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Thomas Merton's Receptivity

To the Feminine, to Judaism, and to Religious
Pluralism^

Edward K. Kaplan

What divides us? What unites us? We disagree in law and
creed, in commitments which Ue at the very heart of our reU-
gious existence. We say no to one another in some doctrines
essential and sacred to us. What unites us? Our being account-
able to God, our being objects of God's concern, precious in
His eyes.

Abraham Joshua Heschel, 1965^

The voyage of Thomas Merton, as of that of the Roman CathoUc
Church, from triumphaUsm, supersessionism or "replacement the-
ology" to an acceptance of Judaism as spiritually autonomous,
beloved by God, was long and very difficult. For the Church, it
took about two thousand years; for Merton it began around twenty
years after he became a CathoUc. The background for this paper is
provided by Merton and Judaism, a volume in the series on Merton
and world religious traditions pubUshed by Fons Vitae.̂  The book's
two subtitles guide these reflections: first, "Holiness in Words," a
phrase from Abraham Joshua Heschel referring to God's presence
in the Hebrew Bible; second, "Recognition, Repentance, and Re-
newal," recognition of past faults, repentance for them, and re-
newal of Jewish and Christian life both separately and in partner-
ship. We all need renewal.

Recognition and Repentance

Thomas Merton became a partner with Judaism, "the first cov-
enant," as the "old covenant" is now more generously named by
Christians, amidst the Second Vatican Council's intemal confUcts
about the declaration on the Jews. During the turbulent month of
September 1964, Merton received a jolt from Rabbi Abraham Joshua
Heschel, professor of Jewish ethics and mysticism at the Jewish
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Theological Seminary in New York, and author of books on prayer,
religious philosophy, and the Hebrew prophets, which Merton
taught to the novices at Gethsemani.* Heschel sent Merton his re-
cent memorandum (dated 3 September 1964) objecting to the com-
promised text staUed by the Council Fathers amidst great contro-
versy. The original draft, prepared by the saintly Augustin Cardi-
nal Bea and his Secretariat for Christian Uruty, was attacked by
members of the Curia for being too favorable to Judaism.^

Heschel shared with Merton his outrage that the modem, post-
Holocaust Church might stiU consider Jews to be unfulBUed Chris-
tians. I quote a crucial passage from Heschel's rejection of mission
to the Jews:

Since this present draft document calls for "reciprocal under-
standing and appreciation, to be attained by theological study
and fratemal discussion" between Jews and Catholics, it must
be stated that spiritual fratricide is hardly a means for the at-
tainment of "fraternal discussion" or "reciprocal understand-
ing." A message that regards the Jew as a candidate for con-
version and proclaims that the destiny of Judaism is to disap-
pear will be abhorred by the Jews all over the world and is
bound to foster reciprocal distrust as well as bitterness and
resentment As I have said repeatedly to leading personaU-
ties of the Vatican, I am ready to go to Auschwitz any time, if
faced with the alternative of conversion or death.^

Merton answered Heschel immediately, on 9 September, for once,
almost speechless: "It is simply incredible. I don't know what to
say about it. This much I will say: my latent ambitions to be a true
Jew under my CathoUc skin wiU surely be realized if I continue to
go through experiences Uke this, being spiritually slapped in the
face by these blind and complacent people of whom I am never-
theless a 'collaborator.'"

The foUowing day (10 September) Merton took sides with
Heschel in his private journal, as he began to elaborate a theologi-
cal position with regard to Judaism as a living tradition:

Abraham Heschel sent a memo on the new Jewish chapter. It
is incredibly bad. AU the sense has been taken out of it, all the
originaUty, all the Ught, and it has become a stuffy and point-
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less piece of formaUsm, with the incredibly stupid addition that
the Church is looking forward with hope to the union of the
Jews with herself. As a humble theological and eschatological
desire, yes, maybe; but that was not what was meant. It is this
lack of spiritual and eschatological sense, this unawareness of
the real need for profound change that makes such statements
pitiable. Total lack of prophetic insight and even of elemen-
tary compunction.

It is precisely in prophetic and therefore deeply humiU-
ated and humarUy impoverished thirst for Ught that Christians
and Jews can begin to find a kind of unity in seeking God's
will together. For Rome simply to declare itself, as she now is,
the mouthpiece of God and perfect interpreter of His [God's]
will for Jews (with the impUcation that He in no way speaks to
them directly) is simply monstrous.''

"Where is the prophetic and therefore deeply humiUated
and humanly impoverished thirst for light, that Christians and
Jews may now begin to find some kind of unity in seeking
God's wiU together? But if Rome simply declares herself com-
placently to be the mouthpiece of God and perfect interpreter
of God's will for the Jews, with the implication that He in no
way ever speaks to them directly, this is simply monstrous!"

Merton dramatically recognized a sinful condition within the insti-
tutional Church, the absence of even "elementary compunction,"
and he sought its repentance (the "deeply humiUated thirst" of in-
ner transformation) in order to remedy the Church's spiritual blind-
ness. His righteous anger was more than just generous; he himself
experienced the pain of Jews persecuted for centuries by the Chris-
tian majority. Merton was fully aware of the Roman Catholic
Church's millennial "teaching of contempt," propagated at the
popular level by pastoral teachings and the old Uturgy.*

Here I emphasize the positive, however, by exploring Merton's
"latent ambition to be a true Jew under his CathoUc skin," as he
stated to Rabbi Heschel. Merton was already on the road, having
been "spirituaUy slapped in the face." He took courage in his "thirst
for Ught," or more precisely, a "prophetic and therefore deeply
humiUated and humanly impoverished thirst for Ught." Such hu-
miUty would favor a partnership so "that Christians and Jews can
begin to find some kind of unity in seeking God's will together."



140 The Merton Annual 17 (2004)

Pluralism and Dialogue

Thomas Merton thus asserted the basic premise of authentic inter-
faith dialogue: that the will of God is not completely known, nor
exclusive to one tradition. Some vision of reUgious pluraUsm must
attenuate the claim that one's own revelation is absolutely true.
The pluraUst trusts that if God is God, God is the God of aU peoples.
Our particular revelations are alive, ongoing, unceasingly calling
for response and interpretation. Merton remained committed to
his CathoUc self while expanding his contemplative awareness, as
he sought relentlessly to clarify God's wiU.

Abraham Joshua Heschel arrived at his pluraUstic perspective
whUe retaining his absolute commitment to the Sinai covenant and
to the Jewish people. In November 1965 he summarized his view
of interfaith cooperation in his inaugural lecture, "No Religion Is
An Island," as Harry Emerson Fosdick Visiting Professor at Union
Theological Seminary, the Uberal Protestant institution.' Heschel's
impressive opening words define himself, and the Jewish people,
in continuity with BibUcal tradition:

I speak as a member of a congregation whose founder was
Abraham, and the name of my rabbi is Moses.

I speak as a person who was able to leave Warsaw, the city
in which I was bom, just six weeks before the disaster began.
My destination was New York, it would have been Auschwitz
or TrebUnka. I am a brand plucked from the fire, in which my
people was bumed to death. I am a brand plucked from the
fire of an altar of Satan on which millions of human Uves were
exterminated to evil's greater glory, and on which so much
else was consumed: the divine image of so many human be-
ings, many people's faith in the God of justice and compas-
sion, and much of the secret and power of attachment to the
Bible bred and cherished in the hearts of men for nearly two
thousand years.

The Shoah gave special urgency to Heschel's celebration of God's
presence in the Hebrew Bible. Christians and Jews share his loy-
alty to that text, with our different understandings of its authority.
Our common ancestors, Abraham and Moses, heeded God's call
and fathered the ancient IsraeUtes, community of the "first cov-
enant."
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Two decades after the aUied victory in Europe, Heschel, as "a
brand plucked from the fire," echoed the prophet Zechariah (3:2)
to assert the sanctity of all humankind. He considered the spiri-
tual consequences of Hitler's intended genocide to be universal,
including but surpassing the question of Jewish stirvival. The death
and torture—physical and psychological—of millions of Jews and
non-Jews points to a peril from which we continue, increasingly,
to suffer: namely, our diminished image of ourselves as Uving sym-
bols of God.'" The degradation of what it means to be human is
the most insidious danger of our age.

The interfaith environment supported Heschel's proclamation
of his Jewish responsibility. Later in his inaugural lecture Heschel
summarized his view of interfaith dialogue in a way that rever-
berates with Merton's defense of Judaism during the Second
Vatican Council; this is Heschel:

I suggest that the most significant basis for meeting of men of
different religious traditions is the level of fear and trembling,
of humility and contrition, where our individual moments of
faith are mere waves in the endless ocean of mankind's reach-
ing out for God, where all formulations and articulations ap-
pear as understatements, where our souls are swept away by
the awareness of the urgency of answering God's command-
ment, while stripped of pretension and conceit we sense the
tragic insufficiency of human faith.

What divides us? What unites us? We disagree in law and
creed, in commitments which Ue at the very heart of our reli-
gious existence What unites us? Our being accountable to
God, our being objects of God's concern, precious in His eyes."

Heschel and Merton share the same acute sense of spiritual em-
barrassment—"humility and contrition"—^before God, as they ac-
knowledge "the tragic insufficiency of human faith." Merton calls
it a "prophetic and therefore deeply humiliated and humanly im-
poverished thirst for Ught that [wiU allow] Christians and Jews
[to] begin to find some kind of unity in seeking God's will together."
Such are the elementary pre-conditions, both inward and theo-
logical, for a roadmap to peace.

Heschel's task, and that of the post-Holocaust generation, was
and remains to revive "the divine image of so many human be-
ings, many people's faith in the God of justice and compassion,
and much of the secret and power of attachment to the Bible." The
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Jewish people are witnesses, representing by their very existence
as Jews loyalty to the living God: "The Bible is holiness in words....
It is as if God took these Hebrew words and breathed into them of
His power, and the words became a live wire charged with His
spirit. To this very day they are hyphens between heaven and

The Feminine Unconscious

Thomas Merton's private journals, now pubUshed, trace an intrigu-
ing connection between his progressive receptivity to Judaism and
his late opening to femininity. A cluster of highly charged sym-
bols emerges in Merton's dream life and artistic works around the
years of Vatican aggiornamento (updating or renewal). In a previ-
ous paper I examined the influence of Merton's series of dreams
of "Proverb," a young Jewish woman, as they affected his appre-
ciation of Judaism and the world at large." That process of reinte-
grating Eros into his self-conception culminated in the epiphany
of Fourth and Walnut, at least at the literary and ideological level
of his pubUc persona.

My hypothesis is that Merton's fantasized love for "Proverb,"
and his celebration of the divine feminine in his prose poem "Hagia
Sophia," and, of course, his veneration of the Virgin Mary, are es-
sentially connected with his "latent ambition to be a true Jew un-
der [his] Catholic skin." Merton's new sensitivity to Judaism was
part of his evolving pluraUsm, his abiUty, and indeed his passion,
to participate in the spiritual Ufe of other traditions. Western and
Asian.

This line of thought, a focus on the feminine and on Eros, of
which my reflections are a part, is familiar to the Merton scholarly
community. Among the documents are: Merton's talks to the Con-
templative Sisters, The Springs of Contemplation^*; The Merton An-
nual (vol. 13), George Kilcourse's introduction, "Spirituality as the
Freedom to Channel Eros"; interview with Jane Marie Richardson,
SL; in The Merton Annual (vol. 14), Victor A. Kramer's introduc-
tion, "Merton's Openness to Change and his Foreshadowing of a
Feminist Spirituality"; the interview with Myriam Dardenne, "A
Journey into Wholeness"; and Jonathan Montaldo's "Gallery of
Women's Faces and Dreams of Women from the Drawings and
Journals of Thomas Merton"; studies of Merton's love poems to

Myriam Dardenne's presentation of Merton and
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the feminine at the ITMS meeting held at Bellarmine University in
LouisviUe KY in 2001; Learning to Love, The Journal of Thomas Merton,
vol. 6,1966-1967^^; and much more.

Two recent articles by Judaic scholars suggest that Merton's
liberation of Eros finds deep historical roots in Jewish mysticism.
Arthur Green and Peter Shafer advance the same bold hypothesis
that, in Green's terms, "the unequivocal feminization of the
shekhinah in the Kabbalah of the thirteenth century is a Jewish re-
sponse to and adaptation of the revival of devotion to Mary in the
twelfth-century Westem church."'^ We thus confirm that Thomas
Merton's dreams of Proverb, the young Jewish woman, have a
significant historical correlative, objective in its existence though
intimately personal, subjective in its function.

Merton's feminine imagery parallels the development within
ancient and rabbinic Judaism, culminating in the thirteenth-cen-
tury Kabbalah, of a feminization of God as represented by the
shekhinah. Put briefly, the Kabbalistic notion of shekhinah is the ul-
timate mediator: she is the indwelling Presence of God in the world,
the feminine element within the God^head, and the kenesset yisra'el,
the hypostatized Community of Israel, i.e. the Jewish people (not
"the Synagogue," a term foreign to Judaism). For example, one of
the earliest manifestations of a female consort of God is the figure
of Wisdom, hokhmah, of Proverbs 8, "identified with the Torah
throughout rabbinic literature."'^ There are other womanly enti-
ties in Jewish tradition. Mother Rachel, Mother Zion, the Temple,
the Holy Ark, the Tent of Meeting, etc., and especially the Sabbath
Queen or Bride.

Thomas Merton associates within his inner life a similar clus-
ter of female figures, the most prominent of which are the Blessed
Virgin Mary, her mother Saint Anne (in Hebrew, Hannah), Hagia
Sophia, Proverb, and M, the real woman with whom Merton the
monk fell passionately in love. Green's study provides a precise
clue as to why Proverb is embodied, for Merton, as a young Jew-
ish woman, and why that dream accompanied his opening to Ju-
daism and to the world. The Jewish or Biblical foundation of
Merton's fantasies may very well be the Song of Songs, "the
tradition's prime source for all discussion of sacred Eros."^^

Merton's powerful prose poem, "Hagia Sophia," has been care-
fully interpreted as a plateau in his relationship to the feminine, a
summary of mostly unconscious aspirations for a tender Mother
and a fearful yearning to be loved by a real woman, such as he
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was several years later by M, the student nurse.^" Merton struggled
to reconcile his warring impulses as a man and as a celibate monk:
to be loved by his mother, to love his mother, to accept his erotic
desire for a woman, body and soul, and in the end to integrate aU
this with his devotion to God, to Christ, and to the Blessed Virgin.
(Not to mention his vow of obedience!) Theologically speaking,
Merton's "Hagia Sophia" synthesizes many influences, his dreams
(as recounted in the journal), Meister Eckhart, Julian of Norwich,
especially mystics of the Eastern Church, and the Song of Songs.

To focus our present reflections on Merton's receptivity to the
Other through the feminine, I quote only the two first stanzas,
corresponding to the awakening. Dawn, The Hour of Lauds:

There is in all visible things an invisible fecundity, a dimmed
light, a meek namelessness, a hidden wholeness. This myste-
rious Unity and Integrity is Wisdom, the Mother of all, Natura
naturans. There is in aU things an inexhaustible sweetness and
purity, a silence that is a fount of action and joy. It rises up in
wordless gentleness and flows out to me from the unseen roots
of all created being, welcoming me tenderly, saluting me with
indescribable humility. This is at once my own being, my own
nature, and the Gift of my Creator's Thought and Art within
me, speaking as Hagia Sophia, speaking as my sister. Wisdom.
I am awakened, I am bom again at the voice of this my Sister,
sent to me from the depths of the divine fecundity.^'

Wisdom is a nurse who awakens the poet in his hospital bed, the
Blessed Virgin, earthly mother, and lover—all these females are
condensed and elaborated in Merton's meditation. He is being
loved; that self-acceptance as a man and as a monk beloved by
God made it possible for him to welcome other religions to the
feast. There is also a concerted ethical thrust. According to Susan
McCaslin, Merton's placing of "Hagia Sophia" in Emblems of a Sea-
son of Fury, also "calls for the transformation of the world through
non-violence and non-retaliation."^

SpeciaUsts can uncover the deeper stratum of Thomas Merton's
progressive receptivity to the feminine by examining the exegeti-
cal tradition of the Song of Songs. Green traces popular Christian
awareness of the Canticle "in the liturgical settings for the four
festivals of Mary found in the old Christian calendar (Nativity,
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Purification, Annunciafion, and Assumption of the Virgin) [;] verses
from the Canticle are offen used to depict the love between God,
to whom she is both bride and mother, and the Virgin. She is the
garden of delight whom God enters and in whom He takes plea-
sure; she is also the 'sealed fountain' out of whom will flow the
living spring of Christ."^

For Merton, probably the most important Christian interpreter
was Bemard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) whose homilies on the Song
of Songs are recognized as "one of the most popular texts of West-
em Christian mysticism of all time."^* It is significant that Merton's
close friend, Jean Leclercq, OSB, co-edited the Latin coUection of
Saint Bemard's sermons and wrote a book entitled Monks and Love
in Twelfth-Century Prance (not "Monks in love"!).̂ ^ A worthy inter-
faith research project would clarify Merton's place within
Cistercian spirituaUty and its erotic dimensions, taking into ac-
count Jewish interpretations of the Song of Songs, most of which
Thomas Merton probably did not directly know.̂ * Here is Arthur
Green's conclusion:

This rich and varied symboUzation of Eros in the Christian
texts precedes and provides a context for understanding that
which happens a century later in the Jewish mystical sources,
especially the Zohar, where images of mother, sister, bride, and
a host of others are deeply interlocked. For the Christians this
love remains mostly a chaste, matemal Eros, here transformed
on the spiritual/hermeneutical plane to that of the virginal,
untouched bride. For the Jews, not having a tradition that glo-
rifies virginity or celibacy, the varieties of female imagery in
the imagination of the mystic wiU culminate in the fantasy of a
direct sexual coupling. For the Christian sources the love ex-
pressed in these readings of the Canticle is that between Christ,
who is God, and His human mother Mary, who is not God.
For the Kabbalist, whose God is manifest in the ten sefirot,
shekhinah is within the Godhead and the Eros of the Canticle is
about the love of God for God. This love is strengthened and
supported by human effort, indeed aUows itself to be depen-
dent on the energies aroused by Israel in this world, but essen-
tially remains transcendent. Despite these real differences,
however, the contunonaUty of S5mibols, typologies, and struc-
tures of thought is truly remarkable.^^
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Merton's life and v^Titings also reflect the quest Uterature of
the twelfth century, a longing for God, for human and spiritual
love, and for a pious life. Jews and MusUms in Golden Age Spain
shared in this Christian revival of spiritual Eros. Among the Jew-
ish examples cited by Arthur Green are Bahya Ibn Paquda, The
Duties of the Heart, "Maimonides' description of the love of God
[Mishneh Torah, hilkhot teshuvah, 10:3; also Guide of the Perplexed,
3:51] in which the Song of Songs plays a key role"; the Sufi quest
for uruon with God that influenced his son, Abraham Maimonides;
poetry written in Arabic or Hebrew by Jews that was both reli-
gious and erotic, and more.

In addifion, the studies by Green and Shafer in themselves con-
tribute significantly to interfaith scholarship, not only because of
their content; they develop hypotheses usually ignored by Judaic
scholars, a direct and profound influence of Christian practice on
Jewish theology and inner experience of God. Accordingly, schol-
ars of Christianity (and Islam) might examine with more objectiv-
ity the influence of Jewish traditions.

Pluralistic Theology

This is a time for generosity and hope, but also for sober reaUsm.
Neither Merton nor Heschel quickly jumped on the bandwagon
of pluraUsm, pro-actively affirming the preciousness of aU reli-
gions. But they did so when called upon, and with utmost respect
and convicfion: Heschel in his inaugural address at Union Theo-
logical Seminary, Merton in Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander (1966),
and especially in Merton's final writings on Asian spirituaUty. Both
men recognized the sanctity of other reUgions, preparing future
cooperation and mutual support against the demons of nihiUsm,
dehumanization, and doubt, our inescapable heritage as fallible
human beings.

Mutual respect and "reciprocal understanding and apprecia-
tion" first require loyalty to one's own tradition. Neither Merton
nor Heschel deviated from or even compromised their sectarian
corrunitments. It is true that many people feared that Merton wouJd
leave the Church, but there is no hard evidence that he would have
done so. In fact, the conference in Asia during which he met his
death was devoted to Christian monastic renewal though dialogue
with other traditions, including Marxism. We must not forgot that
Merton's stated desire to be a Jew, or a Buddhist or a Hindu, etc..
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"under his CathoUc skin," retains that skin which, after all, held
him physicaUy and spiritually together, and defined who he was
in the world.

Both Merton and Heschel revered Judaism—ancient and con-
temporary—as a repository of the Holy Spirit, invigorated by a
supernatural Presence both beyond and within our texts, systems,
beUefs, and pracfices. Merton would agree with Heschel that "[t]he
essence of Jewish reUgious thinking does not Ue in entertaining a
concept of God [my emphasis, EK] but in the abiUty to articulate a
memory of moments of illumination by His presence."^^ This is
the pluralistic or contemplative approach to religious commitment.

Heschel's loyalty unto death to the Jewish covenant also
grounds a pluralistic model. His affirmation of the Mount Sinai
event was absolute, although he carefully and deliberately, in God
in Search of Man (1955), insisted that the original Revelation was
witnessed by all mankind. Heschel first asserts, with normative
Judaism, that aU Jews at all times can bear witness to the original
event: "There is no one who has no faith. Every one of us stood at
the foot of Sinai and beheld the voice that proclaimed, I am the
Lord thy God. Every one of us participated in saying. We shall do
and we shall hear. However, it is the evil in man and the evil in
society silencing the depth of the soul that block and hamper our
faith."^' At the very least, his understanding of divine revelation
is pluraUsfic with regard to competing denominations within con-
temporary Judaism.

Most significantly, Heschel's perspective is both "orthodox"
and universal. When he says that "every one of us stood at the
foot of Sinai and beheld the voice that proclaimed, I am the Lord
thy God" he also and especially means Jew and Gentile. Heschel
goes on to cite a rabbinical interpretation of the BibUcal text, a
Midrash that vaUdates this universaUty: "Tanhuma, Yitro, 1. The
words, according to the Rabbis, were not heard by Israel alone,
but by the inhabitants of aU the earth. The divine voice divided
itself into 'the seventy tongues' of man, so that all might under-
stand it. Exodus Rabba, 5,9."̂ °

Abraham Joshua Heschel is Thomas Merton's partner because
they both straddle the fence between Orthodoxy and LiberaUsm
as they call to the Holy Spirit within all people. Heschel assumes
that sensitivity to hoUness—a gift emanating from the Divine—is
intrinsic to everyone: "Recondite is the dimension where God and
man meet, and yet not entirely impenetrable. [God] placed within
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man something of His spirit (see Isaiah 63:10), and 'it is the spirit
in a man, the breath of the Almighty, that makes him understand'
Qoh 32:8)."3^

Merton and Heschel invite us all to partake in the Holy Spirit.
If the beginning of the Jewish people is God's covenant with
Abraham, the foundation of Jewish-Chrisfian dialogue is the Sinai
Revelation as we agree to interpret it. These two stories are mod-
els of our unfinished business. We cannot forget that Abraham
was the father of both Isaac and Ishmael; Jews and Muslims must
face and resolve the real conflicts of Sarah and Hagar. Heschel's
conviction that God's self-revelation at Sinai was given to aU hu-
mankind, in its "seventy tongues," reminds us that the Hebrew
Bible is a human "report," a midrash, of the Divine message.'^

Thomas Merton recognized that no human authority, no
Church, not even his own, can speak exclusively for God. How
many of humankind's "seventy tongues" does the Roman Catho-
Uc Church possess? Or any person or institution? Merton's jour-
nal entry of 10 September 1964 makes it clear: "It is precisely in
prophetic and therefore deeply humiliated and humanly impov-
erished thirst for Ught that Christians and Jews can begin to find a
kind of unity in seeking God's wiU together. For Rome simply to
declare itself, as she now is, the mouthpiece of God and perfect
interpreter of [God's] wiU for Jews (with the impUcation that He
in no way speaks to them directly) is simply monstrous."^

Merton's vaUant, lifelong struggle with the feminine within
him, his increased support of inifiatives by women in reUgious
life, accompanied his affirmation of other traditions, including
Judaism. Thomas Merton and Abraham Heschel incite us to re-
new the Holy Spirit, the Presence of God, in our hearts and in our
communifies. All of us, Jews, Chrisfians, Muslims, and others, must
recover the Spirit of Vatican II, the Holy Spirit (in Hebrew, ruah ha-
kodesh) beyond aU beliefs, as we nurture, through our irreducible
particularity, our reverence for what is universally sacred.
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