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children, or why families are torn apart by domestic murders, or why 
women are routinely beaten, or why drugs become the desensitizer of 
choice in a world where violence is social and economic and domestic 
as well as military, is to raise denial to the level of high art. We have 
taught our children well and they have learned quickly. We are reap
ing what we have sown. We are getting what we asked for. 

Into that climate of nationalism and chauvinism and unholy righte
ousness came Thomas Merton in Seeds of Contemplation with waters of 
loving nonviolence. 'To say that I am made in the image of God', 
Merton says, 'is to say that love is the reason for my existence, for 
God is love'.9 'Because God's love is in me', he wrote to us, 'it can 
come to you from a different and special direction that would be 
closed if God did not live in me ... and because it is in both of us, God 
has greater glory. God's love is expressed in two more ways in which 
it might not otherwise be expressed.'10 

'Violence in a house', the rabbis say, 'is like a worm in fruit'. It 
destroys what otherwise looks healthy and firm and good but which 
is harboring within it the cause of its own decline. Violence is eating 
the heart right out of this country-in private homes and police 
stations, in personal relationships, playgrounds and public policies. 
Violence is our national disease. Walking gently through life is our 
only real hope of gentling the world. God's love, Merton teaches us, 
can only come through me. The love of God for which I seek can only 
come through you. 

Globalism is a river Merton wants us to see. Behind Merton, we 
must come to see as well the river of globalism tha t flows through the 
real contemplatives who find God everywhere. 

'The more I become identified with God', wrote Merton in Seeds of 
Contemplation, ' the more I will be identified with all the others w ho 
are identified with God'.11 'We are members one of another', he wrote 
in an intellectually insular USA, 'and everything that is given to one 
member is given to the whole body'.12 

'The saints are glad to be saints', he told us in a new and powerful 
insight into sanctity, 'not because their sanctity makes them admirable 
to others but because the gift of sainthood makes it possible for them 
to admire everybod y else ... it delivers them from the burden of 

9. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 46. 
10. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 50. 
11. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 47. 
12. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 42. 
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judging others and condemning them'. 13 And he told us this in a 
world that suspected almost everybody and saw the world as a place 
to be evangelized into Western culture, US politics, white power and 
uncurbed capitalism. 

He saw the world as good, its many peoples as gifts of the same 
God, its religions as many manifestations of the one God, its differ
ences a revelation to the world. He asked us to open our eyes and see 
what no law ever taught: That life is not a set of boundaries; life is 
a river of possibilities to be cultivated, a tide of differences to be 
respected, to be held in awe. 

When people are doing our work for wages we ourselves would 
not accept we must begin to ask what there is about us that enables us 
to exploit them. When US industries engage in business practices on 
the international level that would not be allowed in Rochester, New 
York, we must begin to ask, if we are really contemplatives, what is it 
in our own souls tha t allows us to treat other people as if they were 
not people at all. When the resources of the world a re controlled by 
the few, when the mineral deposits of one nation a re held hostage 
by another, we must begin to ask, if we are really contemplatives, 
whether there isn't already an international welfare system where the 
poor nations support the rich ones, and haven't we created it while 
we deny our own poor the same. 

Where are the contemplatives like Merton who will begin to see, 
who will begin to ask at what moral peril we have bought our wealth 
and our power and our standard of living? 'It is God's love that 
speaks to me in the birds and streams', Merton said in Seeds of 
Contemplation, ' ... but if God's will would grow from my freedom, I 
would become the love that God is ... '1 4 When the starving sick lie 
dying on subway grates, if I am a contemplative, Merton would say, I 
must become the love that God is. 

When the underemployed workers in Detroit lose their homes and 
their dignity, I must become the love that God is. When the blacks die 
in Soweto because they are black, and kill one another in the housing 
projects of Chicago because they are in despair of being black in a 
w hite world, I must become the love that God is. When Iraqi children 
die in American wars, and crack babies languish on our own streets, if 
I am really a contemplative, I must become the love that God is. 

Globalism, to Merton, is the ability to open my heart and my mind, 
my arms and my policies to the whole world, not simply the world 

13. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 43. 
14. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 18. 
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that is my color, my class. No mastery of past pious disciplines-no 
matter how time-honored, no matter how good-substitutes, in 
Merton's mind, for real contemplation, for the ability to see with the 
eyes of God. 

Enliglitenrnent, real contemplation, is a river Merton wants us 
religious types to see. He calls us all to another way of looking at life 
and another way of living it. Merton calls us, leads us, to the river of 
enlightenment. 'Go into the desert', Merton teaches us in Seeds of Con
templntion, 'not to escape others but in order to find them in God'. 15 

No amount of religious ritual, no quantity of religious reading, no 
degrees in religious history will forgive us the responsibility to be 
religious people, to bind the world together again in God. 

Once upon a time, the Sufi tell, a master whose disciples were about 
to go on the salvific pilgrimage gave them each a bitter gourd to take 
with them into every holy shrine for every holy prayer. When the 
disciples returned from their holy and sanctifying journey, the master 
requested that each of the acrid gourds be cooked for the welcome 
home dinner. 'Ah', the master said, as the disciples gagged on the 
biting taste, 'I see that no amount of holy water has been able to 
sweeten what was sour'. 

Over and over again Merton tells us in Seeds of Contemplation that 
simply living the law and repeating the ritual is not enough. Merton 
calls us to sweeten what is tinged with sharp in us, to repair what is 
broken in us, to cling to the God who is God, yes, but for the sake of a 
whole hurting world gone sour, not simply for my own spiritual 
satisfaction. 

The person with an enlightened heart knows that God is only 
where there is both mercy and justice. The person with an enlightened 
heart cries out in a long, single-noted wail for justice and mercy, 
justice and mercy, justice and mercy for those who do not have it and 
those who cannot get it for themselves. The person with an enlight
ened heart speaks from the vantage point of the heart of the God who 
created the now skeletally starved of Ethiopia, and the beaten women 
of the Americas, and the street children of the world who are scav
enging their dying way through the back alleys of life, and the 
slaughtered soldiers who were running from Kuwait for home, and 
who says to each of us: 'Cain, where is your brother?' 

The person with the enlightened heart knows that the purpose of 
the human voice is to give sound to the voiceless until, finally, the 
world begins to hear what the enlightened heart has come to know-

15. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 42. 
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God's presence here, now, in everyone. Where the person stands who 
has an enlightened heart is more like the reign of God than it was 
before they got there: The property is beautiful, the litter is gone, the 
street is safe, the stranger is welcomed, the poor are fed, the refugee is 
housed, the works of war become works of peace. Nothing else is 
acceptable to Merton. Nothing else is called holy because ariy other 
defilement of life says that the world belongs to me rather than that I 
and it belong to God. 

The person with an enlightened heart is on earth to care for it, not 
to consume it. The person with an enlightened heart is detached from 
what holds the world in the grip of money-lust and patriarchal 
power. Once upon a time, the Sufi say, a Holy One said to the busi
nessman: 'As the fish perished on dry land, so you perish when you 
get entangled in the world. The fish must return to the water; you 
must return to God.' 

The businessman was aghast. 'Are you saying that I must give up 
my business and go into a monastery?' 

And the Holy One said, 'No, no, hold on to your business and go 
into your heart'. 

Merton's concept of contemplation leads to the same insight: There 
are two things that corrode the human endeavor: wanting more of 
everything and never knowing the meaning of enough. 

God knows, we need Seeds of Contemplation now, here. For instance, 
we underpay the underpaid machiladores who make computer boards 
for 50 dollars in Tijuana, and then we resell the same boards in San 
Diego 10 miles away for 500 dollars. We export factories, but not fair 
labor standards or medical insurance, 'because', one businessman told 
me, 'anything else would be "inappropriate" for those people, in that 
culture'. Since when are shoes for children and food for babies and 
houses for old people 'inappropriate' for any culture? 

The person with an enlightened heart is emptied of the need to take 
up all the space and use up all the goods and grind up all the people. 
No ethnic jokes are ever told by the person with an enlightened heart; 
no sexist language is ever used; no racial slurs are ever uttered. No 
enemy bashing is ever practiced. People are people, not colors or 
sexes or ages or types. 

The enlightened heart sees the other, a ll the others, as a separate 
manifestation of God and takes in the whole world in order not to 
leave God out. 'The ultimate perfection of the contemplative life', 
Merton insists, in Seeds of Contemplation, 'is not a heaven of separate 
individuals, each one viewing a private vision of God; it is a sea of 
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love .. . God is the life of all of us and we are all one in God.'16 We are 
all one with Nelson Mandela, and we are all one with Yasser Arafat, 
and we are all one with Saddam Hussein, and we are all one with the 
children in the squatters' settlements of South Africa, and we are all 
one with the AIDS patients in the San Francisco hospices, and we are 
all one with the people in Panama whose homes we destroyed and 
have yet to restore as we promised. We are all one, the contemplative 
knows, so it is not just that their salvation depends on us. The fact is 
that our salvation depends on how we deal with Nelson Mandela and 
Timothy McVeigh and Hussein and child murderers whom we have 
trained to kill. The person with an enlightened heart sees hospitality 
as the tabernacle of the world. Either God is in the other or God is not, 
and if God is in the other we dare not leave them out. 

There are some things that the contemplative, the person with an 
enlightened heart, simply will not do because they contribute to the 
destruction of the world rather than to its development. The person 
with an enlightened heart, for instance, will not promote weaponry. 
The person with a monastic heart will not buy a T-shirt or a toy a 
bumper sticker or a banner that glorifies war. The person with an 
enlightened heart will not poison the land or foul the waters or dump 
waste in foreign countries so that the poor there will die from what 
makes the wealthy here richer. The person with an enlightened heart 
advocates for policies that work for the poor and the homeless and 
the underemployed as well as the secure. The person with an enlight
ened heart remembers the forgotten generation of children who need 
daycare and lunch and the arts and opportunities of life if the next 
generation is to have the possibilities and the quality that marked the 
last. The person with the enlightened heart realizes that the questions 
of this age cannot be answered with the limited vision of the past. 

The person with Merton's enlightened contemplative heart knows 
that war has gone far beyond the conflict of armies to the ruination of 
whole civilizations, knows that poverty is not an accident of nature, it 
is the foreign policy of wealthy nations and the debt crisis of ones 
made poor due to the ravishing by other ones, knows that the globe is 
not a cosmic garbage dump, knows that force only triggers force and 
makes things worse, and that the only thing we have yet to try on 
violence is nonviolence. 

The person with Merton's enlightened contemplative heart knows 
that the globe has no natural boundaries, only unnatural divisions. 
Indeed, Thomas Merton has sat on the river bank doling out water for 

16. Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 48. 
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over 50 years. He sowed seeds of contemplation that changed the 
mentality of the world and sowed the seeds of soul that let loose the 
force of radical action. Like those Benedictine monastics before him 
who brought order to a ruined empire and gave agriculture back to a 
stampeded civilization, and reforested the stony valleys of Europe, 
and saved the learning of the ages by copying the books themselves, 
Merton hearkens us back to the values that saved civilizations before 
us so that a civilization desperately in need of peace and nonviolence 
and stewardship and a sense of the divine in the mundane can be 
saved again-if we will only see the rivers to which his life points. 

It is not an easy task but it has succeeded, if not for all, at least for 
many; if not for many, at least for me. I do not know who the first 
master was who was a giver of water. I do not know who the first 
master was to tell us that there was a religion so religious that it far 
exceeded the law. But one thing I do know for sure. I know that 
Merton seeded young hearts as well as old because I was the 15-year
old who read Seeds of Contemplation 45 years ago and was never the 
same again. 

I learned from Merton, for instance, that the rivers of poverty and 
war and planetary poison rage around us while we claim religiosity. I 
also learned that the rivers of peace and nonviolence and globalism 
are possible if we will only contemplate God long enough, practice 
devekut and tikkun o'lam deeply enough, come to see God clearly 
enough, want God intensely enough to find God where God really is: 
here, all around us, within us, and within the ones born in stables and 
driven from the temples of the world, as well. Indeed, contemplation 
is not an easy task. It cannot be done in isolation. It cannot be done for 
its own sake. 

The Sufi tell the story of the Holy One who was walking along the 
flooding banks of a raging river when suddenly he saw an arachnid 
cling to a tree branch only inches above the swollen stream. 'Poor 
thing' , the Holy One said. 'Scorpions can' t swim. If the waters reach 
that hanging branch, that spider will surely drown.' 

And then the Holy One dropped to the ground and began to crawl 
along the branch toward the spider. But every time the Holy One 
touched the spider, it stung the hand that reached to rescue it. A 
passerby said firmly, 'Don' t you realize that if you try to handle that 
scorpion, it will sting you?' 

'Of course' , the Holy One said, 'but simply because it is the 
scorpion's nature to sting, does not mean that I should abandon my 
human nature to save.' 

Merton shows us a contemplation steeped in action, a clinging to 
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God that demands the repair of the world, an enlightenment that 
leads to change and hope and holiness. My prayer for people who 
steep themselves in Merton is that they also steep themselves in a God 
who is in the world calling us all to a new enlightenment of heart, 
beyond the law, beyond the books, to a long look at God where God 
is and where God is not, to the contemplation that leads to action. The 
ages are full proof: sting it must- this contemplation of God in 
reality-but for the sake of those who live in hope of a better world, 
save it will. Sting it must, but save it surely will if we finally come to 
realize that though nothing we do changes the past, everything we do 
changes the future. 


