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in the wheel" of productivity and prosperity for the rich and powerful. (5) Advances of medicine and bio­
chemistry, particularly in the areas of health care and the aged, raise many ethical and practical problems for 
current thought. Here again Merton would be a strong proponent of the dignity of the person and the need to 
consider this in all of the questions involved, but particularly in issues of euthanasia and extraordinary mea­
sures to prolong life. (6) Merton's prolonged involvement in issues of peace and nuclear arms would surely 
bring him into the forefront of such topics today. He would be quick to point out the hypocrisy of demanding 
dismantlement of arms in Russia and at the same time being slow to pursue the same program ourselves. He 
would be a strong proponent of the test ban treaty and the dismantlement of ALL nuclear arms in every nation, 
beginning with our own. He would be quick to point out the fact that even in the post-Cold War era, our 
military budget still takes precedence over the needs of the poor and the elderly in many cases, as can be seen 
by cuts recommended by the current Congress. 

These are but some of the issues that Thomas Merton would probably be writing and speaking about 
in these final years of the 20th century. But, once again, he would not be involved in these issues simply as a 
social activist, but as a contemplative who recognizes that if we honestly believe in the dignity of each 
individual person as a child of God and see every person and every culture as a manifestation of God to the 
world, an Incarnation in our own time. then we must put our money where our mouth is and act accordingly 
on all levels. He would highlight the danger of leaving our Christianity disincamated - that is, as a theory 
which pertains to religion but which has little if any bearing on daily affairs. He would emphasize the fact that 
we are stewards of creation, not masters, and that we have a profound responsibility towards every person. 
And this responsibility must be acted on, not just thought about. Jesus was aware of this same responsibility. 
When the disciples of John came and asked if he was the one who would bring the reign of God, he cited the 
actions he had done. "Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the 
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. And 
blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me" (Mt. 11 :4-6). 

This is the reason I propose Thomas Merton as a prophet for the 21st century. Merton was a social 
critic precisely because he was a contemplative. He sought the monastery and solitude because "it is clear to 
me that solitude is my vocation, not as a flight from the world - but as my place in the world."7 Merton 
believed that the contemplative must share in "the universal anguish and inescapable condition of mortal 
man. The solitary, far from enclosing himself in poverty, becomes every man. He dwells in the solitude, the 
poverty, the indigence of every man." 8 As he also said: "It is deep in solitude that I find the gentleness with 
which I can truly love my brothers [and sisters]" (SJ, p. 261). He perceived and lived out that dialectic 
between choosing the world and rejecting it. The monk ironically rejects the falsity of the world in order to 
find God in the truth of the world. And this entails a whole life work. He said: "To choose the world is to 
choose to do the work I am capable of doing, in collaboration with my brothers [and sisters], to make the 
world better, more free, more just, more livable, more human."9 

If we strive to honor Thomas Merton, then, it cannot be simply by talks, conferences or articles. It 
must be like the Eucharist itself. At the end of the Mass the priest dismisses the congregation with the words: 
"The Mass is ended. Go in peace to love and serve the Lord and one another." And so I say to you! 
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