
Reviews*

INCHAUSTI, Robert, ed., The Pocket Thomas Merton (London &
Boston: New Seeds Books, 2005), pp. 217. ISBN 1-59030-273-7 (pa-
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It is always strangely refreshing to be reminded of the truth at the
heart of a well-worn cliché. Robert Inchausti's carefully selected
collection from Thomas Merton's vast writings in The Pocket Tho-
mas Merton reminds the reader that great things really do come in
small packages. But yet that cliché remains a bit pedantic, espe-
cially in the context of Merton's often cliche-busting spirit. I fotind
this little book (an abridgement of Inchausti's Seeds [Shambhala,
2002]) instead to be like gazing out of a small window onto a ma-
jestic mountain landscape. The frame through which one looks is
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decidedly small and limited but the view it provides is spectacu-
lar. My attention, though, to size here is not a critique, for the
brevity of the collection has its limitations, but I do not imagine it
was designed to satisfy entirely the reader's search or exhaust the
vast quantity of Merton's thought.

Just the same, I Want to stay with the "great things in small
packages" theme as a guiding motif for this review because this
deceptively small book does present itself well for multiple types
of equally edifying usage. First, it certainly can serve as a solid
introduction to Thomas Merton for any reader who comes to it
unfamiliar with his work. It can also serve well to break down
many of the misunderstandings about Merton that seem to be cur-
rently rampant and seen in such things as the U.S. bishops' con-
cem over whether or not to include Merton in an upcoming cat-
echism geared for young people. Inchausti selects well from the
vast possibilities and gives the reader a glimpse into the heart of
Merton that breaks open the depths of the monk's intriguing
thought as it reveals his basic faithfulness and prophetic voice.
This editor also does well in providing clear references to the source
of each passage and lists, at the back of the book, the full titles so
the reader can easily find where to go for more in-depth search-
ing, if he or she wishes to follow more fully a particular thread of
Merton's thought.

Secondly, this collection would serve well as a re-introduction
into Merton's writing. If someone, perhaps, encountered Merton
previously but never was able to read more of this challenging
spiritual writer's works, Inchausti provides the perfect re-entry
text. The selections in the text quickly engage the mind and heart.
And with the ample material provided, the reader is more likely
to find it difficult choosing a direction to go in, rather than not
finding enough to spark his or her interests. But that too is a trib-
ute to the wealth and quality of Merton's work. One is rarely if
ever left, having to search for a thread to follow enthusiastically.
But even though this little book does both provide a quality entrée
into Merton for the first-timer and an enticing re-entry for the re-
turning searcher, I believe it perhaps best serves as a book of prayer.

Staying true to the Benedictine-Cistercian monasticism that so
shaped Thomas Merton, Inchausti, in paying tribute to Merton as
a master of the paragraph, creates a text that lends itself beauti-
fully to the practice of "Lectio Divina." Whether that was a con-
sideration of this editor as he shaped the text I do not know but
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this was how I primarily engage it. Praying with and through
Merton is perhaps the best path into the heart of this writing monk
as it also leads one along, through the Word to the heart of God.
The editor indicates in his introduction that Merton is at his best
as a writer in how he crafts paragraphs. He therefore chooses
quotafions that go often no more than two or three paragraphs
and the majority of selecfions are single paragraphs in length. This
certainly does idghlight Merton's mastery of the paragraph but it
also makes the text ideal for a slow read in the context of prayer
and reflection. To pray with Merton is to get to the heart of his
work and to see that all which underlies his insight, crifique, and
commitment is a profound love of God. The structure of this book
lends itself quite well to prayer and I would highly recommend it
for that purpose.

No matter, though, how the reader chooses to engage this col-
lection, Merton's wisdom is revealed here as still so very neces-
sary and what he offers still so very pertinent for the Ufe of the
individual seeker and the Ufe of the world. Amid our culture's
ever-increasing realization of groundlessness and impermanence
which fuels the basic human temptation to grasp and cling, ri-
gidify and codify, Merton's still unrealized "contemplative coun-
terculture" (p. ix), as Inchausti so eloquently puts it in his intro-
duction, needs to be cultivated more than ever. To pick up this
collection of Merton's thought and to encovmter him for the first
fime, or to come to know him all over again, or to simply pray
with him, can help us all realize the vision which offers us "an
interior life free from rigid philosophical categories, narrow po-
litical agendas and trite religious truisms" (p. ix). This small book
expertly tackles the big task of moving us toward an authenticity
of self that can help the world to continue to slough off its own
falseness and illusion, if we will heed Merton's voice. So in the
end we are reminded by Merton not to simply stay in our small-
framed points of view but to remember the great vastness of life is
not meant to be simply looked at but fully and freely lived in.

Jeff Cooper, C.S.C.




