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Thomas Merton's
!Yew Seeds of Contemplation:
Revolutionary Happiness,
Contemplation, and Solitude
by Timothy Mahoney
Editor 's Note
Last year when Timothy Mahoney's article "Thomas Merton's New Seeds of Contemplation:
Revolutionary Happiness, Contemplation, and Solitude" was accepted for publication in
The Merton Seasonal, we hoped to devote an entire issue to the theme of contemplation in
o ur times. As a result, the essay was put aside until more material of a similar nature was
submitted. Rather than wait any longer, I have decided to publish it here as an opening
article, which I trust will stimulate other writers to respond to some of the ideas offered in
the present article.
This issue will complete my service as Interim Editor of The Merton Seasonal. With this
fi nal number under my editorship, I would like to express my gratitude to all who have
assisted me, especially Brother Paul Quenon who has acted as Poetry Editor this past year.
The ITMS Publications Commillee has appointed Dr. Patrick O'Connell editor of the
Seasonal for calendar year 1998. Submissions for the quarterl y may be sent to him at Box
l 028, Gannon University, Un iversity Square, Erie, PA 1654 1.

One way to distinguish conceptions of the ultimate state of human well-being-I will call it
"happiness," even though most uses of the term today denote something that falls far short of thatis to divide them between normal conceptions and revolutionary conceptions.
Nonna[ conceptions include those which assume that most people have conceptions of happiness that are roughly adequate; the problem of attaining happiness is essentiall y getting what one
already wants. This rules out neither that people may improve their unde rstanding of happiness by
incremental revisions, nor that certain individuals may have
defective understandings of happiness (for example, those
who think that a lifetime of taking drugs is happiness). Nonetheless, if a conception of happiness is normal, it maintains
that the average person's idea of happiness is rough ly correct.
Revolutional)' conceptions, by contrast, assume that the

Dr. Timothy M ahoney leaches in the Dcpanment of Philosophy and
Humanities al 1he Universi1y of Texas a1 Arling1011. He received his Ph.D.
from the Universicy of Pennsylvania after .. retiring" from a financial
com.ulting career in Chicago.

6

average person's conception of happiness is radically inadequate. Many ancient philosophers' conceptions of happiness are revolutionary; and those include Plato, the Stoics, and Plotinus among
others. Some of these, for example Plato, believe that the vast majority of people are simply unable to
understand genuine happiness. To the majority who share the conventional concepti on, a revolutionary conce ption of happiness seems to dismiss as irrelevant all that makes life worth li vi ng. Even the
few who are capable of unde rsta nding the genuine conception must overcome the conventional conceptions that their societies impose o n the m (see, for e xample, Plato's Republic Vl.490b ff.), and that
is a long diffic ult process, so the seeming price of revolutionary concepts of happiness is very high.
("Seeming" because the long-term price of not grasping and pursuing the revolutionary concepti on,
if it is correct, is even higher.) In add ition, the one who sets out on the path described by a revolutionary conception forsakes what is known for what, at the very best, is dimly perceived, and at worst, is
nothing more than a hope in some uncompre hended goal.
Contemplation, as described by Thomas M erton in New Seeds of Contemplation, is a conception
of happiness. It is " the highest expression of man's intellectual and spiritual life";' it is the gift of God
that "completes the hidden and mysterious work of creation,"2 thereby bringing a person into the
ful lness of being with God,3 a fullness that God intends fo r everyone. It is a revolutiona1y conception
of happiness, in the sense just described. It is quite opposed to normal conceptions o f happiness:
normal conceptions of happiness are constituted by getting what most people want. Most people do
not want God alone; yet Merton writes: "Everything you love for its own sake, outside of God alone,
blinds the inte llect and destroys your judgment o f moral values."4 One must detach oneself not only
from material goods, but also " from rational a nd intellectual and spiritual goods,"5 including such
seeming "contemplative goods" as "recollectio n and interior peace and the sense of the presence o f
God." 6 What is required is a "blind leap of ascetic detachment" 7 spurred by the attempt " to undertake
a total renunciation of all al/achments.''8 This attempt is successful only when the grace of the Holy
Spirit "leads us into the true darkness, the heart of mystic desolation.''9
This descri ption is repugnant to those who hold a normal conception of happiness. I further
suspect that most professed re lig io us people of whatever faith, people who might give some verbal
a llegiance to such an ideal, also find it repul sive, even if they dare not say so. Nietzsche mocks this
ideal as a terminally sick and unnatural masochism, w and many would agree if forced to speak their
minds.
But Merton does not conceive of this happiness as appropriate for the few; it is God's goal for
every person.11 To be sure, this end, for whi ch we are all made, "cannot be clearly explai ned. lt can
only be hinted at, suggested, pointed to, symbolized. The more objectively and scientificall y one
tries to analyze it, the more he empties it of its real content, for this experience is beyond the reach of
verbalization and of rationalization. " 12
Thus, to set out on this path is to head towards something that is defined only by various shades
of darkness, and the darkness thickens the closer one comes to the goal.
Merton's conception is revolutionary (in the sense defi ned), but it is not new; Christ claims that
o ne must take up one's cross to follow Him and that to fulfill one's li fe. one must lose it (Matt. 16:24-25). For centuries the contemplative ideal was promoted within a culture that was centered on Christianity and the Church. But such an ideal has become harde r to sustain since the dawn of modernity
when various forces-including murdero us re ligious divisions, the rise of the nation state, and economic and technological innovations-cast C hristi anity from the center of Western cultu re. As the
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very entity that nourished contemplation moved to the periphery, contemplation itself became more
and more alien. Besides the weakening of the Church, other powerful forces also militated against
contemplation . Merton himself castigates one of the fathers of modernity: "Nothing could be more
a lie n to contemplation than the cogito ergo sum of Descartes." 13 Descartes' conception of the ego is
a prototype of the modern conception of the heroic, solitary individual: Descartes' conception makes
thinking the essential human activity; others will identify this activity as feeli ng or wi lling, but the
focus is the solitary self making its own way through the world. As Hobbes is quick to note, these
solitary selves are forced to take account of each other in their mutual contact, but the self remains the
center, even if it happens to be located in a liberal , free-market democracy rather than in the totalitarian state Hobbes envisaged. But the self is not at the center of contemplation; God is: "For the
contemplative there is no cogito ("I think") and no ergo ("therefore") but on ly SUM, I Am. Not in the
sense of a futile asserti on of our individuality as ultimate ly real, but in the humble realization of our
mysterious being in whom God dwells." 14 (As we shall see below, solitude is necessary for contemplation, but this is not to be understood so much as a turning inward toward the self, but as a process
in which one breaks the bonds of the self that keep one from realizing the presence of the great "I
Am.")
Other pressures of modernity bring the collective rather than the self to the fore. Science, which
is the paradigm for knowledge in the modern era, is an impersonal entity in which the collective, not
the individual, is the norm. There are, of course, towering indi viduals such as Newton and Einstein,
but even these giants do not attain their status unless their ideas are certified by the impe rsonal
collective applying the standard of reproducible results. And contemplation cannot be grasped by
science: "The more objecti vely and scientificall y one tries to analyze it [contemplation], the more he
empties it of its real con tent." 15 Even outside of science, the individual today te nds to become a " mass
man," buffeted by powerful, dynamic forces that destroy his identity and uproot him from what
previous generations would have considered his "native soil," whether this be considered in geographic, religious, economic, or social terms. The standard of judgment seems to be registered by
public opinion polls and shaped by mass marketers, whether their product is soap, self-help, or religion.16 But solitude, not conformity to the mass, is the path of contemplation:
The need for true solitude is a complex and dangerous thing, but it is a real need. It
is all the more real today when the collectivity tends more and more to swallow up
the person in its shapeless and faceless mass. The temptation of our day is to equate
"love" and "conformity"-passive subservience to the mass-mind or to the organization. 17
But perhaps the most di fficult obstacle modernity has put in front of the gate that opens to the
path of contempl ation is the general prosperity of Western societies. Althoug h there is still much
more poverty and individuals continue to face great uncertainties, we have come to expect increasing
convenience, ease, and material welfare. We judge and are judged by our economic success; poverty
is a sign of indolence and failure. Dri ven by a ki nd of greed, a greed that is invisible because it is
shared by so many of us who are "respectable," we cannot take contemplation seriously in deed, even
if we claim otherwise in speech. "Love of poverty" makes saints, but '·many religious people, who
say they love God, detest and fear the very thought of poverty." 18
Paradoxically, this very obstacle may also be what frees some. Some experience "success" and
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understand it well enough to know that it will not fill the hole in thei r souls. They turn toward
contemplation, not out of despair of ever achieving "success," but out of despair in having achieved
it. Perhaps when we have received enough gifts from the idols, we will see them for what they reall y
are. In this case, filling oneself with the goods of this world rather tha n emptying oneself may result
in release from what is less than God. and we wi ll see that this rad ical conception of happiness is ou r
only hope.
But if o ne turns away from worldly "success" to pursue the path Me rton describes, one immediately runs head on into the kind o f paradoxes that permeate a ny radical conception of happiness. Here
I will focus on one such problem, the problem of solitude.
"Solitude Is Not Separatio n,'' the title of Chapter Seven of New Seeds of Colllemplario11, is a
paradox. How can one achieve solitude without being separated? The paradox is repeated if o ne
juxtaposes the title of Chapter Eleven-"Learn To Be Alone"-with the title of Chapter Nine-"We
Are One Man." Isn' t "learning to be alone" complete ly contrary to our being "one man"? Part of what
Merton is trying to convey with these paradoxes is his vision of the monastic life: monks, particularly
hermi ts (which Merton was near the end of his life), physically withdraw from the world, and this
withdrawal is seen as a way of fulfilling both of the great commandments to love God and ro love our
neighbor. It is not too diffi cult to understand how thi s withdrawal can nurture the love of God. But it
is hard to see how this seeming aloofness from one ·s fe llows can nurture the love of our neighbor. To
many active people, both religious and non-religious. this flight from the world seems to be a paradigm of a warped, superstitious, a nd self-centered "religion·· that abandons the social message at the
heart of the Gospel. Merton understands this perspective. Part of hi s use of paradoxical language is
meant to shake us loose from our assumptions so that we can transcend thi s perspective and come to
a better understanding of what is necessary if we are to live more fully according to the social mesage of the Gospel that the opponents of monasticism cite against it.
The best way to understand this seems to be as follows. We are meant to be attached to both the
world and to God. But we are attached to the world in the wrong way so that we are not genuinely
attached to either the world or to God. ft is just as if we had some terrible phys ical deformity or had
suffered some frightful accident; all the right parts are there, but they are so connected with each
other that activity is most often pai nful and actually harmful. Merton uses the image of "A Body of
Broken Bones" (Chapter Ten) to depicts ou r state. The remedy for this condi tion is painful. Some
muscles must be torn from where they are anchored now so that they can be reallached to whe re they
belong. Many bones wi ll have to be re-broken and reset because they now are fixed in their harmful
positions. The image is powerful. Even if we have never had 10 undergo such an experience, we have
some idea of the terrible pain involved. and we shrink back from it even though we may perceive that
there is no other way to heali ng and health.
The image of "A Body of Broken Bones" represents material creation, including humanity. and
God Himself-a ll brought togethe r in the mystical Body of Christ. Although the bones of the physical body of Christ were not broken, the bones o f His mystical Body are. The glorified C hrist continues Lo suffer in agony because of His mangled mystical Body. the body of a ll creation that He assumed in an act of love of which only God is capable. The monk sees how. after the awe ome
"accident" of original sin, the parts of thi s Body have been torn from their rightful places and have
become fused together by hatred, lust. greed, and pride in a way that creates pain and di stress. The
only way to heal this body is to attack the bonds that hold the damaged parts together in their un-

9

healthy state. The monk does this by detaching his own part from virtuall y aJI others by w hat may be
a painful discipline w hich, with God 's help, g raduall y dissolves the hate, lust, g reed, etc. that holds
the body together in its ickened state. Only then may the monk, through God's grace, reattach
himself wi th new bonds of love to the rest of the body of creation, the mystical Body of C hrist.
But even if the monk does reattach himself in the way God intended, he continues to s uffer wi th
every pai n that s hoots thro ugh the rest of the body. For now that there has been healing in the small
part he represents, he has more, not less, sensitivity to the pain of the rest of the body. 19 Out of
compassio n, he has identified himself wi th the mystical Body of Christ, that is, with the body of all
creati on, and he, like Chri st Himself, continues to s uffer with il. Paradoxicall y, there is a deep and
profound peace, a peace that passes all understanding, because this peace is experienced in the very
midst of compassionate suffering with the whole of c reation. The grace of God brings bo th the peace
and the compassio nate s uffering. A nd it is by identifying w ith the mystical Body of Christ, that is, the
body of all creation, that the two g reat commandments are fulfilled.
The mistake made by those who attack monasti cis m is to underesti mate just how radical the
therapy must be to bring the Body back to health. This is not to say mo nasticis m is the only way, but
it is a way that addresses the burning need to come into right relation both with God a nd all His
creation.
I have described the Mystical Body of Christ as the body of all creation. Let me expand o n this
so I will no t be misunde rstood.
Christ's Body may be understood rightl y in various ways. There is His physical body, killed in
the C ruc ifix ion, glorified in the Resurrection, and ascended into heaven. But the Body of Christ goes
beyond His physical body, as is affirmed by the traditio nal understanding of the Church a s the Mystical Body of Christ. (T will come back lo that understanding shortl y.) Inspired by Me rton's last
c hapter, "The General Dance," I want to identify the Body of Chri st with all of material creation.
The love of God ex tends to al l creation, or perhaps even more accurately, one might say that
creation simpl y is an expression of the love of God, so that to conside r creation apart from the love of
God is to mi s understand its very essence. 20 In the free act of love that is creation, God not only brings
things into ex is tence, but He also identifies Himself with His own expression of love. Christ is not
simply the God-man , but the god-creature, the un fatho mable unio n of Creator and created, the incomprehensible wedding of lover and beloved in which two become one. Material creatio n is God 's
body because it is the material ex pression of His love and it is loved as all creatures are. By becoming
human, God becomes the creature who un ites the mate rial and immaterial and who shares in the
divine task of caring fo r al l materi al creation. 21 In uniting God and humanity, God has given humanity the power to love all of material creation (including the material/immateri al creature that is man)
and bring it into the fullness intended by its Creator. For the healing presence of both the God-man 's
entry into creation and the Holy Spirit, who was promised and arri ved at Pe ntecost, lives o n in the
Church. The C hurch is the mystical Union of God not w ith a sing le human, but w ith a multitude of
humans. The Church is the vehicle by which the vocation of human-to love God and neig hbor, that
is, all the rest o f creation- will be achieved. The C hurc h, w hich begins as the Mysti cal Union of God
with some humans, achieves its desti ny only whe n it has finall y brought all creation into itself, for the
vocation of the C hurch is the redemption of al l creation . This Mystical Body of Christ infuses humans with the Spirit of God, thereby spreading the healing presence of God through all creation so
that a ll creation becomes the glorified body of Christ, the material expression of G od 's love that now
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expresses its own love for God full y according to its nature. The perfect, mutual, interpene trating
love that is God Himself, the Trinity, is full y expressed at the material level as a mutual, interpenetrating love of all the parts of creation for the rest of creation and for God Himself. Since God is
love, this means the divinization of creation. So the gap between the Mystical Body of Christ as the
Church and the Mystical Body of Christ as all material c reation is temporary, for it is precisely the
mission of the Church to eliminate the gap.
To be united with Christ in contemplation is to be united with God by His grace in suffe ring
compassionately with the whole of material creati on and to act as an ex pression of His love for
creation by joining in the travail of bringing all of it into the fullness of love for which it was created.
One joins with creation in its " hope of being freed, like us, from its slavery and decadence" (Rom.
8 :21), and one participates in all creation 's "groaning in one great act of giving birth" (Ro m. 8:22).
That, I take it, is Merton's vision of the monastic task. and more generally, the contemplative task to
which we are all called. 22
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