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Thomas Merton, Gandhi, the “Uprising”
of Youth in the ‘60s,
and Building Non-violent Movements Today

By Paul R. Dekar

Suddenly, in the United States of 1960, as the end of the Eisenhower era loomed and John
F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign moved into high gear, the mood of young people shifted. In
coffee houses and student unions scattered across the country, we gathered, buzzed of change and
dreamed of living lives in which personal action mattered. How was it, before our present era of
television, computers, iPods, text messages and movies on a scale like Richard Attenborough’s
Gandhi (1982), that Gandhi inspired the idealism and activism and waves of protest by youth in
the 1960s?

David McReynolds of the War Resisters League stated that the emerging activist generation
could understand Gandhi better than Franklin D. Roosevelt, Martin Luther King, Jr. better than
Hubert Humphrey, the Hungarian workers better than the old labor movement.! So inspired,
four African American students from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College, wearing
jackets and ties, sat down at a Woolworth’s whites-only lunch counter in Greensboro, North Caro-
lina, on February 1, 1960. They asserted their right to be served. When they were not, they re-
fused to leave. Like Rosa Parks before them, and contrary to post-event legend, these four — Ezell
Blair, Jr., Franklin McCain, Joseph McNeil and David Richmond — did not spring full-blown from
some abstract idea of the Beloved Community, a phrase associated with Martin Luther King, Jr.
They belonged to the Youth Council of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP). They harkened back to Thoreau’s idea of civil disobedience and Tolstoyan
utopianism. They knew of resistance to segregation such as the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation
and the earlier sit-ins in Durham, North Carolina and elsewhere. They received the help of black
churches, the Congress of Racial Equality, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and its
leader Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Fellowship of Reconciliation. S
They had seen a television documentary about Gandhi and, in strict
Gandhian fashion, threw the burden of disruption onto the upholders
of white supremacy (Gitlin 82, 85).

And so the spirit of non-violent direct action entered the 1960s.
Small knots of pacifists began sitting in and sometimes getting ar-
rested at demonstrations against civil defense drills and bomb tests.
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Others were active in the civil rights movement, in defense of the earth and the rights of women,
in the counterculture, in literary and other emerging movements at the edge. It was one of those
rare periods in which we believed we could make a difference, and did. I include myself in the
“we”: in the fall of 1961, I enrolled as a freshman at the University of California Berkeley and
dutifully signed up for a required Reserve Officers Training Corps course. Preferring to build
houses for the poor rather than to train for war I joined in petitioning for an end of mandatory
military training. One action led to another: protests against construction of bomb shelters on
campus; a campaign for a ban on nuclear weapons; community organizing; voter registration; and
the Free Speech Movement. While the latter situation grew out of private business interests rather
than unjust actions of the State, we held up Gandhi as the most exacting theorist of non-violent
civil disobedience and celebrated him as a saint in our covenant of peace.?

Before we knew anything about Gandhi, many of us were reading Thomas Merton, arguably
the most successful religious author in North America or perhaps the world. Merton shaped my
formation as an activist in two ways. [ first read Merton’s essays “The Root of War Is Fear” in
the October 1961 issue of The Catholic Worker and “The Shelter Ethic” in the November 1961
issue of The Catholic Worker* and his poem Original Child Bomb, the literal translation of one
of the “poetic” names the Japanese found for the bomb that destroyed Hiroshima on August 6,
19455 Merton subtitled the poem, “Points for meditation to be scratched on the walls of a cave,”
presumably the one in which any survivors of atomic war would live. This introduction to Merton
fueled my passion for victims of war and injustice. Significant for me as well, Merton discerned
non-violence as the way to establish God’s peace in a world of violence. This commitment was
evident especially in Gandhi on Non-Violence, a compilation of texts in five sections, with an in-
troduction, notes and index.® This book in turn led me to read a sourcebook on Gandhi’s life and
Louis Fischer’s biography of Gandhi.’

Merton’s interest in Gandhi went back to the London Round Table Conference in November
and December 1931. Merton was then a high school student in Britain. In his dorm, Merton
insisted Gandhi was right in championing India’s independence from Britain. Someone rebutted
that British rule was a purely benevolent, civilizing enterprise for which the Indians were not
suitably grateful. Infuriated at the complacent idiocy of this line of reasoning, Merton persuaded
no one.®

Merton expressed no further active interest in Gandhi until the late 1950s when he resumed
reading widely in Eastern religion. His interest in Asia led him to write four books on the subject
in addition to the Gandhi anthology.® Merton was about to assume a new calling, that of nurtur-
ing a new world into being, one free of bombs, racism, the worst effects of technology, media,
big business, intolerance and other evils. Though his order attempted to silence Merton, who had
come to believe a contemplative monk must be relevant to the issues of the day, Merton found a
way to circumvent the ban. “The contemplative life is not, and cannot be, a mere withdrawal, a
pure negation, a turning of one’s back on the world with its sufferings, its crises, its confusions
and its errors” (SD xiii).

Merton’s prophetic writings spoke to a new generation of youth. Gandhi was the only prac-
titioner of non-violence that Merton read in detail; Merton concluded Gandhi spoke more to situ-
ations he faced than anyone else.'” Merton’s “A Tribute to Gandhi” first appeared in the radical
journal Ramparts and then in Seeds of Destruction. For Merton, Gandhi was unlike all other
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world leaders of his time. His life was marked by wholeness and wisdom, integrity and spiritual
consistency that the others lacked, or manifested only in reverse, in consistent fidelity to a dyna-
mism of evil and destruction (see SD 225).

“What has Gandhi to do with Christianity?” Merton asked. Gandhi esteemed Jesus and un-
derstood that for a Christian, problems of political and social existence are inseparably religious
and political at the same time (SD 225-26). Merton compared Christian and Hindu terms such
as leitourgia (liturgy; public service) and dharma (action); agapé (love) and satyagraha (truth
force). For Merton, Gandhi was more Christian than many Christians. “Gandhi remains in our
time as a sign of the genuine union of spiritual fervor and social action in the midst of a hundred
pseudo-spiritual crypto-fascist, or communist movements in which the capacity for creative and
spontaneous dedication is captured, debased and exploited by false prophets” (SD 229).

For Merton, the power of Gandhian non-violence grew from its religious underpinnings;
that is, for Gandhi, non-violence was a way of life and not merely a strategy. Gandhi knew the
value of solitude. He fasted, observed days of silence, did retreats and was generous in listening
to and communicating with others. For Merton, Gandhi “recognized the impossibility of being a
peaceful, nonviolent [person] if one submits passively to the insatiable requirements of a society
maddened by overstimulation and obsessed with the demons of noise, voyeurism and speed” (SD
232).

Reviewing Merton’s Seeds of Destruction in Book Week,"' Martin E. Marty of the Univer-
sity of Chicago noted that Merton contributed nothing to help solve a problem pointed to by so
many students of Christian non-violence, despite his admiration for Gandhi and King. How
does one relate justice to love, King’s Jesus to King’s Gandhi? In “Negro Violence and White
Non-Violence,” Merton defended his “pessimistic prophecy.” Marty later reversed himself in a
public letter to Merton published in the National Catholic Reporter and acknowledged the need
for non-violence.'? In a review in another Catholic periodical, Richard Horchler observed that
Merton was trying almost desperately to say something, anything, to initiate a dialogue with the
world outside the monastery. Seen in that light, Merton’s essay on Gandhi seems an expression
of responsibility, part of its love and anguish."

Merton’s second essay, “Gandhi and the One-Eyed Giant,” originally appeared in another
progressive journal, Jubilee, and subsequently served to introduce his anthology on Gandhian
non-violence. For Merton, one of the significant aspects of the life and vocation of Gandhi was
his discovery of the East through the West. Like so many other educated Indians, Gandhi received
a completely Western education. He was an “alienated Asian” and thought of himself as a white
man without ceasing to be a “Nigger” (GNV 3). But, Merton continued, Gandhi was unusual in
that, rather than being fooled by the West, he found something good in the West that was also of
the East, so universal that Gandhi could draw from his acquaintance with writers like Thoreau,
Tolstoy and Jesus and make connections to his own tradition and his Hindu dharma (duty).

According to Merton, Gandhi came to believe that the central issue of the time was accep-
tance or rejection of a basic law, the law of love, the truth of which had been made known to the
world in traditional religions. Seeking to build a more peaceful and just world struggling through
love in action, Gandhi committed his whole life to this: “If love or non-violence be not the law
of our being, the whole of my argument falls to pieces” (GNV 25 [1.172]; SD 234). For Gandhi,
ahimsa (non-violence) was a way not to seize power but to transform relationships “so as to bring
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about a peaceful transfer of power, effected freely and without compulsion by all concerned,
because all have come to recognize it as right” (GNV 23). Leading the non-violent movement by
which India gained independence from the United Kingdom, Gandhi maintained that power of
ahimsa exercised through satvagraha (love or soul-force) was not merely a matter of techniques,
but a way of life. Refuting those who saw non-violent action only as a means by which the weak
come to power, Gandhi saw non-violence not as a policy of passive protest or cloak for impotent
hatred which does not dare to use force. Rather, non-violence must express love and strength, a
noble and effective way of defending one’s rights. Not merely a private affair, ahimsa required
that means of all political action coincide with desired end results.

The first section of Gandhi on Non-Violence presents “Principles of Non-Violence.” Non-
violence is the basic and universal law of our being, a creed which embraces all of life in a consis-
tent and logical network of obligations. Use of himsa (violence) degrades and corrupts; to meet
force with force and hatred with hatred only hastens one’s personal degeneration. By contrast
ahimsa is in deep accord with the truth of human nature and corresponds to an innate desire for
peace, justice, order, freedom and personal dignity and can be learned by all. Gandhi did not
expect everyone to practice non-violence perfectly. However, he did believe that, if people are
willing to risk engaging violence non-violently, it can be the most effective basis for social action.
“During my half a century of experience I have not yet come across a situation when I had to say
that I was helpless, that I had no remedy in terms of non-violence” (GNV 25 [1.172]).

Gandhi was a realist. One need not depend on the goodwill of dictators; rather, a non-violent
resister depends on the unfailing assistance of God which sustains him throughout difficulties
which would otherwise be considered insurmountable (GNV 26 [1.175]). Having lived under
British rule most of his life, including three years in London, Gandhi was not impressed by so-
called Western democracy, which, as it functioned, was nothing short of diluted Nazism or fas-
cism. Gandhi offered Jesus as the model of non-violent resistance: “Jesus lived and died in vain
if He did not teach us to regulate the whole of life by the eternal law of love” (GNV 26 [1.181]).

In the second section titled “Non-Violence: True and False,” Gandhi teaches that the ex-
traordinary difficulty of non-violence requires a supernatural valor obtainable only by spiritual
practices such as prayer. Courage demands nothing short of the ability to face death with com-
plete fearlessness and to suffer without retaliation. Such a program is meaningless and impos-
sible without belief in God and spiritual practices described in the third section, “The Spiritual
Dimensions of Non-Violence.” In Section Four, “The Political Scope of Non-Violence,” Merton
returned to the theme that Gandhi did not envisage a tactical non-violence confined to one area of
life or to an isolated moment. Gandhi’s non-violence was a creed which embraced all of life in a
consistent and logical network of obligations. Merton saw Gandhian non-violent direct action as
a way to address specific issues of the mid-1960s in the United States: its growing involvement in
Vietnam, the issue of the draft and the threat of nuclear annihilation. Merton highlighted passages
such as these: “I know that war is wrong, is an unmitigated evil. I know too that it has got to go.
I firmly believe that freedom won through bloodshed or fraud is no freedom” (GNV 52 [1.75]).
“Non-cooperation in military service and service in non-military matters are not compatible”
(GNV 52 [1.108]). “Peace will never come until the great powers courageously decide to disarm
themselves” (GNV 53 [1.176]).

In the final section, “The Purity of Non-Violence,” Merton summarized five essential ele-
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ments of how to act non-violently:

1) It implies not wishing ill;

2) It includes total refusal to cooperate with or participate in activities of the
unjust group, even to eating food that comes from them [for example, Gandhi’s
1930 salt campaign];

3) It is of no avail to those without living faith in the God of love and love for all
[persons];

4) [One] who practices [non-violence] must be ready to sacrifice everything ex-
cept [one’s] honor;

5) It must pervade everything and not be applied merely to isolated acts (GNV 64
[1.119]; see also “Rules for peace brigades” [71]).

Merton picked up Gandhi’s call for formation of peace brigades to interpose in situations
of violent conflict. There were antecedents. One was Latin America. In 1927, the Fellowship
of Reconciliation and Religious Society of Friends [Quakers] sent a delegation to meet guer-
rilla leader Augusto Sandino in Nicaragua. The International Fellowship of Reconciliation also
sponsored an Ambassadors of Reconciliation program through which traveling secretary Muriel
Lester, a friend of Gandhi who had hosted his 1931 stay in London, toured China and Japan. On
one occasion, Lester and Toyohiko Kagawa of Japan sought to make Japanese aware of the impact
of the “Rape of Nanking” and other war crimes.

Seeking to encourage such non-violent initiatives with reference to such issues as war, human
rights violations and the impact of cybernetics fueled by technology, Merton convened in 1964
at the Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky a gathering of activists to discuss the spiritual roots of
protest. Merton’s anthology of Gandhi’s writings served in part as a basis for reflection. Among
those who met at Merton’s hermitage from November 17-19, 1964 were W. H. “Ping” Ferry of
the Center for Democratic Institutions at Santa Barbara, California, Fellowship of Reconciliation
leader A. J. Muste, Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder, and several Catholics: Daniel and
Philip Berrigan, John Peter Grady, Jim Forest and Tom Comnell who formed the Catholic Peace
Fellowship. Merton had invited Martin Luther King, Jr. but on the eve of leaving for Oslo, Nor-
way where he was to receive the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize, King could not participate.

In his formal comments at the opening of the retreat, Merton began by asking, “Quo warran-
fo? By what right do we protest? We protest because we have to, for within me there is something
like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot. (Jer 20:9)”
Merton further asked whether technological society by its very nature is oriented to self-destruc-
tion or whether it can on the contrary be regarded as a source of hope for a new sacral order, a
millennial city in which God will be manifested and praised. At the time, Merton did not believe
that technology was either morally, or religiously promising. “Does this call for reaction and
protest; if so, what kind? What can we really do about it?”"

As a partial response to these questions Merton called for metanoia. By this Greek word he
did not mean conversion, as translators often mistake. Rather Merton had in mind total personal
transformation. Merton believed that a radical turn was needed to the Gospel of peace, sacrifice
and suffering in redemptive non-violent protest. Other participants responded to the challenge of
practicing non-violence. John Howard Yoder commented that Christians must live the Gospel,
pure and simple. Yoder proclaimed the Cross, the unique element that Christianity brings to the
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mystery of the pursuit of peace and justice in a world ruled by perverse power. The retreat proved
to be “near legendary,” “a watershed,” a “memorable experience.” While Muste looked on in
bewilderment, the Catholics swilled down beer, laughed and ran from the hermitage for relief.
The retreat did not shape the specific ways Catholic resistance to the culture of technology would
subsequently take. Still, at some point in their lives most would serve time in prison for protests
against the war in Vietnam and for nuclear disarmament. Merton was the exception. For Merton,
the retreat was in some sense a “last fling.” His superiors were not favorable to his continuing to
address social issues (HGL 417).

In the sense that he did not join movements or take to the streets, Merton did not become an
activist. This was not simply a matter of obedience. Merton believed in the need, ethically and
evangelically, to define his limits. In a letter dated October 10, 1967, he wrote Dan Berrigan, “In
my opinion the job of the Christian is to try to give an example of sanity, independence, human
integrity, good sense, as well as Christian love and wisdom, against all establishments and all
mass movements and all current fashions which are merely mindless and hysterical. . . . The most
popular and exciting thing at the moment is not necessarily the best choice” (HGL 98).

Merton and his fellow retreatants believed that humanity was at a historic moment. A funda-
mental reexamination of existing values and radical action were needed. Though Merton declined
to participate in person in the revolutionary forces at work in the world, he continued to encourage
Gandhian non-violent action. Activists such as the musician Joan Baez, high school and college
students involved in varied groups including Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee, Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society and the Black Power movement and many others visited and cor-
responded with Merton. For example, he sent a copy of his Gandhi book to James Douglass (HGL
163), then a young Catholic active in the anti-nuclear movement and later author of several books
that drew on Merton and Gandhi’s writings."* He sent a copy of his Gandhi article in Seeds of De-
struction to Sister M. Emmanuel de Souza e Silva, who had worked in the slums of Rio de Janeiro
and translated the essay and other books by Merton into Portuguese (HGL 192). He encouraged
Leilani Bentley, a college freshman from Mulliken, Michigan, to read Gandhi on Non-Violence,
even though he was aware that non-violence was no panacea, even in India.'"* In 1968, Merton
sought to meet disciples of Gandhi during his pilgrimage to India (4. 35 and passim).

I have characterized events of the 1960s as an uprising, a term used by Free Speech Move-
ment supporters.” The means of change were not always non-violent, with consequences that
spilled over to the seventies,'® and have continued to trouble the body politic. Thomas Merton was
pivotal. Never mind that a list of his writings is as long as a short book, and that writing about
him is an industry. Merton was a pathfinder and exemplar who made footprints in which an entire
generation walked."”” Though not himself a street activist, Merton helped form the people who
made up the initial, organizing cadres of the non-violent movements of the 1960s and contributed
to the process by which Gandhian ideas generated collective action. Merton sought to ensure that
the motivations or ideologies of young activists were compatible with Gandhi’s legacy.

Allowing that Thomas Merton helped make Gandhi accessible to youth in the 1960s to act
for social change non-violently, do Gandhi and Merton still have anything to contribute to build-
ing non-violent movements today? To what extent can the legacies of Gandhi and Merton help
youth today in the face of environmental crisis, the growing gap between rich and poor, war and
other issues? In the 1960s, the power brokers of the United States lost connection with the depths
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of popular culture and resisted the reform impulse of young activists. Converging with parallel
risings of young people around the world, the uprising of youth challenged illegitimate authority
and groped toward new codes of common life and new principles by which to transform society.
Though much has changed, much remains the same. If humanity is to survive, we must become
the change we want to see in the world, as Gandhi wrote.** We are ready for a new generation of
Gandhi’s successors bridging east and west, as did Thomas Merton.?
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