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he judged placed on certain historic forms then in practice.’ Focus is to be
in the monastic religious experience, he insisted, and not on the monastery
itself, as if the individual had come to serve the institution and not that
pursuit of God which gave rise to the institution in the first place. Merton
observed, for instance, that the efforts at renewal since the Reformation
had normed themselves, not by the wisdoms of the desert monks, but
rather by traditions of later times, notably the Carolingian reforms of
Benedict of Aniane (CWA, p. 196). He also noted a distinctively American
managerial atmosphere which he thought had gained a strong foothold in
the cloister. Suffused by it, the monastery was imaging itself as a kind of
machine, a “spiritual dynamo” well oiled and smoothly ticking (CWA,
p. 38). The critique had not gone deeply enough.

Merton directed his most stinging criticisms of historic forms at what
he termed “the accepted spirituality.” This meant the whole world of
assumptions at Gethsemani, attitudes not exactly official but nonetheless
given common credence, or behaviors supposedly foundational but in
actuality justifications of the present community (CWA, p. 102ff). The com-
fort which such a world view held out only served to reinforce its hold on
the group and, like every ideology, disguised its own intent. In truth,
however, this spirituality was losing, not only its nurturance, but most
drastically its power to mediate genuine love to the monastic vocation.
While it sustained some of the monks, it did not give life to many others.
The newer entrants especially intuited this and observed impoverishments
in the humanness of veteran monks because of it. In any case, the reigning
wisdom had little reference to the deeper realities of life. It conspired to
eliminate the risk factor so fundamental to monastic existence. Both the
conventional spirituality and the institution built to reinforce it only insu-
lated the monks, creating a hothouse within the cloister (CWA, pp. 199).
According to Merton, the system committed the unpardonable sin of
“substituting the penultimate for the ultimate,” or, more colloquially, of
making the announcement that “I am going to go to the North Pole and
then proceeding to take a walk around the block” (CWA, p. 204). Still
further, it narrowed the monk’s appreciation for authentic asceticism,
distorting useful disciplinary practices into perfectionistic excess or, in his
words, into “mere methodologies of will and concentration” (CWA,
p. 120). Not surprisingly, his antidote for monastic decay was return to the

5. See Jean Leclercq, “Introduction,” CWA, p. 12,
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D. A DISCIPLINED CREATIVITY

Merton would have the Order be faithful, not to a past set of
practices, but to the inner life out of which those activities grew. In his
words, the monk’s journey is to be “a living ascent to that current of
uninterrupted vitality” (CWA, p. 42). But far from a tranquil inner climb, this
ascent is hard work and requires its own kind of discipline. Reform is
anything but “drifting along . . ., a lackadaisical floating with events which
excludes those dimensions of life which in fact cannot be found unless the
monk to some extent works hard to uncover them” (CWA, p. 126). Neither
is it abstract prognosticating nor, in Merton’s image, a distributing of maps
which sketch out the exact way. The project rather is the more ambiguous
one of honing up one’s sense of direction so that “. . . when we really get
going, we can travel without maps” (CWA, p. 127). To drink from the true
fount of renewal is to imbibe heady waters. The creativity unleashed will
run wild unless channeled by that rigorous discipline of nurturing the inner
life and doggedly pursuing one’s authentic self.¢

E. NEW FORMS

When moving to the more practical matter of structural renewal,
Merton is not half so expansive. He is much more the theorist than the
organizational designer, and in fact never participated in any of the world
wide reforms of the Trappists. In addition, the few suggestionss he did make
are dated, something certainly to be expected at this remove of more than
twenty years. But granting even these qualifications, he still shows a pres-
cience which only testifies to the depth of his insight.

Merton saw the need for transitional forms and spaces. He argued
for a certain breathing spell during which the deeper motivations and
purposes of the experiments would be allowed to surface (CWA, p. 127).
Throughout such times, generosity of spirit was needed by those who
preferred the older forms; e.g., a willingness to make space for the others
who could not be silent and meditative in the same exact way (Conner,
p. 178).

Merton wrote frequently about the role of authority in renewal. In
general, he advocated a more grass roots participation in reform efforts

6. Tarcisiu$ [a.k.a. James] Conner, “Monk of Renewal,” in Thomas Merton / Monk: A Monastic Tribute;
ed. by Brother Patrick Hart (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1974), p. 184.









