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The monastic Thomas Merton and the philosopher Henry Bugbee
were two contemplative adventurers whose quests to live deliber-
ately were alike in many startling ways. Both thinkers strove to
transcend the constraints of conceptual thought in order to con-
front what Thoreau referred to as the “hard bottom and rocks in
place, which we can call reality.”! For Merton and Bugbee, every
place was potentially a sacred place if one was fully present there.
Home was wherever one stood with one’s eyes open.

Although Merton and Bugbee may have never known each
other nor been familiar with one another’s work, their intellectual
paths appear parallel in many intriguing ways, especially when
one observes the stream of mutual influences and common inter-
ests they shared. Both were born in 1915. Both read and admired
Thoreau, loved nature and the joys of solitude and communion
with the natural world. Both knew and corresponded with Daisetz
Suzuki and were influenced by Kitaro Nishida. Both gleaned valu-
able insights regarding silence, mystery and wonder from Max
Picard and Gabriel Marcel. Both drew wisdom from Meister
Eckhart concerning detachment from conceptual thought. Both
preferred to write and publish their thoughts in journal form as
they sought to know and experience life as poets walking in truth
with a deep awareness of living in the present moment.

More significantly, though, Merton and Bugbee both deeply
understood the sacred relationship between place and presence in
ways that led them to celebrate the transformative realization of
communion in coming to view reality, itself, as sacred place.
Merton and Bugbee preferred a free-flowing life of openness and
reflectiveness, ever reverent and receptive to the communication
of Being—a contemplative life—vigilant in resisting the false se-
curity of static thought and the lures of conformism. Both think-
ers realized, especially, that the natural world was exceptional in
its ability to present a ceaseless invitation to experience reality with
openness, awareness and reverence.
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One might explore key passages in Bugbee’s The Inward Morn-
ing that parallel various statements of Merton'’s serving to illumi-
nate four axioms of sacred place as posited by Belden Lane.? Lane’s
four axioms will help reveal and bridge a set of common themes
and concerns between these two contemplative thinkers. One
might posit that Bugbee’s approach to contemplation can be ap-
preciated as a philosophical complement to Merton’s monastic and
spiritual approach, and that, together, their views strengthen one
another much in the way which the writer of Proverbs envisions:
“As iron sharpens iron, so man sharpens his fellow man” (27.17).

L. An Introduction to the Life and Work of Henry Bugbee

Henry Bugbee (1915-1999) was an American philosopher writing
in the tradition of Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo
Emerson, yet he was equally influenced by Martin Heidegger and,
in particular, Gabriel Marcel. Born in New York City, Bugbee re-
ceived his A.B. from Princeton in 1936 and his M.A. and Ph.D.
from University of California at Berkeley in 1940 and 1947 respec-
tively. He held teaching posts at Nevada, Stanford, Harvard and
finally the University of Montana.

The French philosopher and playwright Gabriel Marcel (1889-
1973) rivaled Thoreau in terms of his influence on Bugbee’s
thought. Though Bugbee was not a formal student of Marcel’s
(Marcel’s most famous students were Paul Ricoeur and Emmanuel
Mounier), he credited Marcel for helping him find his own philo-
sophical voice. In turn, Bugbee has helped many of his own stu-
dents, such as philosophers Stanley Cavell and Albert Borgmann,
to find their unique personal voices and styles.

Interest in the work of Henry Bugbee was recently revived with
the 1999 re-publication of his classic text The Inward Morning, which
Huston Smith calls “the most ‘Taoist” Western book I know—
Thoreau’s Walden not excepted” (back cover endorsement). Marcel
penned the original introduction to Morning, where he identified
Bugbee’s philosophy as “a philosophy of the open air.”? Critic
Nathan Scott describes Morning as “a most remarkable book” that
“still remains largely (and strangely) unknown.”* American phi-
losophers Albert Borgmann and David Strong both credit Bugbee
for helping them ground their own philosophical studies, as re-
corded in the collection of philosophers talking about their calling
in Falling in Love with Wisdom.® But perhaps The Inward Morning
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belongs to the literature of nature as much as it does to philoso-
phy; this seminal work exemplifies the generic characteristics of
the literature of nature, particularly those works that Douglas
Burton-Christie identifies as being bound with a philosophical
“quest for the sacred.”®

In addition to Morning, a splendid set of critical essays about
Bugbee’s work was also recently published, edited by Edward F.
Mooney (most noted for his works on Kierkegaard), with a fore-
word supplied by Alasdair MacIntyre.” According to Mooney in
The Inward Morning, Bugbee views reality itself as wilderness
through which we travel by real faith, but which also permeates
us. “Not only the wilderness of hawks and trout and storms
brought to our attention,” Mooney explains, “but also human fel-
lowship at sea or in a city.”® Hence Mooney concludes: “Henry
Bugbee’s work can be framed as a phenomenological project that
renders the full reality of things” in his pursuit to “uncover an
experiential ground of felt-compassion that carries the necessity
not of law but of the heart—what in reality speaks to the person as
a whole.”?

Bugbee’s Approach to Philosophy

Bugbee approaches the work of philosophy from the perspective
of a poet: “For me philosophy is in the end an approximation to
the poem.”'® He opens The Inward Morning by quoting
William Carlos Williams: “Form is never more than an extension
of content” and a poem is “a structure built upon your own
ground...your ground where you stand on your own feet.”!" Such
a start would, in my opinion, certainly attract and delight Merton’s
own attention if he had had the chance to read Bugbee because,
for Merton, both the poetic vision and the necessity for standing
on your own two feet were primary ways in which he felt the spiri-
tual life was to be lived. Mooney describes Bugbee’s style as a
form of “lyric philosophy,” which serves to “lead us home, or re-
mind us of the home we’ve left, or reveal a flash of insight that
where we stand is now where we belong.”*?

The metaphor of “dawn” pervades Bugbee’s journal, giving
credence to interpreting his philosophy as a philosophy of inner
awakening, hence the journal’s title: The Inward Morning. Bugbee
follows Thoreau in the recognition that “to be awake is to be alive”
and therefore “we must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves
awake.”® Such a philosophy of awakening, says Bugbee, cannot
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be worked out with all the pieces to the puzzle in view, but rather
“more like the clarification of what we know in our bones.”’* One
cannot rush the inward morning. We can only prepare for inner
dawn without force, as he later explains: “When we are imperi-
ous, reality withholds its instruction from us. We learn of neces-
sity in all gentleness, or not all.”** In short, we must ready our-
selves to see. Bugbee is certain that we will see. We can see reality
from within—insight—which one may earn but never steer: “It
must find its own articulate form. If it is to become more than
sporadic and utterly ephemeral, one must pay attention to it, it
must be worked out. And to work it out is not to cramp it into a
prefixed mould.”** He advises would-be philosophers, therefore,
to work toward insight but not try to capture or entrap it, to let it
flow and to trust its liveliness. The inward morning, therefore, is
an experience of the dawning of insight and authentic meaning.
Bugbee seeks to differentiate his approach to philosophical think-
ing from the tradition of professional, academic philosophy, which
underlines another value of writing in journal format, given its
allowances for poetic excursions off the beaten path. In this sense,
Bugbee seeks a different operating basis for conducting philosophi-
cal thinking and writing philosophical discourse. He intuits a cer-
tainty that exists outside of any constructs that he might be able to
build through rational thought and language, a certainty that “may
be quite compatible with being at a loss to say what one is certain
of.”"” For Bugbee, rather than a conclusion reached at the end of a
complex argument, certainty is a basis for action which he com-
pares favorably, to the essence of hope and faith, all as forms of
knowledge and kinds of certainty, which we can work from but
not possess or control.

I believe it is fair to argue that Bugbee’s approach has much in
common with Pierre Hadot’s perspective of philosophy as spiri-
tual exercise, particularly for the reason that Bugbee finds certainty
in living, and not in the articulation of philosophical discourse.’®
Merton, as well, realizes the necessity to “develop a certain kind of
consciousness that is above and beyond deception by verbal formulas.”?
We have to live first before we can put our reasoning to use, which
is why Merton advises that the “solution of the problem of life is
life itself. Life is not attained by reasoning and analysis, but first
of all by living.”?® Thus we see that Merton and Bugbee both share
a mystical origin for their philosophical journeys—at the living
center of life experience where language springs from and feeds
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back into a stream of meaning.?? Both writers seek to articulate an
emphasis upon the flow and not the capture of reality, an emphasis
that undergirds their notions of presence and communion involved
in the fluid experiencing of reality as sacred place.

This line of thinking about certainty leads Bugbee to celebrate
the philosophical value of wonder, which he contrasts to the “end-
less business” of explanations. Bugbee writes:

In wonder it seems as if the presence of things took root in us,
and planted in us an intimation of reality not to be understood
exclusively by digression, by the ways of explanation. From
the time reality has begun to sink into us in wonder, we can
begin to realize that our minds are committed to wander.?

Bugbee views wonder not merely as an object for reflection but as
a source of fundamental truth that beckons us to a greater involve-
ment in the openness of being. He adds that when philosophy is
abstracted as mere ideas from the life of a person, our experience
of life is dispirited. Bugbee’s philosophical task, therefore, is to
overcome abstraction in order “to accommodate the life of spirit
with all the mind.”?

Perhaps the best introduction to Bugbee’s philosophical ap-
proach in regard to place can be found in his own description of
performing philosophical work as a meditation of place. His account
is as follows:

During my years of graduate study before the war I studied
philosophy in the classroom and at a desk, but my philosophy
took shape mainly on foot. It was truly peripatetic, engen-
dered not merely while walking, but through walking that was
essentially a meditation of the place. And the balance in which I
weighed the ideas I was studying was always that established
in the experience of walking in the place. I weighed every-
thing by the measure of the silent presence of things, clarified
in the racing clouds, clarified by the cry of hawks, solidified in
the presence of rocks, spelled syllable by syllable by waters of
manifold voice, and consolidated in the act of taking steps,
each step a meditation steeped in reality.*

Bugbee persisted in trying to understand what he was thinking
and doing while walking in the presence of things. It finally dawned
on him in the fall of 1941, as he spent time in the Canadian Rockies,
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that “it was there in attending to this wilderness, with unremit-
ting alertness and attentiveness, yes, even as I slept, that I knew
myself to have been instructed for life, though I was at a loss to
say what instruction I had received.”?* A short time later, Bugbee
served with the U.S. Naval Reserve from 1942-1946, spending three
of those years at sea experiencing life on the ocean as continuous
with his experience of being instructed by the reality of the moun-
tains, “but with men with whom I lived thoroughly enough to
experience the community of men and place; though I did not know
it, I lived a meditation of both in communion. The thought which
I have been working out in these last three years is definitively
based on that experience.”%

Similarly, Thomas Merton’s spiritual journey led him to Cuba,
Florida, St. Bonaventure College and Friendship House in Harlem
before he experienced an inward dawning in 1941 that propelled
him to enter the monastery, and likewise began his own serious
reflections on what it means to live in communion with other men
in place, a process of thinking that would develop and evolve over
the next 27 years as he sought to articulate the instructions he re-
ceived from the reality of his placed experiences.

Bugbee realizes through communion with the presence of
things that communication takes place, despite his incapacity to
possess and control the meaning of the experience. Active recep-
tiveness is the key. Bugbee wants to meditate on the phenomena
he is experiencing, which he sees is a way to “reestablish ourselves
in a deeper vein of experience” (143). Bugbee is intrigued by the
idea of linking meditation to prayer. True meditation, for Bugbee,
is not merely tilling the ground of one’s thoughts, but an opening
of oneself through a deepening of candor. In the depths of experi-
ence, rather than upon the surface, is where Bugbee claims the
inward morning will take place and awaken us.

Thus, in Bugbee we find a philosopher wishing to wonder and
experience, the reality he senses as rooted in him as well as out-
side himself. Bugbee’s approach is very much in accordance with
David Abram’s description of a relational style of thinking “that
associates truth not with static fact, but with a quality of relation-
ship. Ecologically considered, it is not primarily our verbal state-
ments that are ‘true’ or ‘false,” but rather the kind of relations that
we sustain with the rest of nature.”?

Bugbee’s starting point for philosophizing about reality is in
the natural world, from which he thinks through experiences as
one immersed in the great mystery of living. Bugbee’s perspec-
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tive should strike students of Merton as one very much in keeping
with Merton’s own sense of wonder and his relentless drive to
immerse himself in “hidden wholeness” of reality as sacred place.??

II. Bugbee and Merton: Seeds of Insight

The early 1950s marked an especially rich period for Bugbee and
Merton. Both Bugbee and Merton were maintaining journals in 1952
and 1953 that would lead to parallel publications in 1958. Bugbee’s
journal notes would become The Inward Morning; for Merton, his
meditative notes would become Thoughts In Solitude; the books share
much in common. In his “Author’s Note,” Merton acknowledges
the inspiration of Max Picard’s World of Silence woven throughout
his reflections in Thoughts In Solitude.” Interestingly, Picard’s classic
work on silence includes a wonderful Introduction by Gabriel Marcel,
both men who influenced Bugbee’s thoughts during this period. In
comparison, during the years 1952-3, while Merton struggled with
censors and editors over the final version of The Sign of Jonas, pub-
lished in February 1953, Bugbee was struggling with his writing, too,
declaring on July 8, 1953, that “for five years I have been writing in
an exploratory way, gradually forced to recognize that this was the
case and I must accept it, along with its professional consequences.”®
Bugbee explains further, sounding here very much like the strug-
gling writer and emerging master of students, Thomas Merton:

My task has been to learn to write in a vein compatible with
what I can honestly say in the act of trying to discover what I
must say. It has been a precarious business. I have found
myself thinking quite differently from the majority of men who
are setting the style and the standard of philosophy worth
doing...It has become apparent that the thought which I am
concerned to define is not easy to produce on demand. Often
I do not know what I am trying to say*

Similarly, Merton was at work at this time penning perhaps his
most famous prayer, which begins with the confession: “My Lord
God, I have no idea where I am going.”*

For Merton, the years 1950-1952, immediately preceding his
journal notes on solitude, mark a significant period in his life that
bear on his later writings about solitude, vocation and the natural
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world, for it is at this time that Merton begins studying Thoreau in
depth as well as taking on the duties of forester for the monas-
tery.®

In April 1950, Merton begins to link his vocation with trees:
“This afternoon we were out planting trees in the woods. There is
no work I can think of that would be more favorable for contem-
plation than this.”* Merton was actively considering parallels
between Thoreau and John of the Cross at the end of 1950. Merton
became the monastery’s timber marker in 1951, and by January
1952, Merton is ready to declare: “Ilive in the trees.”*® Merton is
so quickly immersed in nature that he experiences the “strange
awakening to find the sky inside you and beneath you and above
you and all around you so that your spirit is one with the sky, and
all is positive night.”* Clearly, Merton’s vocation has turned to
identify “a new level of reality” as prompted by a core sense of
awakening through his experiences in the woods around the mon-
astery.” Deeply, Merton begins to realize more fully that

[w]hen your tongue is silent, you can rest in the silence of the
forest. When your imagination is silent, the forest speaks to
you, tells you of its unreality and of the Reality of God. But
when your mind is silent, then the forest suddenly becomes
magnificently real and blazes transparently with the Reality
of God: for now I know that the Creation which first seems to
reveal Him, in concepts, then seems to hide Him, by the same
concepts, finally is revealed in Him, in the Holy Spirit: and we
who are in God find ourselves united, in Him, with all that
springs from Him. This is prayer, and this is glory!®

Merton’s fullness of spirit leads him to conclude The Sign of Jonas
with a beautiful example of this poetic awareness: “There are drops
of dew that show like sapphires in the grass as soon as the great
sun appears, and leaves stir behind the hushed flight of an escap-
ing dove.”* By 1957, Merton begins to associate all monks with
trees as he formulates Basic Principles of Monastic Spirituality: “In
the night of our technological barbarism, monks must be as trees
which exist silently in the dark and by their vital presence purify
the air.”%*® As Merton'’s desire for solitude, silence and a relation-
ship to the forest grew, as well as the realization that he could not
escape the world by remaining in the woods, his philosophical
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arguments evolved into a deeper contemplative understanding
and fuller sense of dialogical interconnectedness with all of reality
in ways that compare favorably with the dawning of similar expe-
riential insights in the life of Henry Bugbee.

III. Bugbee, Merton and the Phenomenology of Sacred Places

Belden Lane argues that there are four basic principles, or axioms,
underlying the way in which we experience and understand land-
scape as sacred. All four axioms relate to how we participate in
the sacredness of reality and how such involved encounters influ-
ence our experiences of place, including the presence of other be-
ings and objects. From our experiences of sacred places come the
narratives upon which we reflect for guidance in centering our
busy, displaced lives, what Lane calls the process of mythogenesis.

Bugbee’s Inward Morning is laced with stories, examples and
vignettes steeped in concrete experiences that the author uses not
only to explicate his philosophy but to cultivate it from actual ex-
perience. These narratives are all acknowledged to be rooted in
placed experiences, often in memories that resurface to make mean-
ing upon the waters of reflection, serving to direct Bugbee’s think-
ing about place, presence and communion. Thus Bugbee’s stories
of going swamping, building a dam as a child, being on the row-
ing team in college, hiking in the Canadian Rockies, communing
with a ship’s crew during WWII, helping a drowning man from a
river, a road trip to Mexico, fishing for leaping trout—all testify to
Bugbee’s intention to let life speak and instruct him, to philoso-
phize through living. Almost all of these stories communicate in-
sights about the flow and fluidity of reality. With the patience of a
fisherman, Bugbee finds delight waiting for insight. Philosophy,
therefore, is simply a means for keeping “one’s fingers touching
the trembling line” for “it is just in the moment of the leap we both
feel and see, when the trout is instantly born, entire, from the flow-
ing river, that reality is knowingly defined.”*!

Merton also wrote about place and the natural world through-
out his life, but he wrote as a spiritual writer, and not necessarily
as a philosopher or nature writer. The fruit of his constant reflec-
tions and insights regarding the natural world can be found
throughout his poetry, essays, autobiography and especially in his
public and private journals. Thomas Merton was a true monk of
the earth in the sense that his spiritual perspective was grounded
in the here and now, a view perhaps best represented by his pithy



Matthews Reality as Sacred Place 97

proclamation in the early 1950s: “I do not think that being a monk
means living on the moon.”# Like Bugbee, Merton has stories to
tell about stepping into the flowing river of reality. Merton drank
deeply from these waters that nourished his awareness of the sa-
credness of reality, of life.

1. Sacred place is not chosen, it chooses

Lane’s first axiom asserts that because God chooses to reveal him-
self only where he wills, human beings cannot determine or engi-
neer what becomes sacred. Our choice, therefore, is one of choos-
ing to be open to revelation as the way in which we become active
participants in the sacralization of place. This insight is clearly
operating within Bugbee’s philosophical perspective, particularly
due to the great emphasis he places on openness and receptive-
ness as opposed to acts of will and domination. Openness, for
Bugbee, is a choice related to wonder in that both are modes for
experiencing reality and meaning in depth as reality chooses to be
made known. Both openness and wonder stand in stark contrast
to the reductionism produced by explaining reality. “In wonder,
however” Bugbee writes, “it seems as if the presence of things
took root in us, and planted in us an intimation of reality not to be
understood exclusively by digression, by the ways of explana-
tion.”* Bugbee offers thinkers a choice at this point: We can ei-
ther continue wandering in search of new and improved explana-
tions, “or we can open ourselves to the meaning of a life in the
wilderness and be patient of being overtaken in our wandering
by that which can make us at home in this condition.”# Bugbee
argues that the latter choice “involves an openness on the part of
the person in his entirety,” which he then suggests is a “condition
of philosophical truth.”#

This openness is what Bugbee later refers to as “receptiveness,”
which is so important to his thinking that he boldly claims that
“the readiness to receive is all.”* Receptiveness is linked to
Bugbee’s fundamental notion of reality as given: “Here is an es-
sential point: Nothing can be truly given to us except on the con-
dition of active receptiveness on our part.”¥ He explains that
“givenness is decisive experience of reality,” yet he cautions: “to
experience reality as given is to be at farthest remove from claim-
ing certain possession of any truth; for the certainty of understand-
ing is contrary to such a claim.”* Thus reality is a gift that we can
only receive: “There is certainty in experience in which reality is
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given; but this does not seem to be a certainty of knowledge about
anything we represent to ourselves and describe.”* Through the
language of openness, receptiveness and givenness, Bugbee ar-
gues explicitly that “philosophy is not a making of a home for the
mind out of reality. It is more like learning to leave things be:
restoration in the wilderness, here and now. By ‘leaving things
be’ I do not mean inaction; I mean respecting things, being still in
the presence of things, letting them speak.”® For Bugbee, there-
fore, we do not construct reality; we complete reality by respond-
ing.
Merton'’s affection for the philosophy of the Taoist sage, Chuang
Tzu, puts him clearly in good company with Bugbee’s basic philo-
sophical approach. Merton claims his own “ventures in personal
and spiritual interpretation” of Chuang’s teachings “have been
most rewarding” stating further that he “enjoyed writing this book
more than any other.”® He characterizes Chuang Tzu's philoso-
phy as simple and direct because it goes “immediately to the heart
of things” like “all the greatest philosophical thought”; he also
finds Chuang Tzu appealing because he “shares the climate and
peace of my own kind of solitude, and who is my own kind of
person.”® Merton could have been speaking about Bugbee in ar-
guing that Chuang Tzu’s teachings reflect “a certain taste for sim-
plicity, for humility, self-effacement, silence, and in general a re-
fusal to take seriously the aggressivity, the ambition, the push, and
the self-importance which one must display in order to get along
in society.”*

One might also find further parallels in Merton’s interpreta-
tion of Heraclitus’s perspective, in which we see another philoso-
phy of awakening. According to Merton, Heraclitus presents “our
spiritual and mystical destiny” to be one in which we

“awaken” to the fire that is within us, and our happiness de-
pends on the harmony-in-conflict that results from this awak-
ening. Our vocation is a call to spiritual oneness in and with
the logos. But this interior fulfillment is not to be attained by a
false peace resulting from artificial compulsion—a static and
changeless “state” imposed by force of will upon the dynamic,
conflicting forces within us.*

Bugbee and Merton both seem to share the same penchant for
Heraclitus who by “wielding the sharp weapon of paradox with-
out mercy, seeks to awaken the mind of his disciple to a reality
that is right before his eyes but that he is incapable of seeing.”*
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Bugbee’s stance, like Merton's, is a contemplative one, although
not in the sense of one who, according to Merton, “adopts a sys-
tematic program of spiritual self-purification”;* rather, Bugbee
simply seeks to enter into union with the invisible Tao. In con-
templation, Bugbee states, “one stands independently and at the
same time together with everything other than oneself. Contem-
plation is governed by omni-relevant meaning. Yet one may re-
spond upon a conclusive meaning of things without being able to
say what that meaning is.”¥” Bugbee defines the contemplative
act as “that in which reality makes firm its grip on us,” though he
is referring strictly to aesthetic and philosophic forms of contem-
plation in which one begins to “learn of a sustaining ground in
which [one is] rooted.”*® Bugbee recognizes, following Eckhart,
that “the heart of true contemplation is disinterestedness”; thus, it
is in wonder and openness that we contemplate reality in ways in
which our thinking participates and is continuous with the flow
of its given sacredness.”

In the following quotation, Bugbee almost seems to be describ-
ing Merton in the state of contemplation that led him to craft his
1966 essay “Rain and the Rhinoceros.”®® Here, Bugbee is discuss-
ing the state of philosophical reflectiveness that brings one to one-
self, which can lead one to proclaim along with Merton that as
long as the rain talks, we are going to listen:

One may be struck clean by sunlight over a patch of lawn, by
clouds running free before the wind, by the massive presence
of rock. What untold hosts of voices there are which call upon
one and summon him to reawakening. He remembers, and is
himself once again, moving cleanly on his way. Some mea-
sure of simplicity again informs the steps he takes; he becomes
content to be himself and finds fragrance in the air. He may
eat his food in peace. He does not wish to obviate tomorrow’s
work. He is willing to consider: not to suppose a case, but
take the case that is. He becomes patient. Things invite him to
adequate himself to their infinity. The passage of time is now
not robbery or show; it is the meaning of the present ever com-
pleting itself. It is enough to participate in this, to be at home
in the unknown.®

Merton, in turn, sounding like Bugbee, explains why he listens to
the rain instead of the rhinoceros and why it is enough to participate
in listening to the rain: “because it reminds me again and again
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that the whole world runs by rhythms I have not yet learned to
recognize, thythms that are not those of the engineer.”> Certainly,
Merton is speaking of the sacred rhythms of reality.

2. Sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary

According to Lane, this second axiom refers to the recognition of
the sacredness of place through “certain ritual acts that are per-
formed there, setting it apart as unique.”® For Bugbee, the ritual
of reflection, or of contemplation, is the act that must be performed
wherever we are in order to see the extraordinariness in the ordi-
nary. We must go through a process of awakening because reality
“is a holy place,” which Bugbee only recognizes as that “when
[one has] been most awake, and [one takes] it as a mark of awak-
ening whenever it dawns upon [one] again as true.”* For Merton,
it is silence that provides the most vital ritual for awakening to the
sacredness of ordinary reality.

Like Merton, Bugbee greatly values silence for it reveals to us
our need to bear witness to and receive the meanings of reality as
it speaks in the dawning of insight. Bugbee studied the work of
Max Picard on silence as a corrective to the traditional
philosopher’s disposition toward speech as the primary mode
through which one experiences reality. “From Picard,” writes
Bugbee, “I retain the idea that sounds, distinct sounds, make sense
only as heard articulations of silence. Perhaps sounds are only so
heard as we are still. Otherwise they are only abstractly heard,
and no matter the order noted between them, they would tend to
become a sequence of noises.”®® Silence enables us to hear being,
which is an essential criterion for seeing the ordinary stand out as
extraordinary. Bugbee records these thoughts on the ritual of be-
ing silent and reflective in place:

How welcome everything is, apprehended with such constancy
in the immediacy of the flow of meaning, how fluent the ar-
ticulate world. It is as if it all flowed directly and simply from
within oneself and one were receiving the world “from within”
as much as “from without.” As silence is to the spoken word,
s0 being is to everything distinct. Things are definitely given
as being as the issue of silence. They are, are, eternally are. To
experience them as being is to know them from within; this
knowing them from within is concrete experience.®
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Bugbee seems to suggest, therefore, that if there is a proper ritual
for experiencing the sacredness of reality, then silence helps us
become more responsive to the articulate world around us; for Bugbee
this means that “whatever, then, is truly given, truly perceived, is
loved; to love is to understand what is perceived as eternal. Only
the truly received is truly given; true reception is active contem-
plation; it involves completeness, that is purity of response.”®

Bugbee’s philosophical project is centered on reflecting during
and upon experiences of thinking, a thinking-as-receptiveness that
is opposed to merely reasoning about statements concerning such
experiences. He defines reflection as “a trying to remember, a dig-
ging that is pointless if it be not digging down directly beneath
where one stands, so that the waters of his life may re-invade the
present moment and define the meaning of both.”% In other words,
Bugbee wants to swim in the river of thinking—live—instead of
conducting a slide-show presentation about authentic thoughts
afterwards.® Quite literally, Bugbee claims that rivers instruct:
“Ariver carries with it the sense of reality as I would do justice to
it. I could wish for no more than to do justice to the instruction I
have received from moving waters.””® This leads Bugbee to for-
mulate one of the most beautiful and revealing passages in The
Inward Morning:

It seems that there is a stream of limitless meaning flowing
into the life of a man if he can but patiently entrust himself to
it. There is no hurry, only the need to be true to what comes to
mind, and to explore the current carefully in which one pres-
ently moves. There is a constant fluency of meaning in the
instant in which we live. One may learn of it from rivers in the
constancy of their utterance, if one listens and is still. They
speak endlessly in an univocal exhalation, articulating the si-
lence.”

Bugbee seems to be grasping what Merton was writing about in
the beginning of The Waters of Siloe: “There is intoxication in the
waters of contemplation, whose mystery fascinated and delighted
the first Cistercians and whose image found its way into the names
of so many of those valley monasteries that stood in forests, on the
banks of clean streams, among rocks alive with springs...These are
the Waters of Siloe, that flow in silence.””? To truly speak and
truly live is what concerns Bugbee more than to think and reason



102 The Merton Annual 17 (2004)

validly. He desires his words to reflect living thought, which for
him is authentic thought, and thus he argues that “true words flow
from that stillness from which antecedent true words have flowed”
and “the authenticity of our deeds is the basic condition of our
concrete understanding of reality.””

Merton expresses a similar philosophical stance in his essay,
“Poetry and Contemplation: A Reappraisal,” by arguing that the

passage from the exterior to the interior has nothing to do with
concentration or introspection. It is a transit from
objectivization to knowledge by intuition and connaturality.
The majority of people never enter into this inward self, which
is an abode of silence and peace and where the diversified
activities of the intellect and will are collected, so to speak,
into one intense and smooth and spiritualized activity which
far exceeds in its fruitfulness the plodding efforts of reason
working on external reality with its analyses and syllogisms.”

For Merton, the woods offer solitude and silence, the necessities
of his life. The solitude and healing silence of his hermitage in the
woods is the “one central tonic note” that he finds necessary, es-
sential, to hear each day: “Isitin the cool back room, where words
cease to resound, where all meanings are absorbed in the
consonantia of heat, fragrant pine, quiet wind, bird song and one
central tonic note that is unheard and unuttered.””> Merton con-
tinues:

Not the meditation of books, or of pieties, or of systematic
trifles. In the silence of the afternoon all is present and all is
inscrutable. One central tonic note to which every other sound
ascends or descends, to which every other meaning aspires, in
order to find its true fulfillment. To ask when the note will
sound is to lose the afternoon: it has sounded and all things
now hum with resonance of its sounding.”®

In Thoughts in Solitude, published the same year as Bugbee’s In-
ward Morning, Merton explains that we share silence with others;
we do not possess silence for ourselves. Thus “it is necessary for
us to name the things that share our own silence with us, not in
order to disturb their privacy or to disturb our own solitude with
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thoughts of them, but in order that the silence they dwell in and
dwells in them, may be concretized and identified for what it is.””
Silence, in other words, is made real by identifying its reality in
ourselves and other beings. In Merton’s terms, then, “[t]Jo name
their being is to name their silence. And therefore it should be an
act of reverence.””® Silence enables us to speak reverently about
the sacredness of reality.

Far from being a mental stunt cut off from experience, there-
fore, Merton and Bugbee are teaching us about reawakening to
the fullness of life, which begins with silence, in which we are con-
verted to the essential truths that flow through our living experi-
ences of the wholeness of reality and that transform the ordinary
into the extraordinary.

3. Sacred place can be tred upon without being entered

With this principle, Lane is asserting that our experiences of sa-
cred landscapes are “intimately related to states of consciousness”;
he adds that “being bodily present is never identical with the full-
ness of being to which humans can be open to time and space.””
For Bugbee, it seems that the way we gain entrance to the state of
consciousness that is most conducive to communing with the pres-
ence of sacred places is through our manner of experiencing real-
ity, albeit a process that we cannot dictate nor control. Such expe-
riencing requires that we approach reality as whole beings ready
to respond, letting the places in which we move take root within
our beings.

The concept of experience in Bugbee’s philosophy is a very
rich one, and deserves ample attention. Bugbee considers authentic
experience to be “permeated with meaning by invasion.”® He
stresses, though, that we do not possess the full meaning of expe-
riences even when we refer to them as “our” experiences. In other
words, Bugbee claims “we are not masters of the import of our
deeds. We are involved, to the soles of our feet, in the attitudes
inflecting the meaning which we realize, or fail to realize, in our
on-going experience,” but we cannot “predict and control the ebb
and flow of meaning.”®" Experience is not apart from us like an
object we can observe; rather, “experience is our undergoing, our
involvement in the world, our lending or withholding of ourselves,
keyed to our responsiveness, our sensibility, our alertness or our
deadness.”® He calls this mode of discovering meaning experien-
tial in deliberate distinction from the term empirical. It is in our
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ability to experience meaning that we become aware that “the pres-
ence of things in their definiteness is bound up with understand-
ing reality in its absoluteness,” explaining further that “the pres-
ence of things does not come home to us except as presence is
completed from within ourselves.”® Thus Bugbee’s philosophi-
cal goal is to think experientially as one who is immersed in real-
ity, as a full participant but not sole creator. Bugbee uses the term
“immersion” to denote “a mode of living in the present with com-
plete absorption; one has the sense of being comprehended and
sustained in a universal situation.”® Immersion is an unforced
involvement in reality to its core.

Bugbee employs the metaphor of a “closed circuit” of reality
in relation to his notions of presence and immersion in the flow of
meaning: “In our experience of things as presences, reality con-
veys itself and permeates us as a closed electrical circuit in which
we are involved with things; the circuit is charged with finality.
But in so far as we take things, and think of them, as placed over
against us, i.e. objectively, we break the circuit”; thus “to think
experientially is to partake in thought of the closed circuit of real-
ity, in which we live and move and have our being.”*

Merton understood the necessity of not breaking the circuit
through which we live in contact with the energy that flows
through all of reality. We can see Merton’s application of this per-
spective as manifest in his writings on the relationship between
the cloister and the world, and between the interior journey and
the social struggle for freedom. Merton fully realized this closed
circuit when he declared “I am the world just as you are! Where
am I going to look for the world first of all if not in myself?”*
Merton uses the term “interpenetration” to explain the complex-
ity of our involvement in reality. “We and the world interpen-
etrate,” he writes:

But this reality, though “external” and “objective,” is not some-
thing entirely independent of us that dominates us inexorably
from without through the medium of certain fixed laws which
science alone can discover and use. It is an extension and a
projection of ourselves and of our lives, and if we attend to it
respectfully, while attending also to our own freedom and our
own integrity, we can learn to obey its ways and coordinate
our lives with its mysterious movements.”
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Merton links this ever deepening experience of reality to his voca-
tion in his significant essay “Day of a Stranger.” He interprets his
peculiar vocation as one in which he senses “an obligation to pre-
serve the stillness, the silence, the poverty, the virginal point of
pure nothingness which is at the center of all other loves. I culti-
vate this plant silently in the middle of the night and water it with
psalms and prophecies in silence.”® In following this call, Merton
is forever led to examine his life and reflect on the stakes of a life
that is truly worth living.

Bugbee understands such stakes: “for each man there is an ab-
solute stake in life, something absolutely essential in his life; the
understanding of what is essential is bound up with understand-
ing man as capable of vocation.”® Vocation is connected to eth-
ics, for Bugbee, to the extent that a vocation is a calling that “leads
directly into the consideration of responsibility. We learn of our
position what it is crucial to learn, by responding to a call, in truly
vocational action.”® Merton’s response to the woods, in “The Day
of a Stranger” therefore, is in part a key element in his vocation as
a monk living in the woods out of necessity. “Only reality in its
necessity,” Bugbee affirms, “can give finality to what we say or
do.””' Bugbee’s Inward Morning is similar to Merton’s writings in
reflecting this concern to understand reality in terms of necessity,
finality and one’s vocation. Merton declares, “[i]t is necessary for
me to see the first point of light which begins to be dawn. It is
necessary to be present alone at the resurrection of Day, in the sol-
emn silence at which the sun appears, for at this moment all the
affairs of cities, of governments, of war departments, are seen to
be the bickerings of mice.”*?

Merton’s admonition that we attend to reality respectfully runs
parallel to Bugbee’s emphasis concerning our need to be open
through our experiences of reality. Therefore, we see that gaining
entrance to the sacredness of placed reality can never be construed
to be the result of a method or technique; rather, we wait in atten-
dance and openness in order to respond to, not command, the sa-
credness of reality.

4. Sacred place is both centripetal and centrifugal,
local and universal

Lane’s fourth axiom suggests a double impulse inherent in sacred
places by which a person is paradoxically drawn to the center of
the place while being pushed away. A tension, in other words, is
manifest in sacred places that seem to beckon our participation as
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dwellers while barring us from establishing residency. Perhaps
this axiom speaks to the question of who has final control of real-
ity: God or Man? Lane explains it in this way: “We long to be
placed in the land of the holy, but on gaining possession of the
sanctuary we come quickly to presume upon its guaranteed mys-
tery—only then to be driven from it in search of yet another place,
another center of meaning.”® Bugbee’s and Merton’s approaches
to the center of meaning may help us further comprehend this
paradoxical fourth axiom of sacred place.

In his Preface to The Inward Morning, Bugbee states that the con-
cept of finality is the unifying theme of the work. “By finality,” he
explains, “I intend the meaning of reality as realized in true decision.
The vein in which it comes to us is the vein of wonder, of faith, of
certainty. Itis the ground of ultimate human concern with which the
will is informed. It comes clearest in every unique deed of purest
generosity in which a man gives of himself without stint and with all
care.”* We can find finality, for example, in the tone of a “final word,”
which is “the tone of reality as definitely given” when someone speaks
truly; this is so, says Bugbee, because “finality must harbor all that
requires expression as genuine in human life.”* To be more precise,
a final word is that word which a person “can give now, steeped in
all that is unknown and cannot be known in our lives. It cannot be
made captive in terms themselves, or in any of the cumulative re-
sources at our disposal. It comes to meet us in our acceptance of the
frontier of our daily lives.”* Finality is what is most authentic. Final-
ity is the way reality exists when we see it as uncluttered by our
conceptualizations and verbalizations.

Bugbee relates finality to understanding. We may understand
finality, but we never attain final understanding; hence, finality
refers to the state of reality and not to the state of our knowledge
of reality—this is what we must understand. Yet, as Bugbee ar-
gues, “now you begin to understand and now you don’t under-
stand—that is what seems ephemeral about our condition. But as
understanding comes upon us and deepens from time to time,
strengthening however fleetingly our appreciation of finality, one
becomes aware of its relevance to our everyday situation all along,”
adding that understanding is not something one possesses and
that “the spirit to possess it is contrary to the spirit of understand-
ing.”” Finality is beyond human control, but not of human un-
derstanding, because “finality establishes the conditions of its own
disclosure; we cannot hold them fast and place them at our dis-
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posal.”® Here, Bugbee is working from Gabriel Marcel’s distinc-
tion between understanding a problem and understanding a mys-
tery, which is so key to both their philosophies. Bugbee’s style of
thought strives to appreciate the finality with which “reality makes
its stand here and now in existing things”; thus, the finality of
reality is given reality, reality received but not possessed.” This
leads Bugbee to the vital recognition of the sacred:

Finality grounds our standing forth; in standing forth we re-
ceive the gift of all existent things: coexistence in communion.
The sacramental act, and the sacredness of all things—it is to
these that reflection on finality must ultimately come. To per-
ceive something truly is to be alive to it in its sacredness; such,
at least, is the full implication of the idea of true perception to
which I have been led. And the individuality and universality
of whatever is so perceived are clarified in the finding of it
sacred. The mystery of each thing is the mystery of all things;
and this—not generalization or the broadening of our scope of
attention to wider and wider complexes of things, is the foun-
dation of the idea of universe: the omnirelevance of the expe-
rience of something as sacred.'®

From the force of his thinking about finality, Bugbee is led to end
his published journal with the adoption of a “religious attitude,”
which he describes as one that “challenges the ultimacy of any
interpretation of reality which is ‘objective’ in the sense of abstract-
ing from the depth of our experience as responsible beings.”!
What Bugbee fundamentally resists is any attitude that demands
a conception of God as the basis for religious belief: “I cannot but
think that the very notion of object incorporates a mode of think-
ing with respect to reality which is cut loose from religious atti-
tude.”' He defines authentic religious attitude as “one of truly
universal concern for things, of concern informed with the uni-
versality of finite things,” which does not mean things in general,
but rather a concrete “experience of things in the vein of individu-
ality, for this is precisely the vein in which they are experienced as
universal.”’® Therefore, despite his perhaps surprising disclaim-
ers regarding having any association with a religious tradition,
Bugbee adopts a spiritual attitude that “always seems to involve
humility” that leads him to conclusions regarding faith and rever-
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ence, with reverence understood as a mixture of understanding
and communion—an “understanding of reality consummated in
reverence as understanding-communion.”*

Bugbee’s religious attitude is comparable to what Merton de-
fines as a “sacred attitude” in The Inner Experience, an attitude “of
reverence, awe, and silence before the mystery that begins to take
place within us when we become aware of our inmost self.”'® In
contrast, “[t]he secular attitude is one of gross disrespect for real-
ity, upon which the worldly mind seeks only to force its own crude
patterns. The secular man is the slave of his own prejudices,
preconceptions, and limitations.”’® Merton argues that “that it is
therefore a matter of great courage and spiritual energy to turn
away from diversion and prepare to meet, face-to-face, that imme-
diate experience of life which is intolerable to the exterior man.”?
Merton’s emphasis on “immediate” highlights this sense in which
reality can be approached as sacred ground.

Merton adopts Gabriel Marcel’s stance regarding the
philosopher’s proper task as the chosen epithet to Raids on the
Unpseakable: “Today the first and perhaps the only duty of the
philosopher is to defend man against himself: to defend man
against that extraordinary temptation toward inhumanity to
which—almost without being aware of it—so many human be-
ings today have yielded.”'® Merton addresses Raids, itself, in the
Prologue to the book, expressing his hope that the insights of Raids
“may perhaps enable a rare person here and there to come alive
and be awake at a moment when wakefulness is desirable.”'®
Bugbee, likewise, ends his journal in agreement with Marcel that
the philosopher’s task is to defend humanity from itself: “It is the
constant part of a philosopher’s job today to guard against the
degeneration of basic ideas which have come to traditional em-
bodiment in certain terms, through which they may then suffer
inflation and debasement. The language of testimony may always
be taken in vain.”"?

Bugbee sounds a great deal like Thomas Merton as he writes
toward the end of his seminal work: “These have been days of
study, in Tillich, in the book of essays about his work, and I have
read the Fourth Gospel and the Book of Job, rounding up on this
day of cold and driving rain, with the opening chapters of Moby
Dick.”™ Bugbee proceeds to compare God’s voice in the whirl-
wind to the dramatic emergence of the great white whale and finds
himself, consequently, claiming “the presence of the thing is the
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cleansing of the man.”""? By the term “cleansing” Bugbee may be
suggesting a spiritual emptying, an idea he learned from “the teach-
ings of Meister Eckhart to the effect that we have only to be empty
to be filled.”"® Perhaps in a real sense, this is what it means to
experience reality as a sacred place in as much as our openness to
presences, by being present ourselves, leads to the cleansing—the
healing—of the soul. It is a “sacramental act, and the sacredness
of all things” Bugbee reminds us, “that reflection on finality must
ultimately come. To perceive something truly is to be alive to it in
its sacredness.”™ Ultimately then, in regard to Lane’s fourth axiom,
we cannot establish residency in the sacredness of reality because
we are not the sole source of understanding nor do we venture
there alone.

Toward the end of his journal, Bugbee suggests that we can
gain a deep understanding of reality in being open to all that is
ordinary surrounding us. Bugbee wants to assure us that in tak-
ing a reverential approach to life we will be better prepared to see
and experience the sacredness of landscapes—the sacredness of
reality—in which we become present in communion with others.
“Anything understood as reality,” Bugbee argues, “is understood
as old and new and ageless. And this is reverence—the heart of
action.”"® For Merton, the sacredness of reality also flows bound-
lessly, for “[w]hat is really new is what was there all the time. Isay,
not what has repeated itself all the time; the really ‘new’ is that which,
at every moment, springs freshly into new existence. This new-
ness never repeats itself. Yet is so old it goes back to the earliest
beginning. It is the very beginning itself, which speaks to us.”"¢

Merton on Bugbee: Inner Experiences and Inward Mornings

Thus far I have attempted to show significant parallels in the
thought of Merton and Bugbee, but in order to fully appreciate
their complementarity it is necessary to attend to some important
distinctions. In essence, I wish to suggest a few ways in which
Bugbee’s philosophy could be enriched by Merton’s spiritual ori-
entation in contemplating reality. My critique is spurred by a com-
parison of Bugbee’s idea of the inward morning with Merton’s
notion of the inner experience. Bugbee’s inward morning is an
awakening to reality through a sense of wonder that deepens into
a certainty grounded in our reflective experiences in the moment.
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Merton’s concept of the inner experience, however, traces this deep-
ening of experience to God, which leads to the discovery of one’s
inner self and transformation.

It may be helpful to first examine Bugbee’s explicit references
to theologians and religious language. As noted earlier, Bugbee
concludes The Inward Morning on a spiritual note, employing a
vocabulary more conducive to theologians than philosophers. In
those concluding pages Bugbee discusses two theologians in par-
ticular, Paul Tillich and Richard Niebuhr. Bugbee faults Tillich for
getting too abstract about “ultimate concern” at times, but admires
the constant tone of genuineness that operates as a check on his
systematic thought. He goes on to praise Tillich for bringing out
“the latently religious character of religious issues,” adding “it has
become clear that the philosophers whose work is in itself of the
most constructive value are those who appreciate this fact, and
whose work brings out more than latently the religious character
of the issues that concern them.”"” It is this predisposition of
Bugbee’s that I think would have made Merton’s writings most
appealing to him, particularly Merton’s emphases on experience,
reflection and a sapiential approach to reading literature, philoso-
phy and theology.

Bugbee gleaned insights from Niebuhr, too, but disagreed with
Niebuhr’s alleged need to conceive of God as an object in order to
avoid extreme subjectivism. As shown earlier, Bugbee resisted
any conceptions of God, much in keeping perhaps with Eckhart’s
influence on him. Bugbee admits that “strange as it may seem, I
cannot follow through the idea of creation in terms of a creator.”"'®
On the other hand, though, Bugbee declares, “nor can I think of
man as creator in creative action.”™ Ultimately, it seems, Bugbee
attempts to approach reality as gift but cannot completely con-
ceive of a Gift Giver. In this sense, of course, Bugbee is expressing
a perspective very much in common with Buddhist thought, and
of course Bugbee was deeply impressed by the ideas of Suzuki
and Nishida (while at Harvard, Bugbee was given the honored
task of escorting D.T. Suzuki to and from his many speaking en-
gagements). Albert Borgmann (1999) has noted Bugbee’s seem-
ing unwillingness or inability to acknowledge “only God can save
us in our predicament,” too, which Borgmann argues is the one
simple answer “that resolves the apparent conflict of finality and
universality.”'® Yet Borgmann realizes that Bugbee essentially de-
nies only a god that he could name, describe or prove its existence.
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In terms of spirituality, Bugbee appears to be more comfort-
able with an experiential spirituality than he would be with a sys-
tematic theology, but as Merton’s writings demonstrate, it is un-
necessary to divide these approaches into two competing schools
of thought. Fairly or unfairly, Bugbee associates “uniformity” with
a systematic understanding of reality, and “simplicity” with an
experiential understanding of reality (as influenced by Suzuki).
Merton, of course, struggled with a similar distinction as he con-
sidered his worst books to be born of a systematic understanding
of reality instead of, for him, the more accurate experiential ap-
proach.

Bugbee’s contemplative approach would be strengthened, I
think, by Merton'’s extensive studies of contemplation. Bugbee
drew much from Marcel on the subject of contemplation, but
Marcel did not treat contemplation as thoroughly or as explicitly
as Merton. Bugbee basically writes about two kinds of contem-
plation, aesthetic and philosophical, but my reading of The Inward
Morning seems to find an author who is feeling his way toward a
deeper understanding of contemplative living. It is unfortunate
that Bugbee was never able to read Merton’s draft of The Inner
Experience, in which Merton distinguishes, though not always with
perfectly clarity and consistency, more fundamental types of con-
templation. Bugbee clearly falls, with some qualification, into the
forms of active and natural contemplation. What needs to be quali-
fied here is that Merton viewed both of these forms of contempla-
tion as human activity motivated to commune with God. “Nor-
mally,” says Merton, “a life of active contemplation prepares a man
for occasional and unpredictable visits of infused or passive con-
templation.”' For Merton, it is important to name God. “It is
necessary to name Him Whose silence I share and worship,” he
argues, “for in His silence He also speaks my own name. He alone
knows my name, in which I also know His name.”'?? For Bugbee,
on the other hand, the motivation to contemplation does not in-
volve a search for God; rather it is a mode of being receptive to
reality as it presents itself. However, Bugbee does not deny the
existence of God the Creator as that would involve closing oneself
off to possibilities beyond the inconceivable, thus relying on one’s
own conceptions of reality as total, which would be bad faith. In
his next to last journal entry, Bugbee concludes—with definite re-
luctance—by employing the term “spiritual” to characterize his
philosophical approach, seeming more opposed to soft-headed
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sentimental religiosity often attached to the term than to any genu-
ine, reflective appreciation of spirituality. He admits that there is
much intellectual falsity in refusing to acknowledge perennial,
religious truths.

Merton perceives limits to the classical Greek philosophical
form of contemplation in which “the essentially religious aspect
of contemplation tends to get lost.”’* Bugbee’s contemplation is
primarily philosophical, to be sure, but it does involve a degree of
self-transformation and so is not merely speculative. As noted
above, Bugbee eschews mere speculative reasoning as not going
far enough, and he does, in fact, see the necessity to adopt a basic
religious attitude in contemplating reality, leading him to embrace
sacred awe, reverence and mystery as fundamental to an authen-
tic experience of reality. Yet, Bugbee still seems blocked, some-
what, in the end.

Where I believe Merton would be most helpful to Bugbee
would be in the translation of the inward morning as an inner
experience involving the inner person, Bugbee’s own true self.
Despite Bugbee’s use of personal stories and journal entries, and
despite his emphasis on awakening, The Inward Morning falls some-
what short of lending full testimony to any personal transforma-
tion. One senses that Bugbee’s thought life has changed in the
course of his writings, but one is left with the question of how
Bugbee’s whole life has changed. However, perhaps the transfor-
mation is a subtle one, not dramatic, and more implicit than ex-
plicitly stated. In perhaps the most poignant passage in Bugbee’s
journal there is his recollection of glimpsing a man drowning but
who managed to pull himself out of the water by latching on to a
rooted willow. Bugbee rushes to help just as the man is clawing
his way up the bank:

Slowly he raised his head and we looked into each other’s eyes.
1lifted out both hands and helped him to his feet. Not a word
passed between us. As nearly as I can relive the matter, the
compassion I felt with this man gave way into awe and re-
spect for what I witnessed in him. He seemed absolutely clean.
In that steady gaze of his I met reality point blank, filtered and
distilled as the purity of a man. I think of Meister Eckhart’s
“becoming as we were before we were born.”*
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In reading this, I am reminded of Merton’s words from The Inner
Experience: “the awakening of the inner self is purely the work of
love, and there can be no love where there is not ‘another’ to
love.”'® Perhaps Bugbee did, indeed, connect the inward morn-
ing to the transformation of the true, inner self.

There is no story of conversionary experiences at the end, but
Bugbee’s conclusion to The Inward Morning does appear to reflect
an inward change at least in the form of a greater openness: “I am
not content with what I have worked out; but I have worked out
enough, perhaps, to be content to consider more carefully as I move
along, and to welcome all manner of thinking other than my
own.”'? Bugbee’s statement implies a quest for transformation to
a degree, though perhaps not as the crucial issue that it is in
Merton’s writings.

Certainly such openness was part of Merton’s own success in
actively pursuing diverse approaches to understanding reality. In
The Inner Experience, for a perfect example, Merton exhibits his
appreciation and respect for the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita,
the wisdom of the Sioux Indians, the teachings of Zen Buddhist
masters and Hindu yogis, as well as the wide variety of voices
from his own Christian and monastic traditions. “Whatever may
be the philosophies and theologies behind these forms of contem-
plative existence, the striving is always the same: the quest for
unity, a return to the inmost self united with the Absolute, a quest
for Him Who is above all, and in all, and Who Alone is Alone.” %
Merton found a degree of compatibility with existentialist philoso-
phy, for example, in terms of being able to identify with those who
were authentically striving for truth beyond human constructions:
“genuine existentialism is, like Zen Buddhism and like apophatic
Christian mysticism, hidden in life itself. It cannot be distilled out
in verbal formulas.”'?

Merton embraces a mystical perspective in The Inner Experi-
ence, whereas Bugbee dismisses a mystical definition for his own
contemplative outlook. Bugbee acknowledges the power of the
ineffable in proposing that “creation is inexpugnably mysterious,”
but he does not see such a proclamation as necessarily an endorse-
ment of mysticism. Bugbee tends to regard mysticism as being
“at times perilously close to abdication of responsibility and a kind
of paralytic seizure of the will.”'® “Not out of this world, but in
this world, we are,” Bugbee declares, sounding very much like
Merton.”* Merton understands this, of course, and shares Bugbee’s
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disdain for any kind of mysticism tending toward escapism or
withdrawal from reality, too, adamantly opposing “false mysti-
cism and pseudo-religiosity” as manifestations of “fake
interiorization.”"

Conclusion

Merton and Bugbee share an underlying fundamental concern in
the vitalness of listening and response. Bugbee listened to moun-
tains and rivers and heard a call to which he must respond, a call
to responsibility. Merton expressed the essence of Bugbee’s phi-
losophy best perhaps when he declared that one’s whole life can
be “a listening.”** In the end, the crucial difference between Merton
and Bugbee is that Merton attributed what he heard to the silent
language of God. “My salvation is to hear and respond” to Him,
he writes, “[flor this, my life must be silent. Hence, my silence is
my salvation.”'®

In reading both Merton and Bugbee as they write about con-
templating reality, I cannot help but reach a distinction that Merton
listened a bit more deeply by attending to the inner reality of his
life than Bugbee appeared to do. I make this judgment, though,
without conclusive evidence. I would have liked to have listened
to both these men for myself, face-to-face, in a sacred place akin to
what Sigurd Olsen calls a listening-point: “Only when one comes
to listen, only when one is aware and still, can things be seen and
heard. Everyone has a listening-point somewhere. It does not
have to be in the north or close to the wilderness, but some place
of quiet where the universe can be contemplated with awe.”
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