne. & 49: 489, as cited in The Silent Life. 1 1. 



d. St. Grego y of Nyssa (b. 3311340 - c. 394) 

Among Thomas Merton's favorite authors was Gregory of Nyssa, "the true Father 

of Christian apophatic mysticism9* For Gregory of Nyssa the sou1 is encompassed by a 

divine night, during which the Spouse approaches, without reveding himself.'j *The 

bride then puts the veil from her eyes and with pure vision sees the ineffable beauty of her 

 ouse se.'^^ When the soul is in the midst of darkness, it is united in and thrc,ugh love with 

the unknowable God. Hence. when there is nothing le& something appears that cannot be 

grasped or identified. yet it is there. Menon uses this approach ofien in his writings when 

he discourses on the rn);steriousness of God, the ineffability of the Divine ~ e i n ~ ? '  

Through Gregory of Nyssa, Merton came to see that the mind must detach itself 

fiom sensible appearances and seek God in those invisible realities which the intellect 

alone can apprehend. The darkening of the senses is like a cloud in which the soul 

becomes accustomed to traveling blind, even to the highea perceptions and judgments of 

its naturai intelligence. It must enter into pure darkness. 

According to Menon. this voyage in darkness is not accomplished without 

anguish. or without hope. This intellectual restlessness. spiritus vertiginis. is the concrete 

experience of man's intenor division against himself? Merton says that this venigo. 

which is not unlike the dark fear that pervades the pages of the Danish philosopher Saren 

Kierkegaard, is the deep anguish that seizes a sou1 for whom the "nothingness" of visible 

things is no longer merely a matter of discourse but of e~~er ience!~ '  

a, 320. See Menon's letter of ûctober 9. 1950. to Dom Jean Leclerq m. 24-25). 

'' As cired in Chesiyn Jones. Geoffrey Wainwri&~ and Edward Yarnold SJ.. eds. The Smdv of 
S~iritualie (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). 167. 

* [bid.. 168. 

NSC, 184. Sec also 272-273 

St. Gregory of N y s a  Hom. 7 on Ecclesimes. P.G. 44:729. as quoted in a, 51. 



Gregory of Nyssa's teaching on epekmisS0 was especially helpful in Merton's 

elaboration of the experience of contemplation which embraces union with God and 

discovery of mie self. 

e. St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090 - 1153) 

Bemard, born near Dijon, France, was the founder of the famous Cistercian 

Abbey at Clairvaux in France, Abbot, and Doctor of the ~hurch." Merton devefoped his 

concept of Advent fiom the profond eschatology of the Epistle to the Ephesians as 

expounded by S t  ~emard." The article "The Sacrament of Advent in the Spirituaiity of 

St. Bemard" h d s  the saint's eschatology deeply rooted in the eschatological message of 

Eph 1 :9-10: "He has let us know the mystery of His purpose, the hidden plan He so 

kindly made in Chnst fiom the beginning.. . that he would bring everything together 

under Chnst. as head ..." According to Merton. God's hidden plan "is not rnerely a 

manifestation of the Divine Perfections. it is the concrete plan of God for the salvation of 

The terni epekmis does not connote the condition of the perfect spiritual person who has arrived 
at a hi& Ievel of moral perfection and contemplative knowledge of God. Rather. it refers to the condition of 
one who has reached a high ievei and presses on toward nill puer, more vital experiences of God's Iight 
and trutti. The perfect pursurer is the human king who is ever pressing onward moving deeper into the 
mystery of God. Even heaven, in this construction. is synonyrnous with an etemal forward thming into the 
love, light, and love of God; each fulfillment. in fact, generates a new impulse to M e r  exploration. John 
Eudes Barnberger, " The Monk." in Thomas Merton: Monk. new enlarged edition (Kalamazoo, MI: 
Cistercian Publications, 1983). 37 - 58, esp. 54. 

" G. R. Evans. The Mind of St. Bemard of Clairvaux (Oxford: Clarendon. 1983). Leon Cristiani. 
Sr. Bemard of Clairvaux (Staten Island. NY: Daughten of St. Paul. 1977). Jean Leclercq. Bernard of 
Clairvaux and the Cistercian S~irit. m s .  by Claire Lavoie (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian. 1976). J. 
Somrnerfeldt. The S~iritua! Teachinas of Clairvaux, Cistercian Snidies 125 (Kalamazoo. MI: Cistercian. 
199 1). 

Biographies Uiclude: Watkin W. Williams, Saint Bemard of Clairvaux. (Manchester: Manchester 
University. 1935): J. Calmette and H. David Saint Bemard (Paris. 1953): and B. Scott-James. Saint 
Bemard of Clairvaux (London. 1957). 

It should be noted that the standard introduction to St. Bernard's mystical theology is authored by 
one of Merton's favorite philosophers: E t i e ~ e  Gilson. The Mvnical Theolow of St. Bernard. nans b) .4. H. 
C. Downes (London: Sheed & Ward, IWO). 

" According to Merton " The twelfth c e n w  Cinercians place a special empbasis on the 
coming of Christ by his Spirit to the Christian person ,. . It is a particulariy important aspect of the 
spiritudi- of St, Bernard." m. 6 1-62 



men and the restoration of the whole world in ~ h n s t . ~ "  Merion sees this plan not merely 

as future prospect but as a present reality. The last things are already present though 

realized in a hidden manner, for the kingdom of God is already in the midst of us. 54 

Merton notes that St. Bemard the  and again reverts to the 'Wee Advents" of 

Christ. The fm occurred when Chria entered the world through his human conception in 

Mary's womb, corning to seek and to save that which was 1 s t .  The third will find him in 

the world at the end of history to judge the living and the dead, to take the faithfid to 

himself. "The first is a promise, the third its fulfillment."ss But in St. Bernard Menon 

finds yet another Advent - the Advent of the present occming at every moment of our 

earthly life as wayfarers? "The middle Advent is more a time of consolation than of 

suffering," since in his coming to us Chna so offers hiniself '~hat  we already possess our 

heaven in h ~ ~ e . " ~ '  

f. Julian of  Nomich (c.1342-e. 1413) 

Menon's fascination with Julian of Norwich found expression in various 

~enin~s.~'  Julian's theology (as contrasted with her spirituality) has not. sad to say. been 

" He wites: "Meditation on the fint Advent gives us hope of the promise ofTered us. The 
remembrame of the third rerninds us to fear lest by our fault we fail to receive the fulfillment of that 
promise. The second Advent. the present. set in between there two tenns is thetefore necessarily a time of 
anguish. a time of conflict between fear and joy. But this is a salutary suuggle! It ends in salvation and 
victory because it purifies our whole being." (SCb. 77). 

57 "The inner p w i ~  and hurnility. in which we learn to distrust our own powers and CO depend on 
God for everything, without however neglecting any effort to do His will. gives us peace and joy even while 
we still labor as waflarers in the journey toward the great eschatological meeting with Chnst which wiil end 
history witti the hird and final Advent" W.. 79. 

Merton cornments on ber in a iener to Siner M. Madeleva: 

Julian is without doubt one of the most wondefil of al1 Christian voices. She gets greater and 
greater in my eyes as 1 grow older and whereas in the old days I used to be crazy about St. John of 
the Cross, I would not exchange him now for Julian if you gave me the world and the Indies and al1 



snidied at any significant l e ~ e l . ~ ~  In fact, it has sometimes k e n  set aside as the unreliable, 

albeit sincere, refiections of an eccentric visionary. Dom Frankois Vandendrouclea, for 

example, is one who decries *the accent.. .on the psychological aspects of . . .experiences. 

with no F a t  stress laid on the theological foundations or moral presuppositions.'*o 

Interestingly, on the contrary, after reading Jufian, Merton - with pardonable 

hyperbole - placed her among the greatest of al1 theologian~.~ Merton's unexpected 

death foreclosed a detailed snidy to support his enthusiastic assessment. 

The context for Julian's vision of 'rhe Fiend is quicWy enough grasped. ui his 

attempted physical assault during her revelations. the dernonic advenary tried to lead her 

into despair by showing her guilt. Julian seems less impressed with the adversary's 

common temptations of gluttony. sloth. etc. She finds the adversary's cunning more 

dangerous when exploiting despair. guilt, anxiety and apathy. especially as the 

temptations intensified at the end of al1 Julian's visions, creating the shattering possibility 

the whole matter had been a hallucination. Merton's discovery consists of "an 

eschatologicai secret." 

This **secret." this act which the Lord keeps hidden. is really the full h i t  of the 
Parousia It is not just that "He comes." but He comes with this secret to reveal. 

the Spanish mynics rolled up in one bundle. i tfiink that Julian of Nowich is with Newman the 
greatest English theologian (SD. 374-275). 

j9 See Grace lanaen. lulian of Nonvich ( New York: Paulist. 2000: 1 st ed.. London: SPCK. 
1987), with new Introduction. vii-xxiii. The literature on Julian continues to grow. R, H. Thouiess. 
Ladv Julian: A Psvcholonical Smdy (London: SPCW New York Macmillan. 1924). P. Molinari. S.J. 
Julian of Nowich: The Teachinn of a 14' Centun En~lish Mvstic (London; New York: Longmans. Green. 
1958). D. N. Baker, Julian of Norwich's Showin~s: From Vision to Book ( Princeton. NJ: Princeton 
University Press. 1994). F. C. Bauershmidt. Julian of Norwich and the Mvstical Bodv hrblic of Christ 
(Chicago: University of Notre Dame. 1999). J. M. Nuch. Wisdorn's Dauahter: The Theoloav of Julian of 
Norwich (New York: Crussroads. 1991). B. Palphrey, Christ Our Mother julian of Nowich. London: 
Darton. Longman and Todd. 1989). Jutian of Norwich, Showinns. Trans. from the Critical T ext with an 
Introduction by Edrnund Colledge and James Walsh. Pteface by Jean Leclercq (New York: Paulist 1978). 

60 A Historv of Christian S~iritualitv. Vol. Il: The Soiritualiw of the Middle Ancs by Jean Leclerq 
Francois Vandenbroucke. and Louis Bouyer (Londoni Deaslie/ New York: Bums & Oates, 1%3), 425-426. 

''CGB, 19 1 - 192. [Hard cover]. Set also in Mvstics and Zen Masters (New York: F m .  Snaus & 
Giroux 1967). 142. 



He cornes with this final answer to al! the world's anguish, this answer which is 
already decided, but which we cannot discover (and which, since we think we 
have reasoned it al1 out anyway) we have stopped aying to discover? 

The wise heart, Merton recails, lives pivoted on Ws dynamism and this secret 

hop." One mut believe and accept the fact, as Iulian did, that there is a hell. One mua 

even more f M y  believe that "al1 manner of thing shall be weli." The Christian does live, 

then, engulfed in contradiction: for al1 that, this state of affairs "gives Christian life its 

tnie =ope and  dimension^.'*^ 

Merton personalized this insight in a reflective note, at the end of "Night Spirit 

and D a m  Air" in CGB (1966). Another night scene follows the opening valley scene. 

Merton is now walking through the monastery on night watch. He describes how his 

flashlight beams bounce around the smdy room of the novices. where he senses an 

ultimate reality. This presence pervades the rmm because Merton is experiencing the 

labors of love his novices were facing. 

It was as if their love and their goodness had transformed the room and filled it 
with a presence cwiously real, cornfoning, perfect: one might say. with christ? 

This nighttime intuition, as it were. was nudging Merton to recall the F a t  eschatological 

secret. More significantly perhaps. Merton was edging toward the incarnational reality 

which at the moment suffwd "the loveliness of the humanity which God has taken to 

Himself in love.'"' To change the figure. an afterglon of the incarnation may have 

enticed him to perceive divine loveliness in humanity. Those who disincarnate Christ 

from the hurnan setting forfeit a pivotal spiritual dimension in their lives. (Menon had 

noted instances of this in rnonks unfniitfid in their calling.) In any case. the moment was 

wonhy of the mysticism of Julian of Norwich. d o s e  visionary revelations suggested a 

- .  - 

62 CGB. 2 1 1-2 12. [Image edition] 

" m. 211. 

"m. 213. 

" - Idem. 



quaiity of care issuing fiom God or Christ as mother. 

During his years as Novice Master, Merton had kept in touch with the motivations 

that brought individuals to the monastery. He was thus able to recover hope for "the other 

dimension of man's life: the political." Not that it was logical to be invincibly hopefbl 

(for Merton did not see it as a result of reamning), but it was inniited as direct experience 

as Julian of Norwich had, that ail marner of things shail be well. 

. . . Because there is love in the world, and because Christ bas taken our 
nature to I-iimself. there remains always the hope that man will hally, &er many 
mistakes and even disasters, leam to disami and to make peace, recognizing that 
he musi live at peace with his brother. Yet never have we ken  less disposed to do 
t h i ~ . ~ ~  

g. St. John of the Cross (1542-1591) 

Merton corrects the general misunderstanding of John of the Cross. who so ofien 

is presented as 'rn life-denying and world-hatinp ascetic when in redit .  his myaicism 

superabounds in love. vitality and joy.'*' 

Merton links the existentialist's concept of dread6' not oniy with the **fear of the 

Lord" of the early Fathen but also with the "dark Nghts*' of John of the Cross. Merton 

sees dread more as a perception of our contingency. our fuiiteness. our ultimate 

'*nothingness." 69 In our depths there is not only nothingness. but aiso falsity. We have 

failed to measure up to the existentid demands of our lives. The pnce of this failure is a 

general sense of failure and guilt. Menon remarks: 

... this guilt is r e d  it is not necessarily a mere neurotic anxiety. It is the sense of 

" In his irnponant book The Conce~t of Anxiew. S&ren Kierkegaard compares amiery (also 
sometimes translated as "dread" ) to the experience of diainess. -He whose eye chances to look doun Uito 
the yawning abyss becomes di-. . . . Thus drpad is the dizziness of fkedom which occ un.... wbcn kedom 
gazes d o m  into its own possibiIiry, psping at finitenas to sustain itself." Suren Kierkegaard, 
C O ~ C ~ D C  of Anxietv: A Simple Psvchotoaicall~ Onentinn Deiibemion on the Donmatic Issue of Hcreditap 
Sin (Princeton. NJ: Princeton University Press. 1980). 59. - 



defiction and defiat that 
is not giving buck to l i / ,  
has been given him. ' O  

aflicfs a man who is not fucing his own inner truth and 
ro God und to his felow nion, a fuir return for alI t h  

The purpose of the dark night, Menon's study of St. John of the Cross would 

maintain, is not simply to afflict the hurnan heart, but to liberate, to puri@ and to 

enlighten in perfect love. The way that leads through ciread goes not to despair but to 

perfect joy, not to hell but to heaven. " According to Menon, one can p ~ w  h m  the 

prayer of petition directly into contemplation when one has a very profound faith and a 

great simplicity of theological hop. St. John of the Cross identifies this hope with the 

night, or emptiness, of the memory." 

3. Litemry Sources 

Merton's English snidies and his MA thesis on William Blake, together with his 

teaching of literanue courses, had prepared hm well for reading outstanding literary 

writen for their religious ideas. The content and implications of their works for 

theological discourse continued to attnut hirn during his later monastery Yeats. If in 

earlier life they h d  drawn him to savor the formal values they offered. his later years 

found him delving into their material content. 

a. William Blake (1757 - 1827) 

As The SJ and The SSM acknowledge. it was William Blake who impelled 

Menon toward the Roman Catholic Church. Menon's M.A. thesis on William Blake and 

his review of Thomas Altiter's book. The New Awcalvpse: ï h e  Radical Christian 

Vision of William Blake. resulted in something more than a passing literary expenence. 

In exploring Blake's influence on Menon Michael W. Higins undencores the 

'O & 97 (original emphasis). 

" Dark Niehf II, XVI. 7. 

"a 114. 



parallels between the two. According to Kggins, "Both did espouse a new way of seeing, 

a way of perceiving and understanding that stood in marked contrast to the prevailing 

orthodoxies of taste and theology, art and ~ ~ ~ t u a i i t ~ . " ~  Merton wrote about the poet: 

Blake saw officia1 Christendom as a ~ r r o w i n g  of vision, a foreclosure of 
expenence and of W e  expansion, a locking up and securing of the doon of 
perception. He substituted for it a Christianity of openness, of totai 
vision.. . integrating sacred visioh in and through the experience of fallcnaess as 
the only locus of creativity and redemption. Blake.. .calls for a "whole new fom 
of theological understanding."" 

Higgins M e r  compared the two. Both possessed %e spiritual quaiities of the 

biblical prophet and rebel : righteous anger mingled with insight." Both shared a more 

open and Uitegrated vision of humanity. Both opposed the constnjctions of abstract reason. 

Both developed a distinctive poetic technique in order to form their unonhodox styles of 

creativity and thought.'' Both indulge a paradox sustained by deep, smuige. and mystical 

sources, while remaining defiant and yet profoundly conservative at hem. Both accepted 

the reaiity of the Fall. emphasizing a divided humanity which m u t  be overcome by a new 

and "higher ~nity."'~ Higgins finds himgif compelled to conclude: **Merton is a Blakean 

~haracter."'~ 

Menon's poetic and spiritual vision was similar to Blake's. which be labeled 

"myth-dream ." Hi gghs sumarizes Merton's m yth-drearn as 

the disunity of the word/world and its reparation by the poet; the role of silence in 
ihis life-long act of reparation; the tyranny of intellection and its dethronement by 

" Michael W. Higgins. Heretic Blood: The S~iritual Geosuaphv of Thomas Menon (Toronto: 
Stoddart. 1998). 76. 

74 LETM. 6. as cited in Higgins. 69-70 (original emphasis). 

" Higgins, 70. 

LETM. 6. as cited in Higgins. 71 



"archaic wisdom"; the ultimate realization of that fourfold vision which is 
imaginative and spintual integ~ation/wholeness.'~ 

Chaos and integrating sacred vision found in Blake also meet in Cables tu the Ace and 

nie Geography of Lograire. Cables in par~icular, according to Higgins. underscores 

Merton's Blakean and cosmic eschatology. " 
b. Boris Leonidovich Pasternak (1890 - 1960)~' 

in Boris Pastemak. who was awarded but refiised the Nobel Prize in literaiure for 

1959. Merton found the spiritual and Christian dimension of an outstanding artist. States 

Merton: "The protest of Dr. Zhivap is spiritual. .. .religious, aesthetic and mystical." " 

While Pasternak wrote his book in humanistic ternis. and it contains no explicit Christian 

message. it nevertheless reflec~. for Merton, the essence of Christian faith. However 

obscurely, the work points to *the mystery of history as passion and resurrection." 

Pasternak portrays human s u f f e ~ g  as the spirituai ordeal of people stniggling against 

political totalitarianism. 

For Merton. Pasternak is a paradigm of hop: (1) as a symbol of protest and hope. 

resisthg totalitarian authority; (2) as an artin unencumbered by any pre-determined 

speculative h e w o r k .  appealing to the mystique of death and resurrection. Menon 

points to God's revelation in tirne as the key to the dynarnisrn of history common to both 

the Bible and Marxism. '3 

" -9 Ibid 71. 

" Henry Gifford. Boris Pasternak. (Cambridge. UUK' New York: Cambridge Univeni? Press. 
1977). 

13 Merton quotes Pastemak's ouûtanding novel in support of his view on God's revelation in 
history. 

It was not until afker the coming of Christ that tirne and man could breathe fkely. It was 
no? until afîer Him that men began to Iive toward the h m .  Man does not die în a ditch 
like a dog. but at home in history. while the work toward the conques of deatb is in full 



c. Albert Camus (1913-1960) 

Though an atheist, Camus the novelist, dramatist, essayist and journalist was a 

voice for the moral conscience of his generation. Though a post-Christian writer, he 

defended Christian philosophy against complete nihilism and violence." Rejecting the 

modem view of a progression toward perfection. Camus preferred the Greek " e t e d "  

patterns for rational conduct. As a classicist Merton was drawn to this mind-sct in Camus. 

Because his novel Stranaer features an "absud" and alienated character, Camus 

has been labeled a pessimist. Merton however regarded Camus as an optimist, "one of 

the more hopefûl voices of his generation," in particular because Camus rejected an 

"illusory optimism of the naïve or organization men." Both Camus and Merton were 

deeply angered by the atomic bomb and the struggle between capitalism and cornmunism. 

Merton agreed with Camus in his diagnosis of the 20th century. While most people. 

Camus included, view the world as cbaotic, Merton finds a divinely established order. 

Merton fell under the spell of Camus' images of the Rebel and Revolt. The 

novelist rejected both capitalism and communisrn, which came to birth through the 

optimism of the 19th century but became banknipt in the 20th century. giving rise to a 

new kind of despair with the atomic b~rnb.~' For Camus. modem revolu?ions began with 

absolute liberty and ended in absolute tyranny. "The death of God" revolutions could not. 

in his view. replace a divine morality with something that might work at the human level. 

swing; he dies sharing in this work (DQ. 66). See Bons Pasternak Doctor Zhiva~o (New 
York: Pantheon. 1 958). 3-5.9- 10. 

UThe literanire on Camus is extensive. Among the outstanding works mention should be made of 
the following: Gennaine Bm. Camus (New York: Harcourt, Brace, & World 1964): 4' W. ed.: (New 
Bnmswick. NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1972). Donald Lezere. The Uniaue Creation of Albert Camus 
(Hartford CT: Yale University Press, Z 3 ) .  Thomas Hanna The Thouaht and An of Alben Camus 
(Chicago: Regnery. 1958). Herben R. Lottman, Alben Camus: A Bioera~hv. Garden City. NY: Doubleda). 
1979. More recently, fkom a philosophical perspective. David Sprintzen, Camus: A Criticai Examination 
(Philadelphia: Tempie University. 1988). 



He decried the French revolution of 1789, which for dl its passion for justice created a 

reign of terror. Revolution kept postponing perfect liberty for the fùtute." Its rejection of 

presentkoncrete man for an invernent of hope in a futiue/abstract Uaproved man, has 

resulted in a "will of the whip" of happiness.88 

The essay The Rebel(195 1 ; ET. 1954) unfolds Camus' specific ideology. Steering 

clear of formal revolution. the work articulates concepts of personal and historical 

revolutions in Europe since the 18" century. It avows that revolution c h e d  to logical 

extremes, whether capitaiism or totalitananis~n~~ or the camps of Hitler, the Soviets or 

countries possessing nuclear power, justifies war and murder. Moreover, by its 

exploitation of political powers human revolution has done away with God. Merton 

însists that the cunent despair Camus describes is induced by the absence of God. 

Uniike his Catholic fiiends. Camus had no solution for the hurnan dilemma. He 

enshrined his hope in depiction of human despair. creating the role of the individual 

Rebel. 

CP discloses that Merton had an abiding affection for Camus. a great modem - 
intellecnial closely identified with the existentid movement. though he never agreed to be 

identified with that group. We find a close comection benveen the two when Merton 

argues that the monk confronts his own humanity and that of his world as a "Carnusian 

man confronts -the absurdo and nanscends it by his fieed~rn."~~ 

At this point. however. a sharp difference sets apart Merton and Camus. 

According to George Woodcock. Camus combats our senseless and brural existence by 

raising hmanity's freedom and power to the level of the ody solution to tfüs condition. 

Merton, contrarily. finds in the absurdity of existence a nausea at one's ow-n human 

" m.. US. 
" m.. 235-236. 
" w, 235. 
" 0 . 2 5 .  



unworthiness; an invitation into the dark night. There God, an absence in the Carnusian 

universe, might choose to accept humanity's choice?' in this situation Merton fmds 

absolute paradox: 

The monk faces the worst and discovers in it the hope of the bat.  From the 
darkness cornes light. From death, life. From the abyss there cornes, 
unaccountably, the mysterious gift of the Spirit sent by God to &e ai l  tbings 
new, to transfomi the created and redeemed world, and to re-establish d things in 
Christ. 92 

For Merton, therefore, hope is a crucial concept. For Camus, hope is the product 

of delusion, of a mind that refuses to codront the pointless reality of the hurnan condition. 

Even more, hope prevents a hurnan being fiom accepting one's fate with honour and any 

chance of king satisfied with circurnstances beyond one's caiculation and controiP3 

d. Flannery O' Connor (1925 - 1964) 

The claim to fame of Flannery O' Conner is linked to the short nones and novels 

of the South that she wrote in the mid-third of the 20' century. Regarded as among the 

best in American literature in that penod. 0' C o ~ o r  was held in high esteem by Merton 

for her existentialist voice? 

For al1 of her uncanny ability to create grotesque characten. violence. and bizarre 

 situation^^^ her writings are deeply moral. and stress the awareness of sin and the need 

for redemption. O'Connor is able to see beyond apparent situations of despair. a despair 

that impacted her consciousness for so long. Menon puzzles over her ability to deal with 

such falseness in hurnanity for so long without giving up. Her way of coping with 

hopelessness was to accept its reality. An essay in her thought-provoking collection 

91 George Woodcock. Thomas Menon: Monk and Po«. 72 - 73. 

CP. 25. cited in Woodcock. 73. 

" Woodcock ûp. cit  73. 

" MZM. 260.261. 

9s Merton wrote an essay on Flannery O'Connor. "Flannery O' C o ~ o r :  a Rose Elegy" RJ 3732. 



Mvsterv and Manners States: 

At best our age is an age of searchers and discoverers and at its wom. an age that 
has domesticated despair and learned to live with it happily.% 

Merton responds: 

The only way to be saved was to stay out of it, not to think, not to speak, just to 
record the slow, sweet. ridiculou verbalizing o f  Southem funes, working their 
way through their charming lazy hell?' 

e. Wüüam Fauikner (1897 - 1962) 

Amencan novelist and short story writer William Faulkner slowly rose to becorne 

one of the ranking figures in 20' century literature? He becarne one of Merton's favorite 

creators of fiction and vis-à-vis his philosophical premises Merton sharpened his own 

points of view on time. apocalyptic. the enlightenment. contemporary experience. cosrnic 

outlook, and prospects. 

In Faulkner time does not move: over it broods the ever-present shadow of the 

past. It is a t h e  that depicts existential alienation, a prevailing philosophy of post- 

Scripniral Christianity. For his understanding of time. Merton tumed to Greek philosophy. 

% Fiannery O'Connor, Mvstew and Mamers, ed. by Salley Fitzgerald and Robert Fitzgerald (New 
York: Farrar, Straus, 1 %9), 159. 

97 m. 42. O'Connor expounds upon this enmnched alienation. 

Our salvation is drawn played out with the deviI. a devil who is not seemingly generalized 
evil, but on evil intuition determined on its own supremacy. 1 think that if writers with a 
religious view of the world excel these days in the depiction of the eviI. it is because the' 
have to make its nature unmistakable to their particular audience. The novelist and the 
believer, when they are not the sarne man. yet have many traits in comrnon - a distrust of 
the abstract. a respect for boundaries, a desire to penetrate the surface of reality and to 
find in each thing the spirit which rnakes it itself and holds the world together. 
But 1 don't believe that we shall have great re1igious fiction until we again have the happ: 
combination of believing artist and believing sociery . . . . [The] novelist . . . may find in the 
end that instead of reflecting the image of the hem of thinp. he has only reflected our 
broken condition. and through it, the face of the devil we are possessed by. (O'Connor. 
Mvsters; and Mannen, 168). 

* Cleanth Brooks. William Faulkner Fim Encountea (New Haven. CT: Yak Univmicy Press. 
1985). Irving Howe, William Faulkner: A Critical Studv (3rd ed.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
19 75). David Minter. William Faulkner: His Life and Work (Baltimore: Johns Hopkin University Press. 
1982). 



which foreshadowed early Christianity and came to fulfillment in terms of the Christ 

event. For Merton, tirne is the stage on which the journey into etemity is enacted and each 

&y is to be assessed in terms of its etemal prospects. 

Merton, with Podhoretz, finds Faulkner, in opposition to the contemporary mind- 

set, to be essentially apocalyptic. Thus, the middle c l w  has ushmd into the world an 

ibanti-apocalyptic style of life." one which occupies itself with social changes guided by 

scientific ideas and leading to a golden future. 

Podhoretz charges that the Enlightenment has passed Faulkner by. By way of 

response Merton notes that in the midst of the "enlightened middle class world, we have 

not only Yoknapatawpha but Auschwitz, Hiroshima, the Vietnam war, Watts. South 

Africa and a seiection of some of the choicea atrocities in human history. LOO 

Podhoreu M e r  impups Fauikner for king "out of touch with contemporary 

expenence." Accordingiy, Faulkner's tragic and quasi-religious interpretation of 

contemporary events seems to symbolize a failure of nerve, a lack of conviction to 

become involved. The Podhoretz indictment against Faulkner translates into "an 

uawillingness or an inability either to love or hate the world of the ZOth cenniry enough to 

understand it. T t  101 

But more than one isolated critic carps at the great novelist. Many critics accuse 

Faulkner of rejec ting history to em brace traged y full-scale. Menon responds that to 

disallow tragic possibilities in hinory reduces history to a pure rationale of chronic 

developrnent. 'O' Admittedly, this explains why it is easy to see Faulkner as enmeshed in 

pure despair fiom which he tries to escape by a flight in a non-descnpt mysticism. Merton 

answen that Faulkner's premier religious insight may not be the incarnation or 

99 LETM, 120. 

120 - 121. 

'O' LETM. 12 1. 
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redemption, but rather something close to the Fall. Still, contends Merton, Faulkner's 

book A Fable, embodies a conscious and positive affimiation which replaces his early 

despair. 

Merton fin& Faulkner's early cosrnology very limited. The universe of Faulkner's 

early work was a closed cosmos of cyclic, tragic involvement in fate rather than a 

universe of hope open to an eschatological redemption. During this period, Feuikner 

holds out no hope for historical development, or evolutionary progress. What Merton in 

this connection labels spirituaily redemptive "religion," Thomas Hanna calls 

bgmetaphysic," that is. "a coherent view of the world and of man's stniggle with destiny in 

the world." 'O3 On the other hand, Father Blehl understands '%ligious" in a broder 

context. one which Thomas Menon calls "spirinially redemptive." According to Menon. 

then, Faulkner (and probably Camus) had "spiritually redemptive" qualities. 

in the final analysis. marked by a spiritually redemptive view of the world. 

Faulkner delves into the mystexy of suffering. He seeks and finds a little light in this dark 

abyss. Menon credits Camus for seeing in Faulkner a messenger of hope.lW 

in this web of critical outlooks. Merton's basic approach is dictated by a postulate 

of hop. 

4. T hcological ~ o u r c e s ' ~ ~  

a. Kat1 Barth (1886-1968) 

Merton does not hesitate to Say that "Barth is alrnon the one among theologians 

alive tociay that I like b e ~ t . " ' ~ ~  "Merton identified Banh as a kindred spirit because of the 

'" There is some indication that Menon reflected on Thomas Aquinas' understanding of hop. For 
example. the three vimies. Faith. hope and love as expressed by Merton i s  influenced by Aquinas (even 
though there is no dear evidence of it). 



predominant wisdom or sapiential tradition at the heart of his t h e o l ~ ~ ~ . " ' ~ ~  B a d  is not 

regarded as one of the major theologians of hope, but a few scholm would put his name 

in contention for this distinction.'" Hope and eschatology do appear as persistent and 

significant themes in Barth's writings. Since Barth is Merton's favorite theologian and he 

studied Barth's worklW more than any other, it wodd seem appropriate to sketch Barth's 

theology of hope. In his very earl y pend.  Barth was introduced to the concept of hope 

by two Blumhardts. Muenced by the Blumhardts, Barth daims that the New Testament 

can be comprehended in one word hope. Barth links this multi-faceted hope to a visible 

and tangible appearing of the lordship of God over the world; to radical help and 

deliverance fiom the hurnan state of the world; to an attitude of trust and confidence for 

hurnankind; to the physical side of life as well as the spiritual side.' ' O  Clearly within this 

period. hope is a major theological concem and is a comprehensive concept. 

I M  SCh, 189. The remark is made in a Dec. 20. 1963 letter to Father Killian McDonneIl. 

1 O; Kilcourse. Ace of Freedoms, 109. 

John Webster, "The Christian Revoit: Some Reflections On 'The Christian Life'." In 
Reckonina with Barth (ed. by N. Bigger. Oxford. UK: Mowbray, 1988). Idem. " Eschatology. Ontologv 
and Human Action." Toronto Journal of Theoionv 7 (1991): 3-1 8. Idem. "Assured, and Patient and 
Cheerful Expectation: Barth on Christian Hope as the Chutch's Task." Toronto Journal of Theolo~v (1. 
1994): 35-52. A new work by John C. McDowell. Hom in Barth's Eschatolonv: lnterroeations and 
Transformations Bevond Trapedx (Burlington. VT: Ashgate. 200 1) has just been published. 

'" Menon had read Banh's Churdi Dogrnatics and Banh's work on S r  Anselrn (and in fact had 
kept notebooks while studying Banh). He wrote an article on Anselrn in which he sigificantiy responds to 
Banh's understanding of Anselm. Menon read some other works of Barth including his 1932 Chrismas 
sermon. 08 makes significant use of material fiom Barth's The Word of God a d  the Word of Man. The 
first part of CGB is entitled "Barth's hm." According to Patrick Hart. this was one of several titfes for 
this book. As for secondary works on Barth. Menon had read Henri Bouillard's three volumes on Banh 
and also much of Hans Urs Von Balthasar. In his leners to Balthasar. Merton mentions Barth. There is a 
small reference to Barth in a letter written to Saymour Freedgood (Feb. 25, 1950). This letter indicates that 
Menon was reading Barth even at an early stage in his Monastic journey (RI, 124). 

110 For the Blumhardts. according to Barth. hope has its foundation in the proper understanding of 
God and the Kingdom, This God is the living God who transforms the worid, and not only religion. This 
Kingdom is not only in the souls of individuais or in a distant heaven. but in iife here on eanh. For the 
Blumhardts, the relation of God to the world means that God is significantly involveci in the rcnewal of ail 
things. Barth develops his concept of hope out of this understanding of the living (306 and Kingdom in the 
Blwnhardts. Karl Barth, The Beainninas of Dialecticlneolom, Vol, 1. Ed. by James M. Robinson 
(Richmond. VA: John Knox, 1968)' 40-45. In his Church Domatics IV1. Barth abo notes the influence of 
eschatofogy and hope in the socialin movement of the younger Blumfiardt. Kutter. and especiaIiy Ragat 



Barth's comprehensive understanding of hope had been dramatically changed in 

his second edition of Romans and in his dialecticd theology. The eschatology of this 

perioà is characterized by a movement fiom above, "whose power and import are 

revealed in the resmection of Jesus Christ." Jiingel describes this movement of Barth as 

a Christological-eschatological one.' ' ' Although his hope significantly changed over the .  

hope always remained the focal point in his theology. He States unequivocally that "a 

theology that is not wholly and utterly and ineducibly eschatology has nothing to do with 

Christ.Wl 12 In Church Domatics W1, Barth addresses the development of eschatology 

and discloses his own growth in understanding eschatology. He begins to recognize 

teleologicai aspects of Christian hope. 

Barth's theology is undeniably chnstocentric. Any theologicai structure must be 

Chnstologically determined. l l 3  Therefore Webster properly indicates that for Barth. 

Christian hope is understood in relation to a wider set of Christian convictions that rest 

entireiy on a foundation of uncompromised ~ h r i s t o l o ~ ~ . '  "l Banh claims that Jesus Christ 

"is the One in whom the Christian is sumrnoned to hope." Jesus Chna is out hope 

becaw in Jesus Chria is the promise of the world's fiiture. 

For Barth. future promise cornes fiom a very defuiite past the finished work of 

Jesus Chnn and the coming parousia. in his CD iVJ1. Barth recognizes the concrete event 

of the tesurrection and the emergence of a new hiaory of faith based upon this event. 

who anticipated the Kingdom of God in this rnovement. (p. 633). Karl Barth. Church Domatics (Ed. by G. 
W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance. Edinburgh: T & T Clark. 1936-1 969.1975). 

"' Eberhard Jûngel. Karl Barth: A Theological Legaq, Tr. by Gamn E. Paul (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1989), 34. 

"' Karl Barth, Church Domatics WI. 634. 

""dem. Church Domatics. L2. 153. 

"' Job Webster, "Assured and Patient and Cheernil Expectation: Bath on Christian Hope as the 
Church's taskW in Toronto Jomal of Theology 101 1. 1994. 

"' Karl Barth. Church Domatics IV/ 1. 1 1 6. 



nius, for Barth, the New Testament 'iuiderstands its own the ,  in the presence of One 

who was there and then, as the time of expectation of, and hope in, the One who is also 

fiinne as the one that He was and is."'16 Though Barth had elaborated his own theology 

of hope, Merton's primary interest in Barth was his theological view of the nature of 

revelation and the Incamation. Merton quotes fiom Barth's 1960 study Fides pU0eren.s 

Inrellectum the aphorism: "Tell me how it stands with your Christology and I will tell you 

who you are. rr  117 

In identifjmg the victory of Christ as the source of Christian hope, Merton adopts 

Barth's affirmation that "Jesus is Victor." ' " 
Menon dso adopts Barth's view of the Last Judgment. In that view. a mie 

understanding of the mystery of Christ's second coming will need to "repress certain 

pictures of the world judgment." "He that cornes is He that previously of5ered Himself 

to the judgment of ~od."' '' 
b. Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906 - 1945) 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer's impact on 20" Century theology is traceable both to his 

outstanding leadership in the Confessing Chutch at the time of the Nazi regime in 

Germany and to the originality of his ideas. Merton cane to a new sense of social 

responsibility fiom his adaptation of Bonhoeffer's category of '~orldliness." Suice the 

incarnation challenges an age in which human beings are reduced to objects of scom or 

idolization. the structures and culturai developments of the world have been profoundly 

affected by the revelation of Christ in history. Bonhoeffer. in Merton's judgment. took 

explicit note of human unfaithfulness to God's entry into hist~ry.'~' 

II6 m., 323. 
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Bonhoeffer implied that Hitler caused the Church to become apathetic and 

cornpliant to him for fear of losing its own m e .  Such a the-serving sense of church 

swival, Merton notes. implicitly negates the victory of Christ and resurrection faith. 

Menon thus rejects the notion of God viewing history "fkom outside." Bonhoeffer's 

emphasis on the Christian's incarnational responsibility in the world received 

unequivocal endorsement. '" 
In Bonhoeffer's ethic. social participation signifies participation in Christ's 

redemptive work. In October, 1965, when Merton was reevaluating his earlier attitude 

toward the world, he was perusing Bonhoeffer's Ethics. There he discovered 

Bonhoeffer's "Christian worldliness." a concept which neither absolved the world of al1 

guilt nor aspired to a fieewheeling, breezy optimism. Merton interpreted Bonhoeffer's 

optimism as "entering into the fellowship of guilt for the sake of other men." '= Even 

more, Merton endorsed Bonhoeffer's placement of God's presence in the world in 

hurnanity (1 Cor 3 : 1 7).lZ 

c. Karl Rahner (1901-19W) 

Merton's interest in the idea of diaspora came From reading Karl Rahner's 

Christian ~ommiment "' in late December 1963. Rahner pomlates that contemporary 

Christians must openly face and accept the '-diaspora situation" of the Church in the 

twentieth century. Speaking not as a sociologist but as a theologian. Rahner described this 

situation as irreversible and concluded that we have no alternative but to accept it. Menon 

itr Kari Rahner, The Christian Cornmiment: Essavs in Pastoral Theoloav. m. by Cecily 
Hastings (New Yok Sheed & Ward, 1963). 



fin& that for Rahner this was neither a matter of defeat nor of passive fatalism."' Seeds 

of Destruction States conceming Rah.net. 

he seeks to show, theologically, that it [the "diaspora situation"] has a crucial 
significance for our saivation and for the salvation of the world. In a word. Rahner 
emphatically rejects an unredistic optimism of the tnumphalia type, which 
supposes that with a littie more zeal, a littie more eaergy, a few more m a s  
movements and a smarier use of mass-media, the Church will very iikely cake 
over everythmg and defmitely convert the City of Man into the City of God - on 
a medieval '26 

In the "diaspora situation" the Church will (and indeed aiready does) exist to a great 

extent as a Stone of snunbling and a sign of contradiction. The official apostolic activity 

of the clergy will be blocked and neutralized by the arbitrary whims of secular powen. 

Yet, the work of the Church in the world will be carried on with ever greater dedication 

and effect, chiefly through the enlightened work of the laity. Acknowledging Rahner. 

Menon remarks that the apode of the diaspora can gain meaning from a purity of 

eschatological hoFe."' 

The presentation here of Karl Rahner as a source of Menon's reflections on hope 

is kept deliberately brief, since the Rahner influence has k e n  touched upon at various 

points in chapter II. md will be klow in this chapter. "' 
d. Christian Existentidists 

Merton labeled himself an existentialist. George Woodcock defends Menon's 

c l a h  on the strength of at least six factors: 

In his rejection of idealism; in his insistence on the individual and the 
particular;. . .in his intuitive distrust of abstract metaphysics in favor of an 
experiential investigation of king: in his rejection of d l  exwme doctrines of 
necessiiy and predestination: in his insistence on fieedom of will and hence on the 

l3 - SD. 318. 

'26 W., 187. 

l3 --* lbid 188. 

128 See, e. g.. pp 1 12-1 13,202. 



responsibility of choice; and in his equal understanding of the Limitations of 
choice that living in the world i ~ n ~ s e d . ' ' ~  

In later years especially, notes Woodcock, Merton tended to defme the human 

condition using familiar existentialist ternis: Kier kegard' s "ciread" and Sartre' s "nausea" 

can be found in Contem~lative Pra~er. '" Hence, when Merton's exposition of prayer 

focuses on the truth about ounelves. he borrows the views and even adopts the vcry 

words of his existentialist predecesson: 

. ..the dimensions of prayer in solitude are those of man's ordinary anguish. his 
self-searching, his moments of nausea at his own vanity, falsity and capacity for 
betrayai. Far fiom establishg one in unassailable narcissistic security, the way of 
prayer b ~ g s  us face to face with the sham and indignity of the false self that 
seeks to live for itself alone and to enjoy the "consolation of prayer" for its own 
d e . .  . 13 1 

This inner doubt stems from an existentid angst. a profound despair of ever 

finding one's place in the world. This angst suggests that one has not betrayed social or 

traditional moral noms. but that one has betrayed oneself. This moves beyond the fear of 

a sinner in the hands of an angry God into realizing that one reaily is at one's core. in the 

words of the old hymnbook, "a poor and miserable ~inner."'~' It reflects a profound 

awareness that one is capable of - even prone to - ultimate bad faith with hirnself and 

with others: in a word, that one is living a lie.')' Merton's entries in his journais are 

telling. He reflected bng and often on many existentialists such as Sartre. Kierkegaard. 

Nicholai Berdyaev and Gabriel  arce el."" His summary on existentialists is tightly woven: 

Taking a broad, random view of the field of existentiaiism. we see on the one 

Iz9 George Wnodcock Thomas Menon: Monk and Poet, 71. 

Ibid 7 1-72 -. 
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hand Camus aad Sartre, both of whom explicitly class themselves as atheists. We 
have Heidegger, who .is non-religious. Oo the other hand. we have Jaspers, whose 
thought is basically theistic and even Christian; we have the Jewish existentialism 
of Buber, the ûrthodox and Gnostic existentialimi of Berdyaev, the Buddhist 
existentialism of Suzuki and Nishida, the Protestant existentiaiism of Bultmann. 
Tillich, and others, the Catholic existentialism of Gabriel Marcel and Louis 
Lavelle, and some others we have named here, have renounced the existentialist 
label.. . . We nmember also that Maritain and Gilson, while remaining faithfùl to 
St. Thomas and criticizing existentialism fiom a Thornisi viewpoint, have 
themselves contributed in no smdl measure to a broadly existentialist Christian 
perspective. 13' 

It is not difficult to see that Merton found this to be a group with which he could. with 

qualifications. identifi. 

e. John XXIII 

Menon agreed with Pope John XXIII's optimistic view of the innate goodness of 

hurnan nature. 13' and that a world peace was possible if it was based on respect of hurnan 

rights. and a morality-based reason-if not on Christian ide al^."^ Like the pope. Merton 

felt that world peace was no longer the arena of "a few cranks who did not like the 

bomb," or a few Liberal Christians. but was a categorical irnperative for every living k i n g  

regardless of race, gender or creed. The work of peace is in short "a collective obligation 

of the highea urgency."138 in Manhew 25, Jesus teaches. "Whatever you do to the les t  of 

these my brothen. that you do to me."'39 This belief coaxes Christian love. which is 

"' MZM, 269270. 
'36~erton noces chat Pope John echoes the revolutionary opthisrn of St. Thomas Aquinas in the 

thineenth century which Iinked 'rhe created and the uncreated nature and grace. reason and faith" in a bold 
and grand unity. "St Thomas gave the Church his great unified theology at a tirne when the division berween 
earth and heaven. nature and supernanue, philosophy and theology, reason and faith. had become so acute 
that they threatened to become irreconcilable." Merton furiher notes that the pope's optimism is not the 
vapid. sentimental cheerfiilness of a pseudo-naniralistic religiosity. It in fact embraces al1 the best hopes and 
imitions of the modem world of science and rechnoIogy. and unites them with a spiritual vision of 
Christianity. The union is reached. as was that of St. fhomas' Summa. by going to a -deeper root." Q. 
176-1 78. 
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An expression of eschatological faith in the realization of the messianic promises 
and hence a witness to an entirely new dimension in man's life.I4O 

Merton, like Pope John, believed al1 Christians, but most especially monks, 

necessarily will be involved in grass roots social movements, as Menon argued in 

Silent Life (1956.) The earlier the Christian eschatology, the more tolerant it was of 

culturai diversity. Therefore, Menon unhesitatingly suites: "The optimism of Pope John is 

wide open to every legitimate hope of man for peace on earth! It is willing to listen to any 

reasonable plan and to share any worthy human desire""' for true world peace, even if 

those pians and desùes corne fiom non-Christians. Menon saw the bais of this desire in 

an eschatological vision in which "ail things have k e n  created through and unto Christ. 

and He is before al1 créatures and in him al1 things hold together" (Col 1 : 16-1 7). This 

positive view of humanity buttressed Pope John's optimism on building true peace, which 

befuddled many seif-righteous Christians, and caused many missionaries to revisit their 

prejudices about these "aliens" they had been sent to convert.'" 

Merton noted that in Pacem in Terris Pope John had invoked the name of 

humanity and reason. and not the name of Christ. to cal1 for an end to war and to begin 

the consmiction of a peacefûl and human world. This was not in contradiction to the 

Gospel. b e c a w  in the incarnation. the world and human society have been embraced and 

sanctified. The Church and the worid cari speak to one another about a humanness. a 

reason and a compassion that both understand: yet the Church possesses a deeper 

theologicai understanding of the world."' 

142 m.. 176. Merton's extended comment on the encyclical is insrniaive: "...the whole climate of 
the encyclical. in in love of man and the world and ia radiant hopqiilness. is Franciscan" m.. emphasis 
added). 
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The papal encyclicals Mater et Manistra a d  Pacem in Tems, for Merton, clearly 

enunciate the Christian pnnciples upon which a world of peace and justice can be 

constmcted. lu 

S. Summaty 

Merton's reflection on hope arose prharily out of a pessimism regarding himself 

and the world, yet markrd by an acquiescent hope in God. Moreover Merton read widely 

from many different classical and contemporary writings, and through them. became 

aware of a spirit of optirnism and intimations of hope alive in his &y. He intuitively 

responded to this spirit of optirnisrn and brought his logic and rhetoric to its support. 

This section has explored the sources of Merton's thoughts on hope: the Bibiical. 

spirinial/ mysticai, the literary. the theological. Merton developed his views on hope with 

the aid of these (and other) sources and shaped his presentation fiom his own context and 

concerns. 

Merton's sources are easy to identifi. His expectation of future hope draws upon 

biblical images and concepts, especially of an eschatological bent. The expenence of the 

mystics and theù self-disdosures helped Merton to grasp his own experience of hope. 

despair, darkness and dread in spiriniality. From the descriptions of contemporary profiles 

of despair and hope. as found in contemporary literature. Merton came to develop 

invaluable insights into hope. From Christian theology. as reflected in the encyclicais. 

paaistic and monastic writers. Roman Catholic and evangelical theologians. 

philosophicai exponents. he developed to forge articulate outlooks on hope and its 

prospects fot on his world. 

The incidental ways in which the topic of hope is neariy always presented is 

hifly instructive. Merton stem clear of f o d  introduction as a concem. It is now and 

then a concem that inf'ïltrates his writings by happemance or afier thought. His 

lu --. lbid 94. 



spontaneous, almost unconscious persistence in hope points to a dynamic world-view that 

was the mark of an ongoing, central concem. 

B. Hope and Its Correlates 

1. Hope and Confidence/ Trust in Spiriîuality 

Mertonian hope as a spirinial reality can be explored in two ways. F k t ,  as the 

vimpe of hop, that is, the attitude and activity of expressing mist and confidence within 

the experknce of spintuality; and secondly, as an object of spiritual expectation. which 

allows a dual perspective - as union with God and as discovery of nue self. 

Menon presents hope as one of the mon significant vimies in the spiritual 

enterprise. He emphasizes the primacy of hope in attaining union with ~od.'"' 

By faith we know God without seing Him. By hope we possess God without 
feeling His presence. If we hope in God, by hope we already possess Him. since 
hope is a codidence which He creates in our souls as secret evidence that He has 
taken possession of us. So the sou1 that hopes in God already belongs to Him. and 
to belong to Him is the same as to possess Him. since He gives Himself 
completely to those who give themselves to Him. The only thing faith and hope 
do not give us is the clear vision of Him whom we possess. We are united to Him 
in darkness. because we have to hope. 146 

By the absence of hope our faith allows us to know God only as a ~ t r a n ~ e r . ' ~ ~  

For Merton. hope must be conceptuaily anterior to ~ontern~iation. '~~ Thus. 

vigilance becomes a particular expression of monastic purity of heart. in that it indicates 

the importance of recogniniting multiple comings. spirituai and liturgical. of the Saviour. 

Explains Merton: "We wait with lamps trimmed like wise virgins. for the Parousia. This 

145 Among other major twentieth cenhuy spiritual writers, Simone Weil, Henri Nouwen. Thomas 
Moore. recognîze the primacy of h o p  in spirituality. But this is an area for future exploration. 
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is a basic Christian truth, common to d l ,  but especially emphasized by rnonk~." '~~ Merton 

builds on this basic concept: 

The tme interior life is not our own life within the depths of our own being. It is 
the coming of God into our being, h m  which we have previously gone out, in 
order to make room for Him. God's presence, in His purity, gives us a tnie interior 
life, puritus cordis. He is of course the auctor puritatic. By this "advent" He 
cornes into the soul and enlightens it with His invisible piesence. 150 

Severai patterns of spirituaiity spring fkom Merton's dynamic of hope. Firsf 

spirituai fieedom is attained by hope. " We are not perfectly free," Merton advises, .'until 

we live in pure hope. For when our hope is pure. it no longer trusts exclusively in human 

and visible means, nor rests in any visible end."15' 

Paradoxically. the supernaturai virtue of hope strips us of al1 things in order to 

give us the possession of dl things. To live in hope is to live in poverty. to have nothing. 

"Hope deprives us of everythng that is not God. in order that al1 things may sewe their 

true purpose as means to bring us to ~od."'" 

Hope is furthemore proportionate to detachment. It introduces the soul into the 

state of perfect detachment. Thereby. it restores al1 values by settinp hem in their nght 

order. Hope hirther empties our hands in order that we may work with them. It shows us 

that we have something to work for, and teaches us how to work for it. This articulation 

makes hope the living heart of asceticism. It teaches us to deny ourxlves and leave the 

world. And this. not because either we or the worid are evil, but because. d e s s  a 

supematural hope raises us above the things of time. we will not be able to make a perfect 

use either of our o m  or of the world's true goodness.''3 Merton writes that Christ taught 

IJ9 scb. 7 1. 
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us about meekness and humility which are inseparable fiom an eschatological Christian 

hope.'" 

in ''Tirne and the Liturgy" Merton boldly claims that hope can make Chnst live 

among us. Linugical time will lose its rneaning if it becomes associated with the statu 

quo. Merton writes: 

The paradox of liturgical time is that it is humanly insecure, seeking its peace 
altogether outside the structures of dl that is established, visible and familiar, in 
the hope of a kingdom which is not seen. It is that hope and that alone that makes 
Christ present among us. Outside that eschatologicai hope there is no meaning and 
no dynamism in linirgical w o r ~ h i ~ . ' ~ ~  

Merton analyzes the presence of hope in a contemplative life. This form of life 

searches for peace in the opemess of love. 

It begins with the acceptance of my own self in my poverty and my nearness to 
despair, in order to recognize that where God is there can be no despair. and God 
is in me even if 1 despair: that nothing can change God's love for me. since my 
very existence is the sign that God loves me and the presence of His love creates 
anci sustains me. ls6 

Granted this. the contemplative is the one who "has risked his mind in the desert beyond 

Ianguage and beyond ideas where God is encouniered in the nakedness of pure trust." 15' 

Such genuine confidence crystalizes into hope. The contemplative offen the message of 

hope through one's understanding that "Gd loves you. is present to you. lives in you. 

dweils in you calls you. saves you. and offers you an understanding and light which are 

like nothing you ever found in books or heard in sermons."'58 This inner journey leads 

into the discovery of God's indwelling Spirit within the seeker's own spirit. "It is the 

intimate union in the depths of your own hem. of God's spirit and your own inmost self. 

'% FJ, 26. 
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so that you and He are in al1 tmth One Spirit. 9' 159 

Merton's attachent to the tem "humanism" was one of the keynotes of his 

mature eschatology. While he saw al1 things in relation to their reintegration in Christ. 

this mystical outiook did not devalue the physical world and naturaj hurnan needs. This 

perspective was addressed in an essay published in January, 1963 in Swnsa W s .  

Entitled b'Virginity and Hurnanism in the Western Fathers." it spoke of the 

"eschatological humanism of Christian virginity," and began with a definition of 

humanism. True Christian humanism is the Ml flowenng of the theology of the 

Incarnation. It is %e full realization of man's dignity and obligations as son of God. 

image of God. created regenerated. and aansformed in the Word made Flesh. -160 rhe 

state of virginity is a sign of the hurnan person transformed in Christ. "a larnp kindled 

with the light of ~hr in ." '~ '  Through the fiee decision to remain a virgin. a Christian 

woman asserts "her fieedom against the insistence of the flesh and the tyrannical 

demands of social convention."'" This fieedom. cailed ~*eschatological fieedom." 

witnesses to %e future state of glory prornised to al1 the baptized."'63 

2. Hope and Eschatology 

Menon's understanding of hope is given full development in his eschatological 

writings. In his view. Christian eschatology invariably senies as the basis and framework 

of hope. Menon presents the concept of realized eschatology as Ns own: namely. "the 

transformation of life and of human relations by Christ now rather than an eschatolop 

' 5 9  - Idem. 
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focusecl on fbture cosmic and religious event~." '~  This transformation requires "the 

pnsence of the Holy Spirit, the call to repentance, the call to see Chnst in man, the 

presence of the redeeming power of the Cross in the ~acrarnents."'~~ The emphasis of 

realized eschatology is on the here and now: it is completed by the activity of Christian 

peacemaking. uideed. one of the genuinely eschatological characteristics of the hue 

Church will be realized in fulfilling iu  destiny as the world's bastion of peace.'" 

Therefore, Merton finds it very important that Chnstiam develop a proper 

understanding of eschatology so that they can achieve God's purpose in the world. in W. 

Berdyaev is quoted in support of Menon's view of hope and eschatology in our world. 

Eschatology is not an invitation to escape into a private heaven. It is a call to 
transfigure the evil and stricken world. It is a witness to the end of this world of 
ours with its enslaving objectifi~ation.'~' 

VC extrapolates the meaning of "realized eschatology" and sees in it a dialectic - 
between funw and present. Menon wholehemedly adopts C.H. Dodd's terrninology. For 

Dodd Jesus' eschatological teaching was grounded in his incarnate life and ministry. 

Indeed the "day of the Lord" of Amos had come. The funue had aiready begun to be 

realized in the present. The Kingdom of God had come in Jesus' own person and work. 

This relatively simple eschatology (contrary to the full-fledged apocaiypticism of J. Weiss 

and Albert Schweitzer. and the radical "existentid" undemanding of Rudolf Bultmann) 

appealed to Merton. He a m e d  that his faith is at once an eschatological faith and a 

contemplative one inasmuch as he believes he is presently in the Kingdom and indeed can 

"see" some of the glory of the Kingdom. '68 

" 3 1 - 3 2  See also DWL, 87. 
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By way of M e r  clarifjing his thought, Merton announces: '4f it were a matter of 

choosing between contemplation and eschatology, there is no question that 1 am and 

would always be cornmitted entirely to the latter."'69 This pivotai staternent attests that 

escbatology has become a driving force in Merton's thought. His hope finds its 

foundational support in his eschatology. Eventually he will affimi that contemplation and 

eschatology are one in Christian faith. ' 70 More specificaily they complemmt and support 

each other - in point of fact contemplation prepares one for the eschatological vision. 

The union of contemplation and eschatology finds expression in the gifb of the 

Holy Spirit, for the Holy Spirit awakens in our hearts the faith and hope through which 

we cry for eschatological fulfillment and vision. in this hope there is aiready a beginning. 

a promise, a pledge or guarantee of fülfillment.'" 

3* Hope and the Messianic Kingdom 

Merton also attests to genuine Christian h o p  through his concept of the 

Messianic kingdom. He expresses this concept in many different ways. First. he looks at 

Advent which is the coming of Chna in history. This corning is not bound up with the 

progress of Chriaian culture emanating from the reality of Christ's presence in the world. 

since it is not identical with that presence.'72 Advent recails the amival of the fullness of 

t h e  and therefore of the Messianic kingdom. The old world has corne to an end. Menon 

designates the "last days*' as the time of fulfillment, "the end" which in reality marks the 

days of b e g i ~ i n ~ . " ~  This evokes *'a readiness to have eternity and time meet not only in 

169 K. 1 16. This staternent is also cited at p 2 of this thesis. 
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Chnst but in us, in Man, in otir life, in our world, in out tirne." ''' Memn seems to 

imply that our human reality is not just a part of the kingdom but the kingdom itself. 

Accordingly, %e mystery of advent centers in the fact that God is now present in man 

and men will be judged according to their acceptance of this crucial tnnh."17' The task of 

Christians in our tirne, therefore, is to build the kingdom of Gd in this world -a  task 

that is ultimately spiritual and es~hatolo~ical."~ A caveat is in order: 

there is always the false Christian optimism which tries to "experience" the 
kingdom in what is not the kingdom. Nevertheless, the victory of Christ makes al1 
joy possible even in the midst of evil, for what we experience as evil is no longer 
serious unless we insist on making it so for ~unelves."~ 

Merton next considers the false hope which stems fiom a conservative 

tnumphalism in the church. Merton concurs with Rahner who emphatically rejects a 

triurnphalistic optimism. Merton writes that because Catholics cannot hope to restore a 

religio-culturai autonomy in the secular world today. *we must face the fact that *we do 

9 r- 178 not have a complete recipe for the world's problems in our world . Merton 

expresses the same concem and perspective in m. Christianity is not identified with any 

particular culture. "It is indeed a religion that looks to the funue. but it does not place its 

hopes merely in human progress. The hope of the Christian is indeed a hope for man. but 

it places its confidence in Gods not in man."'79 

In surnmary. Merton's emphasis on reaiized eschatology is complemented by his 

concept of the Messianic kingdom. For him. the kingdom will be realized in this world: a 

tnith and task that are ultimately spirinial and eschatological. This conviction also 

171 Idem. - 
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corresponds to Barth's view of hope in this world. Neither therefore identifies any human 

fùifillment with the kingdom itself, and both furthemiore present God as the only hope. 

4. Hope and Historical Disengagement 

A major aspect of Thomas Merton's contributions to the theoiogy of hope is the 

elernent of'positive disengagement." The terni was coined by James E. Dittes, Yale 

psychologist of religion.Ia0 Waiter Capps acknowiedges the ongin of the term and 

redefines it to mean a withdrawal or release fiom previous engagement, commitments, 

and overcommitment. Seen as a positive rather than negative feature, it seeks to achieve 

such withdrawals so as to allow the one disengaghg to the appropnateness of this 

type of a~tion.'~'  

There are many reasons why the theology of hope can fuid concrete expression in 

this disposition. As a rnovement, the theology of hope sought to organize and systematize 

the chief tenets of the Christian faith by making change (or process) normative. As 

George A. Lindbeck attested during one of the earliest conferences on hope. after Vatican 

Council II. the basic structure of this world will not rernain the same till the end of the 

world. 

The world of human beings is changing with ever-accelerating rapidity. not as a 
matter of sheer flux. but in a definite direction whose end is both fascinating and 
terrimg, for it seems to offer the possibility of unimaginable achievements and 
unimaginable disasters. and is in any case beyond the possibility of empincal 
predictions. l8' 

I M) lames E. Diaes. "When Idols Crurnble: The An and Agony of Disengagement." Presidential 
Address CO the Society for the Scientific Snidy of Religion. October 1973, as quoted by Walter Capps. 
How Anainst Hom. 5 1 .  The literature on "the now-familiar disengagement-enmeshment typology" is 
sparse and its primary application is to structural famiiy therapy- (See George Colopinto, "Structural Family 
Therapy." Handbook of Familv Therao~ II. ed. by Alan S. Gurman and David P. Kniskern. (New York: 
BmerMazel. 199 1 ) 4 17-443, esp. 426,429.534. 

I u 2  George A. Lindbeck "The Frarnework of Catholic-Protestant Disagreement," in The Word 
in History (The Xavier Symposium), ed. T. Patrick Burke (New York: Sheed & Ward. 1 966, p. 107). as 
quoted by Waiter Capps. Ho* Anainst Hom. 52. 



In addition, that which aanscends the reality which we experience and know lies ahead of 

us in the future. "3 

Positive disengagement is a strategy of wiihdrawal from the entanglements of 

change. The instant attractiveness of the new mood indicates that change has becorne too 

difficult to handle. Its great vitality possesses devastahg force. As viewed by Capps, 

change is powemil and transfomis everything. "It modulates, transposes, transfigures, and 

diversifies."'" 

Positive disengagement evokes direct lines of continuity with ancient and classical 

mystical traditions. One of the ways of locating and interpreting positive disengagement 

religiously is to see it as deliberate withdrawal from a temporal, confiicted world. For the 

mystic. withdrawal accompanies an introversion process through which the self seeks to 

establish and enjoy consciousness of d i t y ' s  deeper levels and fuller dimensions. As 

Merton explains in NA. "A Christian ought to consider whether nuclear war is not in 

itself a moral evil so great that it carmot be justified even for the best of ends. even to 

defend the highest and most sacrosanct of values." A similar line of thought is found 

in SD: 

The monastic withdrawal fiom secular time.. . is not a retreat into an abstract 
eternity but a leap from the cyclic recunence of inexorable evil into the 
eschatological Kingdom of God. in Christ - a kingdom of humility and 
forgiveness. la' 

Even eariier Menon had noted that living in a rnonastery was the right kind of withdrawal. 

as it taught hm how to Iive. la' Merton described the monk's horizons as those *-of the 

- - 

"' - Idem. 

Walter Capps, Hope apainst Ho- 54. 

NA, 109. 

'" n. xiii. 

"' SOJ. 3 22. 



desert and of exile. But this in itself shodd enable him to have a special understanding of 

his fellow man in an age of alienati~o.""~ In 1962 Merton had written to James Forest: 

One of the most important things to do is to keep cutting deliberately through 
political lines and barriers and emphasizing the fact that these are largely 
fabrications and that there is another dimension, a genuine reaiity, totally opposed 
to the fictions of politics. the human dimension which politicians pretend to 
abrogate entirely to themselves. Ig9 

in his admiring letter of Dec 6, 1958, to Czeslaw Milosz which began theu ten 

year correspondence, Menon expressed the same basic idea, namely that 'ththe has to be 

a third position, a position of integrity which refuses subjection to the pressures of the 

two massive groups ranged against each other in the world." Thus the future lies with 

those who risk everything in search of this new position. This position is Wie ever 

changing and moving 'line' that is no line at al1 because it cannot be traced out by 

political dogrnatist~."'~ Roben inchauni aptly underscores Merton's positive 

disengagement: 

Merton established himself as a visionary social critic. a theologian of change. and 
an advocate of Christian hope as an antidote to modem existential despair. He did 
this, however. not by replacing the unconscious politicization of the American 
status quo with an explicit politicization dong more egalitarian lines. This was the 
strategy of the oid lefi. Rather he sought an explicit depoliticization of institutions 
as a step toward true egalitarianism.'9' 

S. Hope v. Pessimism and Evü 

In his pre- and early monastic period. Merton entertained a dismal, even negative 

view of human nature and the world. Merton entered the monastery partially to leave 

behind the lashes he had sustained as a child - both personal and social - in the death of 

'"a 221. 

lg9 HGL, 272. 

190 CT. 54-55. See also Strivuia Toward Being, 4. 

191 Robert Inchausti. Thomas Merron's American Procheq 9 i .  



his parents, his loneliness, the Great Depression and World War II. Only when he entered 

the monastery did he find that which he had tried to escape h m  the outside world was 

inside Getbsemani. As well, he found that very outside world was not as bad as he 

originaily thought. in The Sinn of Jonas (1953), Merton felt shame at his "very 

supematural solution" to the world's problems explained in his Journal of MY Escaw 

fiom the Nazis, minen in 193940, but published in 1959.IE He wrote in a: 
The false solution went like this: the whole world, of wtiich the war is a 
characteristic expression, is evil. It has therefore to be tint ndiculed, then spat on, 
and at last formally rejected with a curse. 193 

Merton leamed at Gethsemani that while war is evil, human nature is essentially 

good, which allowed him to empathize with the world. Despite this important shift on the 

nature of humans, Merton, like Augusthe and St. Paul before him, regarded people with a 

somewhat jaded realism - though they want to do good, they do not know why they do 

the things that they do not want to do. Glenn Hinson explained that Merton developed 

fiom dualistically regarding evil as a monstrous entity, equal to goodness and God. to a 

more neoplatonic idea of evil as a lack of goodness in any concrete sense.'" 

After he established contact with the world outside the monastery. his sense of the 

goodness of mankind was tainted with an ongoing battie with pessimism. He felt more 

cornfortable with the realism of Saren Kierkegaard. Romano Guardini. Dieaich 

Bonhoeffer and Karl Rahner than the optimistic view of Teilhard de Chardin. 19' 

Though Merton believed that God was at work in history. he also realized that 

there was immense evil intenuoven into the fabric of history. Evil, he wrote forcefully. 

E. Glenn Hinson. *'Thornas Menon." in A New Handbook of Christian Theolonians. ed. by 
Donald W. Musser and Joseph L. Price (NashviIle. RJ: Abingdon), 29 1. 

193 SJ, 3 14, cited in Idem. 

1w Hinson, 292. 

195 Idem. - 



was b b A ~ h w i t z ,  Dachau, Solovky, and ~ara~ahda."'~~ And again: "A dernonic power is 
,r 197 at work in history. Yet again: "1 think the evil in us al1 has reached the point of 

overflowing." '98 A staunch conviction moved him to write that there is some tmth to his 

pessimism. 

My task is to corne to terms completely with the world in which 1 live and of 
which I am a port, because this is the world redeemed by Christ - even the world 
of Auschwitz.. .(Auschwitz, Hiroshima, and Southem racism) too must be 
"redeemed." The great task of redemption is in America which imagines itself 
Christian! That is why 1 am hem, and must stay here.lpP 

A letter to Rosemary Radforth Ruether States: 

It is not a rnatter of rejecting histoncal responsibilities and of equating the activity 
of the pnncipalities and powea with history itself.. .. hence the problem is not just 
one of false spirituality versus incarnation. but much more daagerously . of a false 
and demonic parody of creation and incarnation and redemption. a demonic 
parody of the kingdom?*' 

While Jean Daniélou and Jean Leclercq - Merton's spiritual directors - chided 

Merton for his dim view of history, 201 he used Jererniah in his defense: "They told 

Jeremiah to mess the positive side of things. too. It seems to me that there has never been 

such a black avalanche of negation in human society. and that if there is evil someone 

should point to it." "' 
Merton was a mystic in the absence-oMod tradition. To designate hlln as such is 

not just to underscore his apophatic bent but also io that he saw the blunt reality of 

'% Thomas Menon. *'The lnner Experience. Some Dangers in Contemplation (VI)." Cistercian 
Studies, No. 2 ( 1984): 149. 

199 Thomas Merton. Notebook g76, "1965-second half. Reading, etc.. August to Yovember" 
(orÏginaI emphasis ). Thomas Merton Srudies Center, Bellarmine ColIege. As quoted in AJ, I 14. 

Merton and Ruether, At Home in the World 44-45. 

'O' Mon SMTM, 364. 

'O2 - HGL. 3 18. 



evil." He never relinquished a profound sense of the dark night of the souk it was, for 

him, no longer just a solitary experience but one unknowingly shared by e~er~one ."~  The 

"spirinial blackout" was. in Merton's assessment, humanity's collective stupidity and 

crime. Hence, our unconscious involvement with general evil has caused so much 

suffering and meaninglessness."' While this is the reality of human suffering, there is a 

hopeful note in his words: 

Surely one cannot feel cornfortable or at ease in such a world. We are under 
sentence of death. an extinction without remembrance or memonal, and we cling 
to life and to the prexnt. This causes bittemess and anguish. Chnst will cure us of 
this clinging and then we will be free and joyful, even in the NgkZM 

in the final analysis. Menon found himself in a position best descnbed as a 

hopeful pessimism: 

Maybe there is a &&os corning. but 1 have no notion where or when; 1 am in the 
moa uncornfortable and unenviable position of waiting without any justification. 
without a convincing explanation. and without any assurance except that it seems 
to be what God wants of me and that this kind of desperation is what it means for 
me to be without idols - 1 hope. 'O7 

Chapter HI has explored the contents and characteristics of Merton's hope. Fim 

off. Merton keeps the focus of his reflections on the spirituai dimension of hope. He 

unequivocally sees h o p  as an essential element in anaining union with God. Hope aiso 

relates to the discovery of the tme self which is not simply equated with an isolated self. 

'" Vivian Lop. %enen of Protest, Letters of Reconciliation: Thomas Menon's Engagement with 
Contemporap HistoryT International Thomas Menon Society Conference Cornmernorathg the 25h 
Anniversary of MenonTs Death. The Thomas Menon Center. Bellamine ColIege. Louisville. KY. March 
1 994. 

" HGL, 350. 

'O' Menon and Ruether. 45. 



There is, on the one hand, a disintegmtion of the social and cultufal self, the product of 

merely human history, and, on the other, a reintegration of that self in Christ, in salvation 

bistory, in the mystery of redemption, in the Pentecostal "new creation." 

Chanicteristically, Merton's understanding of hope k d s  clearest expression in his 

eschatological writings. 

Merton M e r  incorporates genuine Christian hope into his concept of the 

Messianic Kingdom. He presents this expanded view in various ways. For example. he 

looks to Advent as the coming of Christ in history; however. because this corning of 

Christ is not connected with the progress of Christian culture in ternis of the reality of 

Chna's presence in the world, it is not identical with that presence. Moreover. he finds 

false hope emerging from a conservative triumphalism in the church. He concurs with 

Karl Rahner. who rejects out of hand an unredistic optimism which encourages the 

church to conven the city of humanity into the city of God according to medieval 

speculation. Merton is thus opposed to a religio-cultural autonomy in the secular world 

today. The task of Christians in our time is to build the kingdom of God in this world - a 

task that for him (as well as for Karl Rahner) is fiuidamentally spirinial and 

eschatologicai. 



CHAPTER IV: SmTHESlS OF MERTON'S UNDERSTANDMG OF HOPE 

A. Hope as a Tbeological Reality 

1. Tbe Trinitarian Foundatioa of Hope 

Hope, in Merton's view, is fim and foremost a theological reality. It derives its 

basic meaning and fmds validation fiom the network of relations between God and 

humanity. Menon's ultimate fondation of hope is  the triune God. Throughout his 

wyitings, he consiaently identifies God as the source of hope. A clear distinction is made 

b e ~ e e n  genuine Christian hope based on God and fdse hope based on naïve optimism 

and human calculation. Christian hope always involves the reality of God. Merton 

usually links hope individually with (A) the crucified and reswected Chnst. (B) God the 

fim person of the Trinity. and (C) the Holy Spirit. The presentation of these distinctive 

interconnections will here follow the Merton pattern. 

(A) Merton links hope with the resurrection and suffering of christ.' 

Merton's hope is grounded in the reaiity of the resunection of Christ. He clearly 

States that. "Christ is risen. ... Christ is the Lord of the living and the dead. He is the Lord 

of history." "The resurrection is not a doctrine we try to prove or a problem we argue 

about; it is the life and action of Christ himself in us by his Holy Spirit.. .* Christ lives 

in us and leads us to a new funue called the kingdom of God. which is already established. 

More work needs to be done. and Christ engages us to work together towards this 

kingdom.' 

Merton envisions the cnicified Christ in the suffering of hurnanity. reflected in the 

midst of human affliction and suffering. a concrete realization of Christian hope. here and 

' See Thomas Menon. The Hidden Ground of Love: The Leaers of Thomas Menon on Religious 
Emierience and Social Concerns. SeIected and ed. with Introduction by William H. Shannon. (New Yotk: 
Farrar, Straus & Gimux, 1985). 185-186. 

' On the significance of the resurrection in Christian life. see aiso 1 2 1 - I2,M 1 73. 

Thomas Menon. "He is Risen.' in The Menon Annual 7 (1995): 1. 



now. "Salvation is coming fiom the most afliicted aad despised.'" People need to see 

history as a book opened and closed only by the Passion of God. "Chria continues to 

suffer his passion in the poor, the defenseless, ... Meanwhile, Christ is in agony until the 

end of ti~ne."~ 

Both Merton's and Moltrnann's view of hope share a focus on the crucifixion as a 

source of hop. in his earlier work, Theoloav of Hom (1964), Mol- evoked much 

criticism. A theology of hope which focused on the resurrection was seen as too abstract. 

Thus Moltmann "retreated" to an historicai vantagepoint: in the Iater work, The Crucified 

God (1972), Moltmann refocused his hope on the mcified savior. As for Menon. as early - 
as 1959, he had concretely corne to link hope with the crucifixion of Christ, here and 

now. A distinction rnay be drawn here: Moltrnann emphasizes the suffenng of God "foi' 

humanity, while Menon stresses God as suffering '%th'' humanity. The fim leans in a 

vicarious direction. the second favon a concept of accornpanirnent. 

With respect to the resurrection and suffenng of Christ, Menon States that. "We 

cannot bring hope and redemption to others unless we are ourselves filled with the light 

of Chna and His spirit? "Al1 hope may be sought and found in christ."' In point of 

fact, the Christ in us -*drives us through to a light of which we have no conception and 

which can oniy be found by passing through apparent despair.. .(victory is cenain)."' 

Merton iniists that Chna is the only source of hope. 

True encounter with Christ liberates something in us. a power we did not know 
we had. a hope. a capacity for life. a resilience. an ability to bounce back when we 
thought we were completely defeated. a capacity to grow and change. a power of 
creative transformation. For the Christian there is no defeat. because Christ is 



risen and lives in us, and Christ has overcorne al1 that seeks to destroy us or to 
block our human and spiritual growth. 

(B) Merton also W s  in God the Father as first pmon of the Trinity the source of 

hop. Hope ultimîtely resides in the mercy of Gd. iThere is some hope of a kind of 

peace on earth, based not on the wisdom and the manipulations of men but on the 

inscnitable mercy of God." "Things seem close to despair and that too is al1 right. Total 

b h p t c y  of everything eanhly in my life - no assurance of anything else - only hope in 

the mercy of God. in the end. that alone is real."'O It is absurd therefore to hope for a solid 

peace based on fictions and illusions. Elsewhere Merton identifies grace as the 

foundation of Christian hope. "Any action that is based on the fiemies and impulsions of 

human ambition is a delusion and an obstacle to grace. and therefore to hop.'' Frorn this 

perspective Merton remarks: 

Our inability to grasp the infinite riches of God's mercy and His Kingdom.. . . 
inability above al1 of Chnstians, of pnests, to realize the objective immensity and 
power of the Kuigdom that is established in mystery and of the great unknown 
liturgy that goes up to God nom the datkness of the world in which the Kingdom 
is denied. Its citizens perhaps do not even know for sure of what Kingdom they 
are citizens. yet they suffer for God and the Word triurnphs in them. and h o u &  
them man will once again be. in Christ, the perfect ikon of god." 

Seeds of Destruction (1 964) also presents God's activity in history as the source 

of eschatological hope. Such activity in history is found in the inscrutable mystery of the 

divine will here and now. Thus. "Christian hope is confident not in metaphysical 

immobility but in the dynamism of unfailing love."" Moreover. he writes: 

Those of whom God denies the most perfect hope mua look closely at their sins 
and this they do. not by hunting these out for themselves. but by having God 

-He is Risen." 2. See also. "l'hem there is Christ in my own Kind my own Kind - *Kind' which 
means 'likeness' and which means 'love' and which means 'child.' ... It is the Divine power and the divine 
Joy - and God is seen and reveals Himself as man. that is in us and there is no other hope of finding wisdom 
than in God-rnanhood: our own manhood transformed in God!" SS- 183. 

" --? ibid 143. 



suddenly shine his lamp on the dark corners of their souls. 13 

(C) Merton relates hope to the Holy Spirit. Thomas Merton in Alaska (1992) 

disfusses Gd's  covenant and Christian life. The relationship to God through the word of 

Jesus Christ gives genuine freedom. This relatiomhip gives us the Holy Spirit, "the Spirit 

of Freedom, the Spirit of Response and ~onship"'~ Only this relationship to the Holy 

Spirit offen Iiberation fkom dienation. 

From the perspective of "prayers, personalism and the Spirit" Merton continues 

his reflections on the significance of the Holy Spirit, who is the sign of the presence and 

the work going on within us. At diis point Merton offers a broad portrait of hope. The 

Holy Spirit is essentiai. sustaining the comprehensive dynarnic of Christian hope in so far 

as it overarches past, present and fiinire events. Hope. born out of the Passion. offen us 

the assurance of our final victory and risen life. This fiiture is in process of king fulfilled 

here and now through the dynamim of the Holy Spirit within us.'' 

2. As a Procas View of the World 

in the study of the messianic kingdom. Merton's approach to the topic was 

forward-moving. This concept cails for a clarification through the process view of reality 

and a fiiller treatment of the fundamental theological issues of hope. Here. too. one finds 

a similarhy between Merton and the professional theologians of hope. 

P. Teilhard de Chardin. the French Jesuit paleontologist-theolo@an. had 

envisioned a strong optimism about the fiinire of the human race. based on the theory of 

l5 Barth and Menon are close in their description of the roie of the Holy Spirit vis-a-vis Christian 
hop. Barth devotes an entire section on "The Hoiy Spirit and Christian Hope" in Co, IV/:, II, the ûocuine 
of Reconciliation (1962). Bartfi starts fiom the premise that God as the Holy Spirit, and therefore tmIy 
awakens the Chrinian ro life in hope. Barth daims that objective hope becornes subjective h o p  ttirough the 
Holy Spirit. In Iinking hope with the Holy Spirit. Barth afErms tbat God does not deal with a human king 
as a mere object. but mats and sustains him as a fiee subject Karl Barth, CD, IV/3,11.94 1. 



evolution and a dynamic reading of Paul. According to this view, humankiod would be 

coming ever closer together into the wiity of a suprahuman person, al1 one day subject to 

Christ, and Christ to God, so that God would finally be al1 in dl .  This expanded 

evolutionary concept is believed to move ail creation toward "Christogenesis," i.e.. the 

integration of human personality with Christ as the supreme victory of cosmogenesis, the 

Parousia. From Teilhard de Chardin, Merton adopted an overarching process view of 

reality. Two significant essays on the topic "The Universe as Epiphany" aad "Teilhard's 

Gamble." in Love and Living." Both reflect Merton's appeal to process thinking. 

According to Merton, process orientations had attempted to supplant the 

conception of the universe as a "cause and effect rnechanism which is regulated by a 

supreme king outside or above the world who stands to the world primarily as Fint 

Cause or Pnme ~over."" This process view is placed in con- to the hierarchical. 

non-process view of reality. according to which deity is defined as "the Uncaused Cause. 

guiding, planning, willing every effect down to the tiniea detail.. . . He delegates to men a 

secret and limited share in His activity in so far as they are united with ~im."" 

Menon believes this idea of God as micro-manager of the world is passé. in the 

pst-Newtonian world. this Jacks scientific reliability. and therefore is not plausible 

philosophy. But the primary problem is that this classical viewpoint places God outside of 

a dyamic relationship with his world and is. according to Merton. "religiously 

uninspiring."19 Instead of king placed outside or above the world. God is depicted as 

king immanent in life processes. Undergirding - and even guiding - this movement 

16 Love and Living ( 1979). 1 7 1 -1 84, 185- 19 1. respectively. 

 alter Capps, Hom Against Hom: Molmiam to Merton in One Theoloeical Decade 
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towards what is yet to be is a basic postdate of hop.  "Gad is at work in and through man, 

M e r  Merton defmes his process view of reality, he challenges the idea of 

Godhead as a living process, Le., as historical process. He quotes fiom Altirer: "Christian 

mysticism must know the Godhead as living and forward-moving process.'al in this fom 

of process theology, then, God is by nature a historical process." Here Merton sets this 

concept of God over against that of the death of God. "He [God] has now to ôe seen. 

apprehended. understood as dead in his mscendence in order that he may manifest 

himself immanently in histoncal process and there ~ n l ~ . " ~  In sucb a theology. God is not 

dead, but the stagnant God must die that the dynarnic God may emerge. At this point. 

Merton questions how this emergence occurs - indeed what the word dynamic means. 

Rejecting the process definition of God, Merton explains: 

I cannot see where the idea of Godhead as process is more dynarnic than that of 
Godhead as pure act. To one who has been exposed to scholastic ontology and 
has not recovered, it remains evident that the activity of becoming is considerably 
less dive and dynamic than the act of ~ e i n g "  

Menon rejected the idea of " ' p w  Being' as static quiescence." instead siding with the 

more traditional view of metaphysics regarding the Creator and creation. 

Surely Blake's God is Creator who is present and immanent in his creation. not 
remote fiom it and solitary. But he is still the creator and not the creation process 
-the ground of king? not the process of becorning." 

Io C WA. 1 75. [image edition] 

'~LETM, -. 8-9. 

7- - - Ibid., 9. 

Idem. - 
3 Idem (original emphasis). - 

Idem. - 



in elaborating on the concept of the Godhead, Merton addresses the notion of the 

Kingdon of God which calls for a dynamic correlation with a forward thrut that is basic 

hope. "Traditional theology clearly distinguishes between God in b s e l f  and the work of 

God the Holy Spirit, but without separating and dividing thern? In fact, ..ihe dynamism 

of eschatology is not a dynamism of the divine nature ad infra but a work of God in the 

world, *in the Spirit' and -in ~hnst'."" While the Kingdom of God grows continuously. 

the substance of the Godhead does not. Because the dynamism of the divine nature is the 

work of God in the world. in the Spirit and in Christ: 

. . .the 'forward-moving process" is the Kingdom and work of the Spirit. and it is 
not an attempt on the part of the Godhead to complete and peifect itself. It is 
God8s self-manifestation and self-expression in man. The Kingdom of God is not 
"a dynamic epiphany of a Godhead in process of realizing itsel f." but rather an 
epiphany of God in process of communicaiing and sharing himself? 

Merton M e r  clarifies the meaning of the bYorward-rnoving process" of the 

kingdom of God. In his critique of Albert Camus' The Plamie. Merton compares Teilhard 

and Camus in their acceptance of nature and material creation. The difference in 

viewpoints starts with Camus' suspicion of totalitarians who look to the principles of 

evolution to justify an infallible progress to the new era. On the other hand. Camus 

preferred to have a hurnan k i n g  confiont the absurdity of the present order of existing 

realiv rather than inviting us to envision the Merton dubs this a superficial 

" Idem. 

27 Idem. - 
" M. 9- 10 (emphasis original). 

" The Literarv Es-s of Thomas Menon includes several articles on Alben Camus. While the full 
presentation of hop ranses beyond the purview of these collecteci essays, the notion of absurdis is at tbeir 
very core. Camus and Menon both offer a view of reality out of which human hope might spring. However. 
Camus insists that this reality might be obscured by absurdity. Here. the= is a paradox on order: to 
overcome absurdity. one must confiont the absurdity. Therefore, Camus preaches the absurd as a way of life. 
(Thomas Merton, The Literarv Essavs of Thomas Merton. 197). For Merton, Camus' cIear vision of the 
absurd is the beginning of a modest hope (Idem). Unlike Camus here. Barth and Merton both recognize that 
"the notion of p c e  can serve to corrode our sense of morality as a deliberate human project." John 
Webster, "The Chrinian Revolt: Some Reflections on The Christian Life.' " in Reckonina with Barth. ed. 
by N. Bigger (Oxford: Mowbray. 1988). 143-144. 



eschatological hopefûlness based on evolution. He blames Teilhard for choosing this 

form of optimism  h hi ch tends to look at existential evil and suffering through the small 

end of the telescope" and is unable to scruple and anguish with Camus over the murder of 

an innocent child?' Merton's process view of reality - indeed bis understanding of hope 

- must be apprehended in the framework of a theology of change: the present reaiity is in 

a process of ongoing change toward perfection.3' 

3. Renewal and Hope 

Merton's concepnialization of hope is marked by a dynamism of a high quality. 

ïhis dynamic dimension cornes to the fore in two special areas of concem: Merton's 

vision of monastic and ecclesiastical renewal. 

a. Monastic Renewal 

Taking his cue fiom the character of Father Zossima in Dostoevsky's The 

Brothers Kararnasov. Merton views the conternporary monk as p u l y  solitary. fblly 

dedicated and forgetful of self.. .yet penectly aware of his own weakness and 

limitation.. .totally submissive not merely to law but to tr~th.''~' To the diaspora monk. 

the world is not inaoduced to the victorious. authontarian or despotic Christ: rather. 

Merton hopes the world will meet the living Christ. in these humble "'ikons' of flesh and 

blood. hidden in the world. solitary and humble men of prayer."" 

30 George Kilcoune, Ace of Freedom (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press. 1993). I 17. 

'' God's substance. according to Menon. does not change. since God is pure act His view here can 
be compared to Iûngei's exposition of Barth's doctrine of the T ~ i t y .  Accordhg to Jüngei. the idea of Yiod 
is in becomingF should not be understood ontologically. nor originalIy as a Trinitanan category. God does 
not leave his present state behind as past in order to proceed toward a ttnrre which is unknown to him. but 
rarher God is in a Trinitarian Iivingness individuaily, the beginning. succession and end a11 at once in his 
own essence. Eberhard Jûngel. Karl Barth: A Theolo~ical Le~acv, tr. by Garrett E. Paul (Philadelphia: 
Westminster. 1986), vii-viii. 

" So, 2 1 7. as cited in Koch. An Unexpected Amencan A-pocalvose, 13 5 .  



The world view of a contemporary diaspora monk mimics those of early monks 

resolute on "pilgrimage 'out of the world to the Father'. . . while remahhg in the present 

life as a sign of the world to Their '?rue perspectives" on the Kingdom of God 

have taken their naturai compassion for the world and transfomed it into an 

undmtanding of the world: 

Hence the concem of the monk can never be lirnited to the building up of an 
earthly and temporal structure, nor can he simply join in the labors and 
vicissitudes of the active apostolate?5 

For Merton, the rnonk's horizons are those "of the desen and of exile." But far 

h m  detaching the monk fiom the world. this should draw monks and humanity closer 

together? 

The essay "Ecurnenism and Renewal" (1 968) acknowledges the legitimate 

grievances that Martin Luther held against the Church of his Ume. Today's monks. afier 

re-examining their vocation in the light of the Gospels and Paul's theology. as Luther had 

done, h d  that they are calling into question the very concept of a vowed and cloistered 

life. Merton was aware of the solipsistic dangers of such selfsxamination. yet he believed 

it could bring back monasticism's original eschatologicai orientation.'' 

Of the factors that define monasticism's relevance. Merion assigned its 

eschatological meaning primary importance: 

The monastic orientation is eschatological: "out of this world to the Father." The 
monastic community - like Fauikner's Dilsey at the Negro church - is 
convoked not merely to listen to polite religious discourse but to hear the living 
word and to open up to it as a flower opens to the sun. The result will be. in one 
way or another. "vision" or "contemplation" (admittedly a bad word). prophetic 
and eschatologicai awareness: the awareness of Dilsey who wept at Rev. 

SD. 2 19. -. 

" 220. 
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Shegog's Easter sermon because it made her "see the beginning and the end." '" 
For Merton, the eschatologidly oriented monk experiences the kingdom of Promise as 

aiready fulfilled. "Monastic 'contemplation' is aot merely reposefui consideration of 

etemal venties but a grarp of the whole content of nvelation. aibeit obscurely, in the deep 

experience of a Mly lived faith.'"' 

Anxious to make monastic life more active, Merton saw this challenge as a sign of 

the wDnecessary dialectic between eschatology and in~arnation.'"~ Hencc, the monastic life 

not only calls for contemplation but dso for prophecy. " 
For Merton, %e monastic life is centered on Christ as the alpha and omega as 

the final revelation of God the Father, in whom one &y the meaning of al1 the rest will be 

made finally plain - not by man's zeal or ingenuity but by the pure grace of spirit.'-" 

Hence 

The monk not only retains the escbatological privilege and duty of smashing the 
idols - worldly, ecclesiastical. secular and even monastic - but he also has the 
incarnational privilege and duty of having his feet on God's ground and his hands 
in the f i i fu l  d i d 3  

The Silent Life (1  957) examines the well-hctioning monastery in relation to the 

new ~enisalern? Material things are not alien to the vocation of the monk."' In fact it is 

good for monks to know what is going on in the intellectual and ariistic worlds. This 

3qbid.. - 20 1. 

39 W.. 202. 
JO Idem. - 
4 I "A Need For a New Education," C WA, 2 13. [Image edition]. 
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enables them to offer enlightened comment from the vantage point of solitude to the 

benefit of the world? 

SL in its epilogue T h e  Monk and the World" sees today's world as "reaching the - 
pcak of the greatest crisis in h i s t o ~ y . ' ~  Yet, latent in the crisis of the secular world is the 

new creation: 

The world of our t h e  is in confusion. . . .Yet at the same tirne there remain 
possibilities for an unexpected and almoa unbelievable solution, the cmtion of a 
new world and a new civilization the like of which has never been seen. We are 
face to face with Antichnst or the Milleniurn, no one knows which." 

Though he knew well the dangers of our present age Merton held out for a basic 

optimism. The monk's role is seen as contributing to the welfare of every faction of 

human society. His vocation is to be a sacrament of the mercy of God. As such. he is 

called to be "sympathetic to any social and culnital movement that favors the growth of 

man's spirit.'4g 

The Monastic Journet (1 977) sketches the monk's prophetic role: 

. . . the monk's vocation at al1 times is to live in. and for, and by Chria. . . . in order 
to keep dive in the world that spinnial atmosphere without which al1 that is good 
and sane in human culture will die of asphyxiation. 

In the night of our technological barbarimi, monks must be as trees which exist 
silently in the dark and by vital presence purify the air." 

Merton's cal1 to monastic renewal is bold. unrelenting, and radical. He rejects 

superficial tinkering, adjusting isolated facets or pursuing basic complacency in 

observance. He envisions full-scale transformation in light of the biblical message. the 

eschatological vision. and the socio-political interface that alone will guarantee the r e m  

46 Ibid.. 87. - 
47 me. 173- 
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of the monastic tradition to its original authenticity. 

b. Ecclesiastical Renewal 

For Merton, a Ml-scale hope is also indispensable for ecclesiastical renewal. The 

goal is not a r e m  to ~hristendorn.~' What is needed is a fm and faithful cal1 to live in 

a world in which Chnstians constitute a minority and in which the chmh, once powemil 

enough to enforce its sovereign will on society, no longer possesses any immediately 

recognizable, special influence and power." 

This bold forward thmt. zaking on the fom of a creative fidelity, will give 

evidence that the church is a people of the funue: 

The Church in this New World is more than a decorative symbol of the past. It is 
the mother of the future. Its members mwt open their eyes to the future: they must 
recognize the signs that point to the future, signs through which God Himself 
speaks in the obscurity of history and in the present activity and life of the 
surrounding world. This is what the modem fathen have told us, calling us to 
"Catholic" action. asking for new orientation in our vocation for the pnesthood in 
the New World. This orientation. however, depends on very old traditions which 
the modem world has forgotten and only recently has be to remember: the 83 priority of spiriniality and the primacy of contemplation. 

This is an uncomprornising insight. For the impact of the Christian laity on the 

world to be significant it must be qualitative. not quantitative. "The apode of the 

diaspora will have to have something more cogent to offer than an invitation to enter a 

ghetto of antiquated custom.. . . The oniy thing that can give meaning to such an 

5 I Menon takes a dim view of retuming to the past. whatever its glop. 

Fifieen-hundred years of European Christendom. in spite of certain definite achievements. 
have not been an unequivocal glory for Chisrendom- The t h e  has corne for judgrnent to 
be passed on this history. ... And that is why I think cenain fonns of Christian 
"opthism" are to be taken with reservations. in so far as they lack the genuine 
eschatological consciousness of the Christian vision, and concentrate upon the naïve hope 
of rnereIy temporal achievement - churches on the moon! (HR 66). 

" William H. Shannon Siient Lamp: The ïhomas Merton Storv. 254-255. 

H R  42. A comment on the finai sentence seems appmpriate: renewal. c o n w  to cornmon beliet - 
does not sipi@ totaI deparnue fiom tradition. but M e r  a new cal1 to reaIize its unredized dynamism. 



apostolate is purity of eschatological hope."" Such a hope is to be grounded in nothing 

less than the '*eschatological victory of ~hria."~~ By placing their hope in this 

eschatological victory, Catholics open themselves to a b4much more living, more varied 

and more creative Christian action in the world." 56 

Merton's comments on The Castle by Kafka are apropos here. 

The Castle is not a sick book, it is a healthy book about a sick situation, because it 
admits the sickness. . . . 

On the other hand it is imperative to overcome Cade sickness - 
involvement in Byzantine and futile hierarchical relationships - hoping in the 
iascrutable machine - here where 1 am. . . . 1 have hop:  hope of a new hope: not 
hope in myself or in the guitars. M a t  is this hop? 1 don' t know. What are its reai 
risks? What is the real muggle it demands of me?" 

While political action by Catholics need not, and probably should not. be centered 

around clerical "party lines," or even associated with the propagation of a dogmatic 

message, this Christian action m u t  be "concretely ordered to advancing the work of 

Redemption and deepening the penetration of grace into the realm of society and 

nature.q758 

"Schema WI: An Open Letter to the Arnencan Hierarchy" was a clarion cal1 to 

bbconscience and consciousness." as Merton diplomatically "lectured" the Amencan 

Bishops on the "eschatological nature of the Church's message to the ~or ld ." '~  The 

message had to do with ~ O ~ Z O ~ S  expanding beyond any particular tirne or culture. For the 

Church to be committed to, and to proclairn the Gospel. calls for a vision of reality 

'' m.. 189. 
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beyond the promises of the technoiogical world. The Church, like us, is bound to make 

Christ-pleasing decisions. not decisions appealing to society, which is crucial when 

reaiizing political or social decisions can affect the entire planet.@ Merton wrote: 

He [the Christian] is called to obey the gospel of love, for al1 men, and not sirnply 
to devote himself to the interests of a nation, a party, a class, or a culture. The 
message of the church to the modem world therefore remains, as it bas always 
ken, an esc hatological message? 

Menon felt the Second Vatican Council had tapped into sornethuig important. He 

believed the Church's eschatological message needed to be singular and powerfùl in the 

fafe of the potential good and ultimate evil. as exemplified by nuclear war. Merton 

challenged the Council's views on their war policy, stating the Church wouid be fulfilling 

its eschatologicai role if it followed a three-fold path: 1) to champion the cause of the 

poor vis-&vis the face of the 'zinpnncipled machination of militaxists and power 

politicians:" 2) to not quash ' ïhe hopes of the defenseless and thnist them f i e r  into 

despair," and 3) '10 present the strongest and most unequivocal appeal for the 

renunciation of force" favoring instead peacefbl and rational diplomacyl' 

Merton felt the Second Vatican Council would do better to preach instead ' ~ e  

New Cornmandment of Love." He felt this would be in keeping with Christ's own 

proclamation: "The time is accomplished and the kingdom of heaven is at hand: repent 

and believe the gospel" (Mk 1 : 15). Reminding the Bishops of Chna's message of 

saivation. Merton invited them to dutifully protest againa "pnnciples of thought which 

imply an enslavement of Christian conscience to powen in the world that are completely 

hostile to Christ and to his love.'"3 ïhe Council's prirnary responsibility. Merton 

concluded, is '70 bear witness clearly and without any confusion to the Church's belief in 

W. 88. - 
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the power of love to save and tiansform not only individuals but Society.'" 

Merton's vision of the Church, interestingly enough, is sketched in ternis of hop. 

True community: hope in man. "All-Man." One in Christ with the dread that some 
may be 10% that individuals will fa11 out of the saved community, for whom there 
is hope because the Holy Spirit is powerful (enough) to work for al1 through dl. 
The Christian way is "to hope for myself and for al1 others .... (Note hophg in al1 
men is not by any means "hope in the human spirit," yet as for that spirit too bme 
must cherish it a little."f 

W i t b  this context of a Church in renewal, Menon spells out his own sense of calling: 

My own peculiar task in my Church and in my world has k e n  that of the solitary 
explorer who, instead of jumping on ail the laten bandwagons at once, is bound to 
search the existentid depths of faith in its silences, its ambiguities, and in those 
certainties which lie deeper than the bottom of anxiety. In those depths there are 
no easy answers, no pat solutions to anything. It is a kind of submarine lifc in 
which faith sornetimes mysteriously takes on the aspect of doubt when. in fact. 
one has to doubt and reject conventional and superstitious sunogates that have 
taken the place of faith? 

B. Hope as a Phiiosophical Actuality 

The reflections on hop in the Merton writings have philosophical underpinnings. 

A f m  argument can be made for an epistemology of hope. 

1. As an Epistemological Factor 

In Merton. it can be cogently argued, one finds a basic epinernology of hop. 

Such a perspective would address hope as subject and object of spiritual cognition. Two 

basic questions occur. Fim. how can one attain pure hope? Secondly. how does hope 

funaion in knowing the mth. 

(A) Menonas exposition of hope (as deep mystety) ranges across at least three 

distinct explorations of the subject. In LeL he lamenu that he has caused thousands of 



people to have the illusory expectations he has of himself: an expectation of deep new 

binh, hop,  a ~olution.~' To this he adds an insight into the temptation to illusion that is 

not far fiom the experience of hop: "Solitary life and struggle with illusion: not with 

objectified eaerior devils but with the devils which are illusions about self." '' 
In NM and NMI, he atternpts to explain what hope is not. " 'A hope that is seen', 

says Paul, 5s no hope'. No hop.  Therefore despair. To see your hope is to abandon 

hope.'*' To explain this oxyrnoron, Merton offers two perspectives. First, hop means to 

look for something fiom God. Second, pure hope is in God. Sometirnes, we begin with 

the first kind of hope and grow into the second." Above dl, hope does not consist of 

visible rewards. intemal feeling. or palpable objects. " 

in his essay on Thomas Menon in "The Valley of Despair." Anthony T. Padovano 

explains: 

There is a tendency in modem life to equate hope with the measure of connol we 
have over our lives. We believe God is with us when things go according to plan. 
Hope, however, requires a belief in possibilities which are not easily available or 
within reach. Hope remains even in the valley of darkness." 

Merton's "Sentences on Hope" addresses the task of analyzing desire and hop to clarifj- 

their intemlati~nshi~.'~ Desire can be either simple (i. e.. cornmon) or unique. the latter 

NMI. 17. - 

Anthony T. Padovano. Thomas Menon: Becomin~ Who We Are (Cincinnati. OH: Si. Anthon). 
Messenger. 1995). 22. 

Donald Capps sees hope as an expression of desire: hope is not at piay until desire has been able 
to "name" its object so as to say: this is what I long and yeam for. Thus, hop is the clarification of desire. 
cnabling us to know where ou. desire is Ieadiig us and entailhg the capacity to identifL the object of our 
d e s k  Thus, hop is a persistent desire. What distinguishes hope as desire h m  both wishing and craving. 
is that its intensity is expressed in its persistence. as it c o n ~ u e s  to suive until its object is realized or 
proven to be unrealizabie. Donald Capps. A~ents of Hom: A Pastoral Psvcholorrv (Minneapolis: Fomess. 
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achieving complete fulfillment in the act of yeamhg to be loved by Gd. These two kinds 

of desire correspond to two distinct types of h~pe.~'' 

There was for Merton no attainment of hope in the abstract. Becaw hope belongs 

to. it can only be attained, in a sening of concrete cornmimient and redity? "From this 

kind of love [as actually experienced] necessarily springs hope." 76 

Hope is planted in the banen soi1 of nothingness. It is only achievod when we 

desperately empty ourselves of our identity. our self-confidence, ou.  strength - our 

existence. As gift. hope cornes to us h m  God's stillness, God's silence. which is a vital 

part of our consciousness. 

To be banished h m  the world of men by the silence of God means. in the end. 
not that one finds a new and mysterious universe to live in, but that the old. 
ordinary universe. with al1 its shabby poverty. while remaining perfectly ordinary. 
perfectly real, perfectly poor. becomes uansfigured fiom within by a silence 
which is the supreme infuiitely rich and generous ~od:' 

Merton situates the genesis of hope in the new creation. which sees "the etemal in 

the temporal, the timeless in This point of departue is called the point vierge. '' 
Menon explains: "This little point of nothingness and of absolute poverty is the pure 

glory of God in us." God's mercy cannot be fathomed by human method. since it is so 

closely intemhined with hope. "Chesed (mercy) .. . is the power that binds us to God 

TTW. 183. 
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because he bas promised us mercy and wiii never fail in his promise. For He cannot 

faXdl In God's devotion to us, Merton finds the source of our hop." Our duty is *TO 

wait in silent expectancy for the cornhg of God.. .to wait in peace and emptiness and 

oblivion of al1 rhings." Merton closes his essay conceming point vierge with "Bonum es$ 

praestoiari cum silentio salutare Dei" (It is good to wait in silence for the salvation of 

Gad)? 

Merton's incongnious idea of hope is bea viewed through the pnsm of his 

realized e s ~ h a t o l o ~ ~ , ~  which explains what it means to live in hop.  For example, the 

monk is the me who is about to attain fiil1 realization and know the secret of liberation 

and can somehow or other communicate this to other~.'~ Elsewhere he writes about the 

" p s p  of God in the present, as the One who has revealed Himself in the past and holds. 

in His mystery, the promise of His mercy for the fii t~re."~~ 

Regarding the emphasis on the piesent reality, Walter Capps's comparative 

anaiysis is to the point: 

Moltmann fmds the substance of integration in the normative process. and refers 
the fundamental contrast to distinctions in tirne tenses. in his view, the contrast 
will evennially be overcome. but the time or moment of inteption is not now." 

On the other hand. 

Merton makes inteption dependent upon the higher, larger. truer. and m e r  
mystical vision, in contrast to which al1 lesser alternatives are relegated to the 
- 

81 Thomas Menon. "The Good Samarîtan." in A Thomas Menon Reader. 35 1. 
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world of deception, distortion, and even illusion." 

In Capps's view the "fündarnental problem, for Merton, is the distinction between 

visible and invisible, apparent and reai, confiicted aad c e ~ u e d . ' ~ ~  Despite his strong 

emphasis on present realization. Merton does not neglect a hture dimension of 

fulfillment. He not only sees ail things as they are in themselves, but aiso sees them as 

they are in Christ, full of promise. A strong paradoxical element through Merton's 

hope. 

(B) Secondly. for Merton the epistemology of hop hctions in the achial 

knowing of the truth. insists on the total commitment of self to reality. in this process. 

hope becomes a way to reality. and serves as a cntenon for authenticity. For Merton, the 

desert is the place where people attempt to run fiom unrealiîy to reality. "The desen is the 

home of despair. And despair, now. is e ~ e ~ h e r e . " ~ ~  Despair is a bonomless abyss: to 

live facing despair one must not consent to it. 

To m p l e  it down under hope in the cross. To wage war against despair 
unceasingly. Thai war is our wildemess. If we wage it courageously. we will fmd 
Christ at our side. If we cannot face it we will never fud christ?' 

Hope as an expression of truth helps us to find Christ. the source of truth. Hence. 

hope offen the sum and substance of al1 rheology to individual souls. By hope al1 the 

truths that are presented to the whole world in an abstract and impersonal way become for 

us a matter of personal and intimate conviction. in shon 

Hope is the pateway to contemplation. because contemplation is an experience of 
divine things and we cm not experience what we do not in some way possess. By 
hope we lay hands on the substance of what we believe and by hope we possess 

Idem. - 
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the substance of the promise of God's love?2 

While not developed'to its fullest potential, Merton's presentation of h o p  is 

informed by a basic epistemology. 

C. Hope as a Psychological Phenornenon 

In Merton we fmd an explicit development of the psychology of hope and its 

psychological concomitants. 

Hope, in Merton, is first off '*a confidence which He creates in out souk as secret 

evidence that he has taken possession of us.''93 This confidence is a genuine gift fiom 

God. Thouphts in Solitude equates hope with confidence and the ability to take a risk. 9.1 

NSC offen a reminder: "70 hope is to risk mistration. Therefore. make up your mind to 

risk fnistration.'"' The downside of hope is confidence in the face of inertia and 

cowardice. Both of these attitudes Uistill fear of the future because they undennine tnist in 

God. Laziness, king at variance with discretion, avoids risk; discretion on the other hand 

urges one to take the risk that God demands. 

Menon labels this reluctance and lack of courage the death of hope? Merton 

interprets Jesus' saying that the kingdom of heaven is to be won by violence (cf. Matt 

1 1 : 12). to mean that it can be bought at the pnce of certain nsks. In a changing world. one 

can lose touch with the present, but it is irnperative "70 recognize the possibilities and 

challenges offered by the present moment. and to embrace them with courage. faith and 

hope." 97 

"NMI,  23. 
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Merton in several places emphasizes hope as one's own free act. In NMi, for 

instance, he observes: "hope is the wedding of two freedoms. human and divine, in the 

acceptance of a love that is at once a promise and the begllining of ~ f i l l m e n t . " ~ ~  

The struggle with dread and despair was a consistent fator in Merton's life. in her 

psychological profile of Merton, Suzanne Zuercher illustrates how Merton's dread 

develops into despair. Her contention was that since Merton was cut off h m  his feelings. 

he was unable to experience h e d i a t e ,  genuine, impulsive living. Dread stems fiom 

maladjusted living, according to Merton, fiom king detached from our personal 

experience, fiom imitating a life not ours.* Merton furcher found a sense of helplessness 

to escape this false living, since the more one attempted to live simply and tnithfiilly. the 

more one tried to be redeemed. the more one sank deeper into 'toles, self-preoccupation. 

Anne Can develops a similar psychological profile of Merton's sense of dread. 

despair and remorse, but fiom a theologian's perspective. based on his Contem~lative 

Prayer. She says he employs a theological definition of guilt that goes beyond "mere 

neurotic anxiety ." 

[Merton's] theology . . . has expenential implications: one has a sense of failure. a 
personai awareness of one's own infidelity in not facing truth. and in not "giving 
back.. . a fair retum for al1 that has been given.. ."'O' 

Linked to his sense of guilt, but deeper. is dread, based on out temporal 

enrangement from God. 

-- - -- - 
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This experience of diead at this radical depth is different, Merton notes, from 
remorse. For remorse is for sornething specific that one has done or failed to do. 
But dread is the "wom emptiness of the faiWl Christian" who has really tried 
conscientiously what is required in the task of life, but has realized even more 
deeply a radical wrongness. Io' 

In these depths of despair, C m  notes that Merton still fmds the seeds of hop:  

T'bis deep dread and night must then be seen for what it is: not as punishment, but as 

purification and as grace." Zuercher agrees, noting that Merton realizes without despair. 

there is no hop. Merton says that in order to live facing despair, to becorne courageous, 

authentic beings, we must be grounded in the hope that Chnst brings to us by his 

presence. 'O3 

We are open to God and to [God's] mercy in the inscrutable fiinire and our trust is 
entirely in [God's] p c e .  which will support our liberty in the emptiness where 
we will confront unforeseen decisions. Only when we have descended in dread to 
the center of our own nothingness. by [God's] grace.. .and guidance. can we be 
led by [God] . . . to fmd [God] in losing o u n e l ~ e s . ' ~  

1. Relating to Self 

In Time Invades the Cathedral, Walter Capps takes note of a shoncoming in the 

"theology of hope" associated with 'Jürgen Moltrnann and Johann Metz: namely. that it 

has f&Ied. by and large. to corne to grips with the question of the self. This failw c m  be 

traced to their opposition to " the way in which preoccupation with matters of 'personal 

saivation' tends to conceal or mitigate the Christians' proper interest in caring for the 

~ o r l d . " ' ~ ~  However. Capps fwrher notes that **in an age of transition questions about the 

self emerge in an almost overwhelming way."'06 Acknowledging Walter Capps' 
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discovery of this lack of concem about the role of the self in the theology of hope, Donald 

Capps underscores the role of the self in the experience of hoping.lo7 A special 

contribution to the theology of hope by Merton is his attention to the role of the self. 

Every theologian of hope. by intrinsic necessity, is a theologian of change. This 

includes Thomas Merton. While Moltmann speci ficall y consmicted a political theology . 
Merton played the part of a social critic, though a rnonk. A bdarnental differc~lce marks 

their approach to reality. Moltmann "looks for visible signs that oppression, in wncrete 

social and political ternis, is king overcome," since human alienation cannot be 

eliminated except "through the transfonning power of specific historical acts and 

events."'" Merton. on the other hand, evinces a constant preoccupation with self- 

transcendence. '09 

In a Bangkok address Merton noted that both Buddhism and Christian 

monasticism start fiom within oneself. 

Both Christianity and Buddhism agree that the root of man's problems is that his 
consciousness is d l  fouled up and he doesn't apprehend reality as it fûlly and 
really is; that the moment he look at something, he begins to interpret it in ways 
that are prejudiced and predetermined to fit a cenain wrong picture of the world. 
110 

While this egoinic view of the world is certainly flawed. the beginning of the road 

to salvation starts by peeling away the layers of the self. not the layers of the world's 

problems. "It is not a matter of discoverhg rernedies and of resolving problems." Capps 

writes. "Rather it is necessary that men and women corne to a radicaily different 

understanding of themselves."'ll Clearly. Molmiann and Merton differ on this point: even 

lof Donald Capps. Aaents of Houe: A Pastoral Psvcholotzy (Minneapolis: Fomess. 1995). 6. 
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though both are concemed about the transformation of e x t e d  and intemal structures. 

Merton clearly would err on the side of inner consciousness. 

in "Peace: Christian Duties and Responsibilities," Merton constructed his 

argument within an apocalyptic setting with a view to mapping out the course of fiitwe 

events. He proposed a subjective examination of conscience by each d e r .  He wrïtes 

that we live in an apocalyptic time. 

in their nakedness. they reveal to us our own selves as men whose lot it is to live 
in the time of a possibly ultimate decision. in a word the end of the world is quite 
really and literally up to us and to our immediate descendants, if any. And this, 1 
might venture to suggest. is more "apocal tic" than anything our fathen TE discovered in the Revelations of St. John. 

In "Christian Action in World Cnsis" Merton adopted the apocalyptic image of 

the seven-headed beast to symbolize a symbol of a sininer force emerging from collective 

hurnanity. There are many-crowned and many-headed monstea nsing on al1 sides out of 

the deep and we do not undentand them. We panic at their sight even though they may 

not come to life and can be mere illusions.' l3 Merion concludes: 'The enemy is in al1 of 

us. The enemy is war itself and the root of war is hatred. fear. selfishness. lust.""" 

2. Contributhmg to Transcultural Consciousness 

Merton's transcultural consciousness is fûlly developed in his provocative essay 

@.Final inteption: Toward a 'Monastic ~hera~~ ' . " ' ' '  This is in effect a monastic and 

theological commentary on A. Reza Araneh's Final Intepration in the Adult Personalitv. 

a work which draws upon and critiques the psychoanalytic literanire on identity 

formation especially in the light of Buddhism. Taoim. and Persian Sufsm. "Final 
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Integration" is Arasteh's terni, not for the limited cure that results fiom adaptation to 

society and may take the fonn of a '2wful" role in society, but for a far more radical and 

complete cure: "the f d  and complete maniring of the human psyche on a transcultural 

le~el.""~ in Merton's view. €mai integration is a state of transculturai mawity far beyond 

mere social adj ustment. 

The man who is 'Wly bom" has an entirely "inner experience of Life." He 
apprehends h s  life Mly and from an inner ground that is at once more universal 
than the empiricai ego and yet entirely his own. He is in a certain sense "cosmic" 
and 'zuiiversai man." He has attahed a deeper, fuller identity than that of his 
limited ego-self which is only a fragment of his being.'17 

William M. Thompson explains why Merton's transcdhual consciousness is 

unique and can contribute to global consciousness. First, in keeping with his own view of 

the monk and solitary as one who took a risk "20 explore. to risk. to abandon himself 

sagaciously to untried possibilities."''8 Merton saw himself as providing a mode1 for a 

new global awareness. ' '' 
If I can unite in myself the thought and the devotion of Eastern and Western 
Christendoms. the Gieek and Latin Fathers. the Russians with the Spanish mystics. 
I can prepare in myself the reunion of divided Christians. From that secret and 
unspoken unity in myself can eventually corne a visible and manifea unity of dl 
Cbristians. If we want to bring together what is divided. we c m  not do so bp 
imposing one division upon the other or absorbing one division into the other. But 
if we do this, the union is not Christian. It is political and doomed to M e r  
conflict. We m u t  contain al1 divided worlds in ourselves and transcend them in 
C M ~ . " ~  

Secondly. in elaborating his transculniral consciousness. Menon draws upon Karl 
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Rahner's thesis of the diaspora situation of contemporary Christianity. This view holds 

that Chnstianity is concunentiy selling out its western foms and moving towards a 

pattern of transculturalization The collective consciousness Merton was attempting to 

fashion was not just another form of pseudo-Christian imperialisrn.12' 

Thirdly, even while creating this new vision, Merton was true to Christian 

orthodoxy.'" in this regard, William Thompson clairns that we in the Christian West can 

draw several insights fiom this vision. since Merton's idea grew out of bis own genuine 

Western experience, not an idea imported fiom the East? 

To characterize Merton's new vision, Thompson draws upon Eric Weil's incisive 

understanding of the nature of breakthrough in history. According to Eric Weil, a 

breakthrough will only occur when i t is redized that the old way has led to a dead end. '" 
For Weil a genuine breakthrough continues the authentic values of the past rather than 

repealing them. because it builds on a present consensus with the past. Furthemore. 

"Breakthroughs are never total ruptures with the pst;  accommodation is not a sin but a 

characteristic of breakthrough that changes the outlook of humanity or great parts of 

it."I?S 

Thompson argues that if Merton's transculturai consciousness stems from his 

uniquely Christian expenence. then this ground breaking principle is not only relevant. 

but a real possibility to al1 ~hristians."~ 

Thompson also analyzes Merton's presentation of final integration. Menon's 

'" William Thompson. "Merton's Conmbution," op. cit 149- 150. 
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transcultural maturity is not just a "syncretistic mindset," on the order of the one 

possessing universal knowledge.'?' Merton has conceived of a peison with such self- 

confidence, such calm, such detachment, that the value of each person and culture is 

recognized and s~sta ined. '~~ In Merton's own words: 

He is in a certain sense identified with everybody . . . "He has embraced al1 of 
life . . . He has expenenced qualities of every type of life" . . . With this view of life. 
he is able to bring perspective, liberty, and spontaneity into the lives of other~.'~~ 

Accordingly the 

task of the solitary person and the hennit is to realize withùi himself, in a very 
speciai way, a universal consciousness and to contribute this, to feed this back 
insofar as he can, into the communal consciouuiess which is necessarily more 
involved in localized consciousness. and in such a way that there is a dialecticai 
development toward a more universal consciousness. "O 

In this connection. Robert Inchausti's comment is very much on the mark: 

'bThomas Menon was not a spokesrnan for any pmicular group. cause, or rnovement. but a 

critic of any and al1 manifestations of bad faith: the harbinger of a ni11 yet to be realized 

D. Hope as a Socio-Political Dyiiamic 

At the end of his life. eschatological themes had moved ever cioser to the core of 

Merton's thought. Far fiom k ing  a dour prophet warning that the end is near. however. 

Merton continued to hold to his faith and hope in the Risen Christ. Gordon Zahn remarks 

that Merion "never seems to have lost his persistent hope and patient assurance that 

whatever promise there was that a world of peace and justice might someday be achirved 

'"lbiJ.. 153. 
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lay in the pefiection and ultimate fulfillrnent of the Christian message."'32 Merton does in 

fact observe: 

in a time of drastic change one can be t w  preoccupied with what is ending or too 
obsessed with what seems to be beginnuig. in either case one loses touch with the 
present and its obscure but dyaamic possibilities. What really rnanea is openness, 
readiness, attention, courage to face risk. You do not need to know pncisely what 
is happening, or exactly where it is dl going. What you need is to tccognize the 
possibilities and challenges offered by the present moment, and to embrace them 
with courage, faith and hope.133 

Merton delineated three emphases for Christian social action: the human, distinct 

fiom his utility in the means of production; the persona1 value, the unknowable, spiritual 

aspect of one's nature that results in positive action; and an "'emphasis on wisdom and 

love-a sapiential view of society is less activistic, more contemplative; it enables men 

and institutions to see life in its whoieness. with stability and purpose." "" Menon. 

Gordon Zahn rightly perceived. was always sensitive and commined to the eschatological 

implications of specific social issues.135 

On the strength of the foregoing observations. this section will examine Merton's 

interpretation of Chrinian hope for social analysis. Hope and eschatological awareness 

assume a major role in al1 areas of his socio-political and cultural analysis. The topics that 

cal1 for specific examination here are: war. racism. violence, social transformation. 

monastic renewal and ecclesiastical renewal. 

1. Against War 

Frorn very early. Merton was cornmitted to pacifism. At Columbia he took the 

Oxford pledge never to participate in any war. Afier convening to Catholicim in 1938. 

''%orden Zahn. "Menon on Peace," in Thomas Memn: Fi lkm in Pro-ss; edited by Donald 
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he became aware of St. Augustine's idea of a '?ut-war" theory. He cnticized that theory, 

however, saying Augustine was "the Father of al1 modem Christian thought on wu." He 

cejected this, reverting to the eschatological doctrine of the New Testament and the early 

Fathea, which questioned any Christian's involvement in any war.'" in fact, according to 

David W. Givey, while Merton never fonnulated a tightly consmicted, Mly developed 

treatise, his writings offer a unified outlook - more exactly, a way of nonviolence - 
based upon his critique of war and search for peace. 13' Accordhg to Paeick F. 

One of the mon significant but perhaps least noticed and appreciated aspects of 
Menon's spirituality, panicularly as it relates to peacemaking. is his perception 
that the Kingdom of God has, in a very real sense, aiready k e n  made present in 
Christ . . . Merton's nonviolence is intimately bound up with what may be called 
his realized esc hatology . 13* 

Merton's thoughts on war and peace have their foundation in the h o p  of the 

Messiah in both the Hebrew Scnpwes as well as in the New Testament. Menon 

extrapolates that the Old Testament prophets anticipated the coming of the Messiah as the 

"Prince of Peace" (1s 9: 6). The messianic kingdom was to be a kingdom of peace (Hos 1: 

18-20) where al1 are to live in peace with one another (Is 54: 1 3).IJ9 Christians. according 

to Merton. accept Christ as a Prince of Peace whose corning was foretold in the Old 

~estarnent. '~~ in addition. because '-Christ died out of love for al1 men. in order to live in 

al1 men. dl were henceforth 'one in Christ' (Ga1 3 2 8 )  and Christ Himself was their peace. 

his Spirit kept them united in supemaniral love (Eph 43):' The early followen of the 

risen Savior therefore believed "the Christian .. . has the obligation to treat every other 

David W. Givey. The Social Thou@ of Ilornas Menon : The Wav of Nonviolencc and Peace 
for the F u m  (Chicago: Franciscan Herald 1983). 45. 
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man as Christ Himself, respecting his neighbor's life as if it were the life of Christ, his 

rights as ifthey were the rights of ~hrist ."'~'  

This imperative, Menon noted, applied even if that neighbor proved to be 

repugnant and evil. Rather tban condemning one's neighbor, the disciple of Christ has an 

"obligation to be patient, and to seek his eaemy's highest spintual interests." '" For 

Menon early Christian love of one's enemies was more than a moral responsibüity. it was 

"an expression of eschatological faith in the redization of the messianic promises and 

hence a witness to an entirely new dimension in man's life."143 Thus, according to 

Merton, Christian peace %as an eschatological gift of the nsen Christ (John 20: 19)"'" 

and 

could not be achieved by any ethical or political program. It was given with the 
supreme gifi of the Holy Spirit, making men spintual and uniting thern to the 
'mysticai" Body of Christ. Christian peace is in fact a h i t  of the Spirit (Ga1 5 :  22) 
and a sign of the Divine Presence in the ~ o r 1 d . I ~ ~  

Merton does not doubt that the attitude of the early Christians toward war and 

peace was essentially eschatological. We are not fighting to obtain a kingdom. 

because it is already present among us. Merton prodaims that "the Messianic kingdom 

has corne and bears witness to the presence of the Kyrios Panrocrator in mystery. even in 

the mystery of the conflicts ard r m o i l  of the wor~d.*~''" 

Merton found evidence of the early Christians' non-violence in the Book of the 

Apocalypse. For him this New Testament book explicitly presents the eschatological 
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view of peace in "mysterious and symbolic language the critical struggle of the miscent 
n148 Church with the powers of the world.. . The imagery in Revelation characterizes this 

battie as "definitive and marks the 1st  age of the world . . . the final preparation for the 

manifestation of Christ as Lord of the Universe (the Pmousia) (Apoc 1 1 : 1 5-18)."'49 

Merton cûaws out the Kingdom and resurrection implications. "The Kingdom is aiready 

pment in the world.. . But the Kingdom is ni11 not Mly manifested and remains 

outwardly powerless. It is a Kingdom of saints and martyrs. o 150 

Merton boldly attempts to reinterpret the meaning of Anna$eddon, originally 

portrayed as a total and mthless power stmggle in which d l  world d e n  are engaged; and 

yet Merton sees this in the light of an inner and spirinial dimension which these rulers are 

incapable of seeing and understanding. The saints are "in the world" and see the inner 

meaning of these struggles. 

They trust in God to work out their destiny and rescue hem From their final 
destruction. the accidents of which are not subject to their control. Hence they pay 
no attention to the details of the power struggle as such and do not ny to influence 
it or to engage in it. one way or another, even for their own benefit and sumival. 
For they realize that their m i v a l  has nothing to do with the exercise of force or 
ingenuity . 1st 

In the final analysis. Menon sees eschatologicai hope animating the book of 

Apocalypse. A recurring theme of Revelation is that 

the typical puwer-smictured empire of Babylon (Rome) cannoi but be "dnink 
with the biood of the martyrs of Jesus" (Apoc 17 : 6) and that therefore the saints 
must "go out fiom hei' and break off al1 relations with her and her sinful concems 
(1 8: 4 ff. )for "in one hour " is her judgment decided and the smoke of the 
disaster "shall go up forever and ever " (19 : 3) 15' 
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2. Against Ricism 

Hope continueci to be a firm dynamic in Merton's various essays on racism. 

especially his main works on the subject: Seeds of Destruction and Faith and Violence. 

In Menon wrote several "letten to a white liberal." These leners contend that the 

white liberal was largely responsible for the racial conflict in the United States. They 

afirm that most white liberals were basicaily ignorant of the mial situation and became 

involved in the civil rights movement not so much to help the African-American anain 

full human rights, but to maintain their own image as a liberal. Merton M e r  held that 

white liberals distorted the meaning of the movement by implying that African- 

Amencans actuaily have a place in white Society. when most neither wanted nor accepted 

Afncan-Americans in their own neighbourhood. Menon believed the presence of white 

Iiberals at the 1963 civil rights march on Washington hurt Afncan-Americans because it 

fabricated hop. when. at that moment. there was no place for them in white society.'" 

Menon believed that if there were any hop for a auly positive outcome of the movement. 

the leadership needed first to be Ahican Amencan and second to be nonviolent. His 

analysis points to a major obstacle in reconciliation between the races. "What the white 

South knows. and the white liberai fails to understand," is that true integration would be 

revolutionary, demanding a huge sacrifice on the part of both whites and African 

Americaris. 1 54 

Merton insisted that 'We must dare to pay the dolorous price of change ro gruw 

into a new sociery. Nothing else will  ce."'^' The burden of integration. he said. was 

placed squarely on the shoulden of al1 Amencans. but white Christians in pmicular. 

What the Negro now seeks and expects. ..from the White Christian is not sermons 



on patience, but a creative and enlightened undenstanding of his effort to meet the 
demands of God in this, his kiros. What be expects of us is some indication that 
we are capable of seeing a littie of the vision he has seen, and of sharing bis risks 
and his courage." 

Merton viewed this t h e  in the country's history as a very real oppominity for the races to 

close a gap, with God as the bridge behveen them. He called this t h e  the b'providential 

hour," or hiros-God's t h e .  Therefore, the African-American o f f e d  the white person 

a "inessage of salvation," an opportunify to enter into a ''providentid reciprociîy willed 

for us by  GO^."'^' 

According to Givey, a major reason Merton viewed the racial conflict as kairos 

was that "it afTorded Amencan society a c h c e  for self-examination and self- 

evaluation."'" As with his stance on wu, Merton believed that a permanent solution to 

the race probiem in the West-a culture enslaved by materialism-was possible only if 

there was a widespread change. "a real metanoia. within people' s hearts." ' 
Merton's second book on blacwwhite relations was Faith and Violence ( 1968). 

coming in the wake of the 1967 race riots in the United States. The book said the shifi 

fiom the nonviolent to the violent "Black Powei' movement occurred because integration 

was a solid, ixrefùtable theory which was completely irrelevant to the majority of 

Americans. both African-American and white. Thus nonviolence both "as a tactic and as 

a mystique has been largely rejected as inelevant by the Amencan Negro." ''O Many 

Aican-Amencans began to trade the nonviolent practice of Martin Luther King for the 

simpler and more effective and meaniaghil message of Malcolm X and the Black Power 

movement. Merton agreed in essence with the widely-criticized statement by H. Rap 
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Brown: "Violence is as American as cherry pie," hdicting Anmica as a culture 

dripping with violence. 

Merton summarized the goals of the fican-American Power movement thus: 1) 

to forge a new Afican-American identity; 2) to remove the shackles of the white liberals' 

self-sening goals of inteption; and 3) to state clearly that the African-Amerïcans 

wanted to gain freedorn on their own 

The real point of the Afncan-Arnerican Power movement was to gain political 

power by their own efforts; to exert real infiuence in the community in which they lived; 

and to be allowed a level playing field economically. Merton quotes Floyd McKissick. 

who said. "plack Power is]. . .a drive to mobilize the black comrnunities of this country 

in a monumental effon to remove the basic causes of alienation, fnistration, despair. low 

self-esteem and hopelessness." 

The media however, tended to downplay this moderate wing of the Afiican- 

American Power movement in favor of the more flamboyant images provided by the 

more radical wing. The Black Power Movement, Merton propoxd. was seen as part of 

"a . . . world movement of refusal and rejection of the value system we cal1 Western 

culture. II is therefore at least implicitly cntical of ChnstiaMty as white man's 

religion."'" Because of their cornmimient to Chria Chinians are obliged to be 

peacemaken wherever they find themselves. *But merely to demand support and 

obedience to an established disorder which is essentially violent.. .will not quali@ as 

bpeace-making,"' Merton wrote. ' " 
Merton thought the only real h o p  was to extract the evil root of violence- 

"hatred, poison, cruelty and geed which are part of the system iwlf." The white 



Christian's buiden, then, was to identify the cause of injustice, the effect of which is 

violence. 16' 

3. A g a k t  Violence 

The essay "Toward a Theology of Resistance" maintained that contemporary 

theology ought to meet the felt needs of the culture, and, in a violent culnire-one 

"nourished on a steady diet of brutal mythology"'~theology ought to focus on the issue 

of violence. This mythology "sirnply legalizes the use of force by big criminals against 

linle crirninals-whose small-sale criminality is largely caused by the large-scale 

injustice under which they 1 ive-only perpetuates the disorder. r, 167 

Merton censures this mythology of force, which has as its chronicler the mass 

media. Bringhg a daily dose of violence to the nation's dwntep"1f it bleeds. it 1eads"- 

the media necessarily could not raise non-violence as a viable solution to social problems. 

because it conaadicts the bedrock upon which the culnue is based. '68 Merton charges 

that much of the most potent kind of violence today is not crimes of passion, but the 

dispassionaie whi te-collar crime, "rhe systematicah'y organited bureaucratie und 

technological desmction ~frnan."'~~ The real problem, then. is not the individual 

murderer, but the corporate murderers, those who profit fiom the big business of death 

and genocide. According to Merton. this modem version of violence seems to be "more 

i ~ o c e n t  and effective.. ." because it makes invisible the face of murder. and replaces it 

with a statistic on paper.'" 
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Modem technological m a s  murder.. . is abstract, coprate,  businesslike, cool, 
free of guilt-feelings and therefore a t h o m d  times more deadly and effective 
than the eruption of violence out of individual hate. 17 1 

In pursuing his own solution to al1 issues involving violence, Merton proposed 

non-violence not as a way of avoiding conflict but as a paticular technique and positive 

force for dealing with conflict. 

Merentiaily, the aim of Christian nonviolence is the "healing and reconciliation of 

man wiîh himself, man the person and man the hurnan family."ln Hence, as a Christian 

monk Merton was concemed to repair the disunity which exists in the world and help 

heal the wounds of violence and division. There was only one way of accomplishing this 

task, according to James Baker. who surnrnarizes the Merton agenda in ternis that the 

only way to restore unit- to American and world &airs was through nonviolent protest 

against injustice and ~ a r . ' ' ~  

Nor did Merton overlook an opportunity to state the importance of hope for the 

nonviolent resister. He argues that there are sound possibilities in everyone and that love 

and grace have the power to release those possibilities at the most wiexpected moments. 

There are two basic sources of Menon's optimism about these possibilities: the fint is 

God's grace and love. and the second is the innate goodness of humankind. 

Therefore, Merton says: 

if he has hopes that God will gran1 peace to the world. it is because he aiso trusts 
that.. . there is in man a potentidity for peace and order which can be realized. 
provided the nght conditions are there. The Christian will do his part in creating 
these conditions by prefemng love and trust to hate and ~us~iciousness."~ 

Merton's sense of innate goodness of humankind was shared by Pope John XXIII and 
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Gandhi: 
. ..Gandhi cannot however be understood unless we remember his basic optimism 
about human nature. He believed that in the hidden depths of out king.. . we are 
more truiy nonviolent than violent. He believed that love is more natural to us 
than hatred. That *-th is the law of our being.""' 

However, Merton cautioned that 'rhis %ope in man' must not k naïve. But experience 

itself has shown . . . how much an attitude of simplicity and openness can do to ùreak 

down barrien of suspicion that had divided men for centuries. rr 176 

Merton believed the motivation for Christian nonviolence is our sure hope of 

etemal life found in the Gospel. Therefore, he ofien stated that Christian non-violence 

was nothing, 

... if not fim of al1 a formal profession of faith in the Gospel message that the 
kingdom has been established and that the Lord of truth is indeed risen and 
reigning over his kingdom, defending the deepest values of those who dweli in it. 
177 

As this analysis has shown, "we live in a time of eschatological struggle, facing a 

fierce combat which marshals al1 the forces of evil and darkness againa the ail 1 invisible 

tnith, yet this combat is already decided by the victory of Chnst over death and over sin." 

ln Furtherrnore. Menon believes that God is at work in history. not just in the past on the 

cross, but now in our struggles. Menon concurs with Julian of Norwich. who said. "Al1 

marner of thing shall be ~ e l l . " ' ~  

E. Summay 

This chapter has explored a synthesis of Menon's understanding of hop.  First. 

hope was examined as a theological reality. Merton's explicit theological foundation for 
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hope is the triune God. His writings invariably identify God as the source of hop. He 

clearly differentiates between genuine Christian h o p  based on God and false hope based 

on naïve optimism and human caiculation. 

Secondly, hope was presented as a philosophical acnirility. At its moa basic level, 

hope was exarnined as a metaphysical premise. Hope was M e r  explorai as an 

epistemological factor in so far as it functions as the underlying criterion for and 

validation for mith. Hope was m e r  considered as a psychologicd phenornenon. For 

Merton. hop serves as a psychological imperative for expenencing the authentic life. 

Final1 y Merton' s use of social analy sis was explored. Hope and eschatological awareness 

play a central role in ail areas of his socio-political and cultural analysis. 



CHAPTER V: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

This final chapter provides an o p p o d t y  to offer a summary and conclusion. 

niis will be done (1) by revisiting the methodology of the dissertation; (2) by articulating 

several evaluative perspectives on Merton's theology of hop; (3) by identifjmg several 

defuing viewpoints on hope fiom his autobiography; and (4) by offering an illustrative 

Merton reflection and prayer on hope. 

(1) The purpose of this dissertation has been to explore Thomas Merton's 

contribution to the theology of hope. An introduction to the theology of h o p  exarnined 

its major academic exponents: Pannenberg, Moltmann and Metz. 

Exploring the theology of hope in the writings (published to date) of Thomas 

Merton, a threefold methodology was used. A diachronie study of al1 the Menon works 

followed a taxonomy of three stages. 

1. 19 15-1 954: Signs of an Implicit Hope 
2. 1955- 1959: Ernergence of an Explicit Theology of Hope 
3.1960- 1968: Apogee of Merton's Gestalt of Hope 

An analflical exploration addressed his sources fiom the correlatives of hop. 

trust. c o ~ d e n c e  and eschatology. A systematic approach to the topic dictated an 

investigation into the theologicai reality. philosophical actuality. psychoiogical 

phenornenon, and socio-political dynamic of hope. 

(2) Several concluding evaluative perspectives are in order. Even though he did 

not create an intentionai philosophy or theology of hope, Merton's reflections on hope are 

compelling. consistent. broad-ranging. and incisive. His conmual of hope addresses 

concems of spirituaiity, sociopolitical critique. monastic and ecclesiastical renewal and a 

dialogical existentiaiism. 

The fundamental premise of Menon's theology of hope was his approach to the 

topic as spiritual experience. This premise was grounded in the conviction that the 

horizon for discovering God is defmed neither by the present thne nor the immediate 



space. ' He saw hope as an unremitting, Iife-committing search for 'ïhe greater God" - 

the awareness of the transcendent One who cannot be defined by the present and by 

experience. The same prernise is brought to bear on the search for the true self, since 

Christian hope is related to the future, and cannot make sense apart from the present 

condition. Hope is therefore dialectical. This meam, for Merton, that hope is m t e d  in the 

present, provides the key to the funue and proceeds on the perceived nemess of God in 

the here and now? The proximity of the hidden God and of his Spirit in the pnsent 

underscores the relationship between contemplation and hop. Contemplation, actualized 

in an awareness of God's power now and presence here, energizes Christian hope in this 

world. For Menon. then. contemplation is a foretaste of the divine victory of life over 

death. 

Nor is hope for Merton a passive waiting. It is the risk-filled positive mist which 

calls for a more authentic embodiment of God in the hm.' In Contem~lative Praver 

hope mives for a playhl conquest of fear and dread. in filial openness to a heavenly 

Father whose invitation to waik ~ o ~ d e n t l y  forward cornes in the form of a cal1 which 

speaks to "the inner ear." even when no voice or word is heard. 

As for Merton's sociopolitical critique. hope urges the conviction that God's 

fulfillment of purpose cannot be experienced by our panial. fiagmented glimpses of 

reaiity. Christian confidence is more than a static sense of euphoria, an indefectible 

assurance that precludes anguish or sense of tragedy. Even more. Christian confidence is 

a great expectation of ultimate victory that transcends tragedy. Hope thus is an inner 

enlightenment achieved in prayemilness. impelling us to look for the authentic present in 

the world. the tmth in obscurity. the one in mdtiplicities. the dl-powerful in the midst of 

weakness. the absolute in the midst of uncertainties. This hope is also resolute 

l RLJ 5. 

' CGB, 1 W. 

' NSC. 104. 



cornmitment to pursue and possess the authentic, the r d ,  the enduring, amid our 

faltering efforts to find assurance about Me's uitimate This hope is never 

more mily hope than when we are put to the test by a seeming hopelessness. in this 

search Merton takes his cue h m  Paul moving fiom faith to faith(Rom 1 : 1 7), hoping 

against hope (Rom 4: 1 8). 

As for Christian hope within the moaasric life, Merton explains that the monk 

experiences the kingdom of promise as already fulfilled. 

Monastic "contemplation" is not merely reposeful consideration of etemal verities 
but a grasp of the whole content of revelation, aibeit obscurely, in the deep 
expenence of a Mly lived faith? 

Thus, monastic contemplation, as the expenence of eschatological promise, 

already gives Christian hope a dimension of realization. This not only recognizes that 

God is the beyond in our midst. but aiso the more in our fullest realization. the end 

beyond our best achievernent. 

Drawn by the awareness of future possibilities in the present moment. hop  is an 

adventure of the total, concrete person engaged in search of its source and fullest 

fulfillment in God. God's eschatologically V ~ C ~ O ~ ~ O U S  grace is already at work in our 

midst. in the parousia the mystery hidden fiom the leamed and the proud but revealed 10 

God's linle ones, will be made manifest for dl to see and experience. Therefore. one who 

is rooted in hope fmds no rest until this eschatoiogicd expectation is realized. 

In his speculations about the friture Menon drew peaistently upon Christian 

eschatology. His criticism of liberal utopianism and false optirnism in the 60s was an 

urgent cal1 for social change not based upon economic or materialistic exipncies. or 

solely upon humanistic concerns. His challenge to Chnstians to contempiate and pursue 

social change was based on Christian principles of action and the eschatological thnist of 



hope. In his incisive words, eschatology "is not the last gasp of exhausted possibilities but 

the f k t  taste of al1 that is beyond conceiving as actual.'" 

On many occasions, moved by a vision of the jmt society as he conceived it. he 

drafted descriptions of hope fiom the perspective and in process of personal and cosmic 

fulfillmen~.~ One cannot conceive a perfect society, he insisted, except in connection 

with the parousia, the coming of Christ and the establishment of God's reign. Hence, 

anything he himself might propose in his writings would be provisional. Such an 

eschatoiogical hope moves the Christian to transcend earthly political boundaries and 

strive for transcultural integration. 

In the finai analysis. Merton's mia l  thought drew upon the bea elements of his 

contemplative spiritudity and combined them with the social dimension of life in the 

world. To achieve this blend, Merton clung to a dynamic and broad-nuiging world-view. 

He opposed any concept of a static mode of a sacred and hierarchical cosmos. in wkch 

al1 things are decided beforehand or locked in a fixed condition. He rejected a rigid 

duaiism in human life or of world-view. and encouraged a penetrating acceptance. on the 

one hand, of change, diversity. and developrnent. and on the other. of fleedom. choice 

and fallibility. Assenting to such a world-view makes it easier to appreciate Merton's 

view of social change. To that end. Merton believed that Chrinians today must help 

direct and shape the force of change in the modem world. The Christian cannot fiord to 

let the directionai force of society depend upon a partial. transitory. or self-serving 

ideology. The greatest threat to accomplishing this task he labeled "moral passivity . . .the 

most temble danger of our time." In this process. Merton positions himself in the role of 

a prophet. "*one whose whole life is a Iivuig witness of the providential action of God in 

the wor~d."~ 

7 Monk and Poet 12 1. 

SJ. 1 1.  Merton's definition of prophecy is 3ot  to p r e d i ~  but to seize upon d i t y  in in moment 
of highcst &peciation and tension toward the new'. (LETM. 373). The threefold dimensions of 



Unlike the hope construal of Pannenberg, Moltmann and Metz, Merion's theology 

of hope is aot organicdly developed, nor does it build upon an understructure of logical 

thought, nor conforni to an explicit method. Accordingly hope never emerges as a 

doctrinal bloc in his theological work. It is not formally predictable, applied or 

incorporated into a formal system of thought. It is neither the process nor the product of 

formal academic elaboration. It is not dependent upon or related to any set group of 

philosophical thinkers. or indeed upon any single philosophical school. Merton's 

theology of hope cannot therefore be described as a coherent philosophy or an explicit 

theological gestalt. It never became for hirn a formal acadernic inquiry. In Merton hope 

never positions itself as the primary subject, the overarching object. or the ovemding 

methodology . 
It emerges fiom an intuitive range of insights. It embodies a coherent wisdom that 

cornes fiom a gifted mind. noteworthy for its poetic intuitions, determined its logical 

capacities. Merton's excursions into the theology of hope move along vistas of 

eschatology, kairos, kingdom of God, trust and confidence and their antitheses: dread. 

fear and despair. While he elaborates these several themes, he does not cal1 upon a 

predictable substratum of hope, nor does he play the role of professional theologian or 

exegete of hope. 

Menon's contribution to the theology of hope may not be consciously substantive. 

yet it is significant. It may not be hlly or evenly developed, it is recopizable. He 

utilizes the broad lexicon of hope and. in addition to the traditional issues. he addresses 

the major contemporary concems. His passionate commitment to hope finds expression 

mainly in his essays. correspondence and eschatological poems. but his other writings do 

not neglect this prevailing interest. The full range of his explorations on hope qualif' as 

a significant contribution to the theology of hope in the last third quarter of the twentieth 

- 

"expectarion." 3nsion." and roward the new" clearly indicate Menon's view of prophesy in h c t i o n  of 
hop. 



century. in any assessrnent of the theology of that pend  a notable body of his work 

must be acknowledged as engaging seriously and substantively the issues that the 

acadernic theologies of hope have addressed and will continue to address. 

M a t  made Merton's theology of h o p  unique was its various strands: its 

biographicaV autobiographical features, its rnonastic perspectives, its mystical 

dimensions, its literary correlations. its eschatological dynamics, its prophetic dialogue 

with the world. 

Embedded as it is in the autobiographical or biographical, Merton's theology of 

hope reflected his own search for God and his prophetic stance towards the ills of the 

world as he knew them. Menon found in hope an assuring, enthusiastic anticipation of 

realities on the cusp of realization. His Catholicism. concretized by his own monastic. 

eremitic and contemplative life-style, provided a psychological stance, but also at a 

deeper level a prayerful liturgical orientation toward God and the world. One who lacks a 

kindred spirit of prayer will fmd it hard to hlly p s p  Merton's gestalt of hope. Because 

he was called to a life of contemplation, Merton's prayer was not just a round of formulas 

or a routine of liturgical observances. Being present to God through an in-depth process 

of contemplation also meant wrestling with God's seeming absence. Merton's fascination 

for John of the Cross suggests that he knew the many densities of the Dark Night. how in 

these most trying of contemplative moments. despair becomes almoa as real as the hope 

that sustains the prayer. 

Merton also undemood what the existentialsts. like Camus. spoke of when the. 

contemplated and attempted to articulate the absurd. Thus. an appreciation of Merton's 

theology of hope. for al1 its pronounced supramundane dimension. does not de& an 

honest effon. 

Most of dl. Merton fully believed that the life of the Risen Lord is holding the 

whole of creation intact. and yet the whole of creation is still groaning for fd 

fulfillment. as Paul indicated in Rom. 822. Being present to Goci not ody meant for 



Merton king present to himself but to the world. Thus, his hope called him to dialogue 

with the world. His hope gave him the voicc of a prophet: it urged him to shed al1 the 

illusions we tend to wrap ourselves in, even those that his own community and his own 

church were inclined to embrace. 

Therefore, Merton's theology of hope combines the most personal with the 

theological, bndging the gap that academic the0 logy has suffered between the SC holarl y 

and the pastoral, the academic and the contemplative. Though one c m  presume that the 

professional theologians know in their marrow what it means to wrestie with despair. 

except for Moltmann one caanot witness them doing that in their very cerebral, very 

academic theologies of hope9 

Merton also demonstrates that the personal is never divorced from socio-political 

engagement. He therefore also demonstrates that any theology of hope worth its name 

addresses the agony and defeat of the world. But because of his strong eschatologicai 

thnist which he shares with the other theologians of hope. Merton's engagement is also 

tempered by historical disengagement. He stands with Moltmann and Metz as an 

articulate prophet for his century and after. But what accounts M e r  for Merton's 

original contribution to the intentional theology of hope is that his socio-politicai critique 

is not oniy sustained by an acute biblicaily-based social analysis. but also by a fervent life 

of contemplation. He. more than any other theologian of hope. has wagered on the power 

of prayer - contemplative. monastic. eremitic. and liturgical - to cal1 forth here and 

now the eschatological reality of the reswection. One misses the significance of 

Menon's theologizing on hope if this is not recognized as king grounded on a 

cornmitment to and experience of prayer. 

Al1 the theologians of hope take their stand for change on the historical process. 

But as his poetry demonstrates. Menon also evokes out a marked aesthetic quality about 

hope. Hope is not oniy possessed in the act of eager anticipation. but also in its capacity 

9 Jütgen Moltmann. The Ex~erience of God London: SCM. 1980. 
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to enchant, to elate, to animate. Hope becomes an enlivening experience when it giaddens 

the heart, quickens the mind, and liberates the spirit fiom the m e s s  of despair. 

Merton's theology of hope acnially situates the task of theology within a larger horizon 

beyond the cerebral where the penon not only seeks to know the true and to act upon the 

good but aiso to be lured and held captive by the beautifùl. As a poet, Merton's lines 

aniculate - sometimes laboriously - his struggles with despair, bis own and the 

world's at large that does not know God's gifi of hop. He proclaims passioastcly that 

h o p  is not only true and good, but also beautifid. 

While professional pufists insist in denying Menon the recognition of a bonajide 

theologian, it can be argued that he has in fact demonstrated how theologiting might be 

done in the first place. and how theology, as onginally conceived, can never be divorced 

from one's persona1 and ecclesial life of prayer, of contemplation. of moral-pastoral 

response to the world. Merton exemplifies what might be designated a theology of 

whole-hearted integration. 

While Merton had of course read some of Karl Rahner's and Teilhard de 

Chardin's writings. the present writer has not uncovered any evidence to demonstrate that 

he had ever read any of the writings of the theologians of hope. viz.. Pannenberg. 

Moltmann, or Metz. Two factors may be cited to explain this. As dready stated. Menon 

never aspired to be an academic theologian: the trends in the guild of theologians was 

never a primary concem. Furthennore. moa of the works on the new movement of hope 

theology began to appear in United States only shonly before Merton's death. 

The work of an intuitive theologian is hardly ever dependent on formai research. 

nor does it typicaily reflect the scholarly issues and methods that are the stock in trade of 

the professional theologians. Despite this, there is evidence that Jtirgen Molunam's 

interest in "meditative knowing" brought him into contact with Merton's Contem~lation 

in A World of Action (1 975). The link is clearly the "desire to know in order to 



participate."'" Mo1tman.n further explored Merton and other Christian mystics in his 

discussion of the Augustinian concept of "the soul's ways of meditation on the paîh to 

God"' ' and the relationship ktween contemplation and action. '' 
Even if Merton himsel f neither fomall y nor coasciousl y entered the realm of the 

theology of hope. at lem one exponent saw in him a kindted spirit. Though not a member 

of the guild Merton possessed the qualifications and made his contribution h m  that 

perspective. 

It should M e r  be noted that Moltmm fonnally recognizes in Emesto 

Cardenal's powefil Cunrico an inaugural contribution to a new cosmic spiriniality. This 

new approach prompts Moltmann to remark: "We should rediscover God's hidden 

immanence in nanue. and revere the divine presence in everything created."I3 The readers 

of this dissertation will recail that Cardenal was a novice under Menon at Gethsemane 

and continued to be mentored by Merton on his r e m  to South Amenca where he found 

his poetic voice. The creative theologicai acuity s h e d  by al1 three does not testify to 

Merton's exposa  to. or awareness of, the formal literature of theology of hop. But it 

does point to an innate gi ftedness for the art of theology. especiall y in a new field such as 

the theology of hope. 

In the fuial anaiysis. there is a clear aid cogent comection between the three 

premier academic hope theologians' idea of prolepsis and Thomas Menon's concept of 

and cornmitment to realized eschatology. This point has ken made at various points in 

this thesis. Had Merton studied the hope theologians on their notion of prolepsis. his 

reaiized eschatology would have ken  more sharply delineated. But Merton. the poet and 

10 Jürgen Moltmann. God in Creation: A New Theoloev of Creation and the S~ ir i t  of God, San 
Francisco: Harper & Rowe. 1983.32. 

I I  Jürgen Molnnann. The Spirit o f  Life: A Universal Affmation, 92.324. 

l2 -Q 334.335. Here Molmiann includes Merton's two major woiks on Zen to pmmt  this idea: 
Zen and Birds of A~wt i te  (1968) and Mvstics and Zen Masters (1967). 

13 Jürgen Moltmann, God for a Secular Societv. 63. See a h  22 , 105- 106.266, n, 18.270. n. 23. 



essayist, was not Uiterested in carrying out a theological agenda as much as he was 

committed to proclahhg the kingdom of God as present, here and now. Like the Old 

Testament prophets, Merton sees and proclaims this vision of the fiiture- grounded in its 

present reality . Si pi  ficantl y, his description of contemplation highlights seeing the 

present reality of the future. 

Contemplation cannot construct a w w  world by itself. Contemplation does not 
feed the hungiy; it does not clothe the naked.. . and it does not retum the sinner to 
peace, ûuth, and union with God. But without contemplation, we cannot see what 
we do in the apostolate. Without contemplation. we cannot undentand the 
significance of the world in which we m u t  act." 

(3) The autobiographical and biographical perspective is never remote from 

Merton's point of view. A key example will suffice here. 

The SSM traces Merton's life-story fiom binh on "the 1s t  sty  of January 19 15" 

to the taking of "my solemn vow. last spring. on the Feast of St. Joseph march 191. in 

the thirty-third year of my age [1948]." The joumey had begun in a world wavering 

between the throes of violence and an invitation to hope, a 

world [that] was the picture of Hell, full of men like myself. loving God and yet 
hating Him; bom to love Him. living instead in fear and hopeless self- 
conaadictory hungers. 15 

The journey reaches a defining spinnial moment but not without the convergence 

of anguish and assurance that are the formula for hop. 

It seemed to me that You were almost asking me to give up ail rny aspirations for 
solitude and for a contemplative life.. . 

By the Ume I made my vows. 1 decided that 1 was no longer sure what a 
contemplative was . . . . 

The months have p n e  by, and You have not lessened any of these desires. 
but You have given me peace.. . 

. . . I  no longer desire to see anythuig that implies a distance between You 

14 Lawmce S. Cunningham. Thomas Merton & the Monastic Vision. (Grand Rapids, MI: William 
B. Eerdmans. 1999) 209. 

" SSM, 3 (emphasis added). 



and me.. . 

niat is the only reason why 1 desire solitude.. . 
. . .Now my sonow is over, and my joy is about to begin: the jo y that 

rejoices in the deepest somw. For 1 am begianiag to understand You have taught 
me, and have consoled me, and 1 have begun aguin to h o p  and learn.16 

The joumey had k e n  torturous and tense, filled with anxious &ys and fktful 

hom, brimming with faith yet laced with fear, and above al1 impelled by the touch of 

mystery that is hop. 

(4) In conclusion. the following prayer finiagly sumrnarizes Maton's vision of 

My Lord. 1 have no hope but in Your Cross. You, by Yow humility. and 
sufferings and death. have delivered me fiom d l  vain hope. You have killed the 
vanity of the present life in Yourself, and have given me ail that is etemal in 
rising fkom the dead. 

. . . Why should 1 cherish in my heart a h o p  that devours me - the hope 
for perfect happiness in this life - when such hope, dwmed to frustration. is 
nothing but despair? 

My hope is in what the eye has never seen. Therefore. let me not nu« in 
visible rewards. My hope is in what the heart of man cannot feel. Therefore let me 

l6 M.. 420-412 (emphasis added). Bolstering this significant reflection is a Menon xlf- 
description as a hopeful person: 

One must choose between people like (Emmanuel) Mounier and people Iife (Renato) Mori and 
(Louis) Massinger; beween the progressives and optimists, a la (Pierre! Teilhard de Chardin. and 
the eschatoiogists. You can't be both. You can't be in every way fastiionable. And presently the 
eschatological view is the least fashionable. But it is more my view and my choice (DWL. 4). 

To this mus be added a statement fiom his "very dark days": 

I still have hopes and sometimes strong ones. One must have courage to hope - dare to roue 
hopes chat might be dashed. Yet - not roue them to nich a pitch that they have to become 
delusions. Hope more in God than in a particular fiilfiIlment if that appears to be witled by him 
(SS 352, emphasis added). 

And likewise the reflection at end of CGB on a poem by George Oppen: 

ïhere is the hope, there is the world that remakes itself at God's command without consuking us. 
So the poet. here. does not ask about lies or worry about them. He sees only the world nmaking 
itseIf in the live seed and Max can corrfidenttty take the baby to the window to sec the fâbe. 
glittenng buildings, about which some speech wiii probably corne later. (pp. 3 19-320; emphasis 
added.) 



not trust in the feelings of my heart. My hope is in what the hand of man has 
never touched. Do not Let me trust what 1 can grasp between my fmgea. Death 
will loosen my grasp and my vain hope will be gone. 

Let my musr be in Your mercy, not in myself. Let my hope be in Your 
love, not in health. or strength, or ability or human resources. 

If 1 mcsr You, everything e l x  will becorne, for me, strezigth, health, and 
support. Everythm will bring me to heaven. If 1 do not tricst You, evayihing wiil 
be my destruction. R 

17 TS. 38-39 (cmphasis added). (A comparabie prayer is found in SS, 6 1-62.) 
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