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A Trappist monk, murdered – some allege - by the CIA or FBI – or was it the KGB? - in a Bangkok hotel bathroom. Electrocuted by a faulty wire in an unearthed fan while getting out of the bath. A member of one of the Church’s strictest monastic orders who had an uneasy relationship with authority, and a fascination with eastern religions and mysticism.

Next Wednesday marks the fortieth anniversary of the death of Thomas Merton on 10th December 1968. He was one of the most influential Catholic writers of the twentieth century, a monk of the Cistercian abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani in Kentucky. 
His was a rich and contradictory character. Opinions differ widely: was he simply a devout and talented Catholic writer – as in his earlier works like “Seeds of Contemplation”? Or did he become a way-out monk who had sought mystical experiences in non-Christian religions?
The tragic manner of his death afforded ample opportunity for speculation. Merton’s influential opposition to the Vietnam war and to any “first strike” use of nuclear weapons made him an embarrassment to parts of the US establishment.
He was born in France in 1915 to Owen Merton, a New Zealand painter, and Ruth Jenkins, an American Quaker and artist. His parents had him baptised in the Church of England. On account of wartime difficulties, the family moved to Long Island, New York. A younger brother, John Paul, was born in 1918, but the boys’ mother Ruth died of stomach cancer in 1921. 
His childhood was further unsettled when his father fell in love with a married American novelist, Evelyn Scott, on holiday in Bermuda. Father and son accompanied the Scotts on a journey to North Africa and Europe, settling in France in 1926 and England in 1928. 
Thomas was enrolled in Oakham public school. During the vacations he lived with his paternal grandparents near Canterbury. Owen, his father, died of a brain tumour in 1931. The next year, Thomas won entrance to Clare College, Cambridge.
His first encounter with Catholicism was aged 17 on a holiday to Rome. He felt transfixed by a Byzantine mosaic of Christ in one of the churches, and bought himself a Latin Vulgate Bible. He read the entire New Testament through. One night in his pensione, he felt the closeness of his father’s spirit. It was to be the first of many mystical experiences. For the first time he really prayed, asking God to deliver him from his darkness.

Starting as an undergraduate in Cambridge, however, Merton became isolated from his Oakham schoolmates. He began drinking heavily and womanising. His biographers generally concur that he fathered a child, a girl, who it is thought died in the Luftwaffe bombing raids in London. 
Thomas’ guardian, Tom Bennett, appointed by Owen Merton before his demise, discreetly settled a paternity claim out of court, and had to give Thomas a strict reprimand about wasting his money and time. In 1935 he left Cambridge without a degree, and moved back to the States, enrolling at Columbia University, Manhattan, and residing with his maternal grandparents. So far, not so good – not surprising, given his troubled family background.
In 1937 he read Etienne Gilson’s The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy which re-opened his mind to Catholicism. The following year he sought guidance from a Hindu monk, who had deeply impressed him. To his surprise, the monk suggested that Thomas read the Confessions of St Augustine and The Imitation of Christ. 
Now he began to attend Mass and to pray. It was finally a book about Gerard Manley Hopkins’ conversion to Catholicism and call to the priesthood which decided him. He enrolled for instruction. He was baptised and received his First Communion at Corpus Christi church in November 1938.
He later commented: “The things I thought were so important -- because of the effort I put into them -- have turned out to be of small value. And the things I never thought about, the things I was never able to either to measure or to expect, were the things that mattered.” 
Having received his B.A., he began a thesis on the poet William Blake. He met Jacques Maritain, the French neo-Thomist philosopher, in 1939, but decided that Thomism was not for him. 
Whilst working on his PhD, the idea of becoming a Catholic priest would not leave him. Inspired by the figure of St Francis of Assisi, he thought first of the Franciscans. He visited their friary, but felt it was not strict enough: “all they do is sit around drinking Coca Cola and listening to baseball games on the radio.” Their novitiate declined to accept him because of his illegitimate child. 
It was a Holy Week retreat at Gethsemani monastery which spiritually moved him most. Seeking guidance by opening the Bible at random, his finger fell on the words: "Behold, thou shalt be silent".
After waiting three days in the abbey guesthouse, the novice master came to interview Merton, and put him to work polishing floors and scrubbing dishes, to test his commitment. He was accepted as a postulant, and later a novice. 
His brother John Paul also entered the Catholic Church in 1942. He became an air force pilot, and was killed in active service over the English Channel in 1943.
The Abbot appreciated Merton’s intellectual gifts and talent for writing. He asked him to translate various texts, and to write biographies on the saints for monastic use. 
He published Thirty Poems in 1944, and various works for internal use in the order. Final vows came in 1947.The autobiographical The Seven Storey Mountain appeared in 1948. 
In 1949 Seeds of Contemplation and The Waters of Siloe began to spread Merton’s reputation as a monastic writer on prayer and the contemplative life far and wide. Ordained priest on Ascension Thursday 1949, he began teaching mystical theology to the novices.

For a while he hankered after a Carthusian vocation, and corresponded with a monk at Parkminster, England. His correspondence with social activists and leading thinkers of the day grew more and more voluminous. There was tension with successive abbots who would not let him out of the monastery. Gethsemani meanwhile benefitted financially from the royalties for Merton's writings, which attracted interest both to Catholicism and to the Cistercian vocation.
His writings became more deeply concerned about world peace, racial tolerance and social equality. In a latter to Ernesto Cardenal in Nicaragua he wrote: “The world is full of great criminals with enormous power, and they are in a death struggle with each other. It is a huge gang battle, using well-meaning lawyers and policemen and clergymen as their front, controlling papers, means of communication, and enrolling everybody in their armies.”


The Abbot-General of the order, Dom Gabriel Sortais, refused permission for Merton’s book "Peace in the Christian Era" in 1962. When the monastery stopped his articles in the regular press, he found ways of passing them on to the underground press, at home and abroad. 

In Religion and the Bomb, he wrote: “It is absurd and immoral to pretend that Christendom can be defended by the H-bomb………….St. Augustine would say, the weapon with which we would attempt to destroy the enemy would pass through our own heart to reach him. We would be annihilated morally and no doubt physically as well. The H-bomb may possibly wipe out Western society if it is used by Communists, but it will destroy Christendom spiritually if it is used as a weapon of aggression by Christians.”

In 1965 he obtained the solitude he had long desired by taking up residence in a hermitage in the abbey grounds. It was rather primitive, unheated, with neither toilet nor kitchen. Rising at 2 am he prayed the Trappist office, then started a rigorous day of writing. 1966 saw the publication of “Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander.”

One wonders whether Merton’s vocation really was to the Cistercians, who are farmer-monks, living a prayer-filled existence? It needed no crystal ball to predict conflict between Cistercian isolation and Merton’s social activism, his passionate commitment to the civil rights movement and nuclear non-proliferation. Might the Dominicans or Jesuits have suited him better?


In April, 1966, he needed back surgery, and fell in love with a young nurse in the Louisville hospital. He composed poems for her and described the relationship in “A Midsummer Diary for M.” He also sought out jazz concerts on the rare occasions he was out in the city. 

In view of Merton’s increasing interest in dialogue and mysticism across the world religions, from Zen Buddhism to Islamic Sufi’ism, the new abbot, Rev. Flavian Burns, allowed him to undertake an Asian tour in late 1968. Merton believed that Christianity could be greatly improved by a strong dose of Buddhism and Hinduism into its faith.

In India he met the Dalai Lama, and supposedly had a mystical out-of-the body experience whilst viewing enormous statues of the Buddha. In Sri Lanka he claimed a visitation from the Gautama Buddha, the original Buddha, most rare for a westerner. 

His last lecture was on Marxism and Monastic Perspectives at the Conference of Benedictine and Cistercian Abbots near Bangkok. He proposed a combination of natural meditation techniques, taken from Asian religions, with the graces of the Gospel. One’s final assessment of Thomas Merton will depend upon one’s view of such a synthesis – is it a dangerous syncretism, or a genuine representation of the Gospel within a different cultural world?  The jury is still out.

