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Foreword

“Caeli enarrant gloriam Dei”: “The heavens proclaim the glory of God; and the firmament shows forth His handiwork” (Psalm 19:1). Thomas Merton chanted these words from the psalms almost every week for the twenty-seven years of his monastic life. These, along with many other expressions found in the psalms, served to deepen Merton’s awareness of creation as a manifestation of God in the world. Long before he entered the monastery, however, Merton showed a profound perception of creation and its message to all who are attuned. In this book Monica Weis shows us something of Merton’s own inner life in relation to creation and how this developed beginning early in his life. She does this in such a way as to demonstrate that this is important not only for Merton and his own development, but for each one of us as we likewise strive to take part in the dance of creation.

Merton shows that it will be impossible to take part in this dance so long as we view creation and other people simply as objects; doing so removes the seer from direct contact with the reality he or she sees. Merton illustrates this by contrasting the way a child views a tree—a vision “which is utterly simple, uncolored by prejudice, and ‘new’ ”—with the lumberman’s vision “entirely conditioned by profit motives and considerations of business.” He says that “this exaggeration of the subject-object relationship by material interest and technical speculation is one of the main obstacles to contemplation” (IE 20–21). This reveals the extent to which his love and appreciation of nature and creation are a profound part of his own contemplative experience.

In her introduction Weis highlights three pivotal moments in Merton’s life. The first, in the late 1950s, was his experience at Fourth and Walnut in Louisville, where he suddenly realized that “I loved all people and that they are a part of me.” The second, in 1963, was the experience that triggered his letter to Rachel Carson, an experience of his oneness with all of nature. The third, in 1968, was the experience at the Buddha statues in Ceylon, where he was drawn into oneness with all that is. Each of these events serves as an indication of what Merton calls “the need to clear away the clouds of self-deception which we cast over external reality when we set ourselves to thinking about it.” We are called not to “think about” reality, but to enter into it in the depth of our experience, knowing that what we encounter is ultimately the Voice of God.

When Jesus spoke in the Sermon on the Mount about how the heavenly Father cares for the birds of the air, the flowers of the field, and the grass of the ground, he was giving us more than simply a lesson in God’s Providence. He was ultimately telling us how the birds of the air and flowers of the field are a manifestation of God to us. Likewise, when he used parables to teach, he was telling us how every element of creation is a revelation of God and of his Love for every person and every being. Like the Zen master, he was trying to lead us to “that direct, immediate view in which the experience of a subject-object duality is destroyed.”

Similarly, one might interpret original sin in Genesis as the very sin that brought this subject-object duality into the world. When God created Adam and Eve, he said: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth; and have dominion over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth. . . . And God saw everything that He had made, and behold it was very good” (Genesis 1:29–31). It was all “very good” because now Adam and Eve, along with all living creatures, were to be a perfect reflection and manifestation of God within the world. They were to join together in the great dance of creation before God. But by original sin, Adam and Eve ate of the tree of good and evil. They introduced the element of duality into the world. They viewed the fruit of the tree not as a manifestation of the goodness of God, but as an object that could make them “like unto God.” They failed to recognize that they were already created not only “like unto God,” but in the very image and likeness of God within the world. In this way they no longer entered into the dance of creation, but had to hide from God “because they were naked.”

In this book Monica Weis shows us how Thomas Merton experienced that “direct, immediate view” of creation, as well as the effect this had on his own contemplative life, and that contemplative life to which he felt all people are called. The book is very timely for several reasons: first, because today people everywhere are becoming more aware of the importance of ecology for the future of our planet. Merton would caution, however, that conservation of our environment does not go far enough by itself. It is not sufficient simply to “preserve” nature and creation. The ultimate meaning of creation, and hence of ecology, can be found only in the mystery of the Incarnation. For when God became man, he took to himself not only human flesh and nature, but all of creation. He reestablished the oneness between God and creation and reordered the dance of creation. Hence, when we look at creation, it cannot be simply an esthetic experience, but one that leads directly to a contemplative experience and even a mystical one.

In New Seeds of Contemplation, Merton says: “If we believe in the Incarnation of the Son of God, there is no one on earth in whom we are not prepared to see, in mystery, the presence of Christ” (NSC 296). The same can ultimately be said of all creation. It was this awareness that gradually increased throughout Merton’s life, and which should increase in every person’s life. As Weis shows, Merton’s increasing awareness manifested itself in his writing, both prose and poetry, which may indicate that the poet is actually more closely in touch with reality than the person who sees only the external reality.

Another reason for this book’s timeliness lies in the fact that, as I write, our nation is facing the most serious man-made catastrophe of our history, in the tragic oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. This event, along with the decisions that led up to it, shows the contrast between two responses to creation that Merton indicated: whether we approach creation with the simple awe and reverence of the child or with the greed and grasping of the lumberjack or oilman. Currently we do not see “the dance of the raven,” but rather the immobility of the oil-coated pelican. This is because, like Adam and Eve, we have tried to control creation out of our own selfish greed and have failed to approach it with the reverence and awe that is due to it as a manifestation of God.

Thomas Merton can show us the way to return to the original stance regarding creation. Monica Weis can help us discover not only Merton’s approach to creation and the way that it led him to God, but the way that we can imitate him in this pursuit. Merton gives us a set of tools that can be used for this conversion of heart. His grasp of creation as a gift of God can be found in his prose, his poetry, his photography, his journaling, and his love and friendship with many other people. If we were to apply these same tools in our own lives, perhaps we could begin to discover anew that dance of creation. That dance already goes on in the depths of our hearts. Saint Paul tells us: “Creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; because the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning in travail together until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as children. For in this hope we were saved” (Romans 8:19–24).

Fr. James Conner, OCSO
Abbey of Gethsemani
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Gethsemani, our place in creation. (Dick Gilbreath, University of Kentucky Cartography Lab)


Introduction

Dancing with the Raven

Nature was always important in Thomas Merton’s life—from his infancy in Prades, France, when he learned words like chrysanthemum, hollyhock, foxglove, chickadee, and kingfisher from his mother’s careful coaching, to long hours in the fresh air watching his artist father create landscapes, to his final years of solitude in the hermitage at Our Lady of Gethsemani, the Trappist monastery in Kentucky. In all these places Merton was intrigued by nature and allowed it to shape his spirituality and consciousness.

In contemporary society, attention to nature—its beauty, its integrity, and our interdependence with it—is a fairly common concept. Indeed, numerous organizations and Web sites are devoted to conservation of specific species, particular bioregions, and wide-ranging principles of responsible stewardship. In the early 1960s, however, when Thomas Merton was becoming more aware of environmental responsibility, such consciousness was not trendy. Although ecological thinking in some rudimentary form can be traced to ancient Greek times, the concept of ecology surfaced in Western culture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in the writings of men such as Alexander von Humboldt, Alfred Russel Wallace, Karl Möbius, and Charles Darwin. The word ecology (oikos = household and logos = knowledge) was first used by the German biologist Ernst Haeckel in 1866 to mean the study of an organism in relationship to its environment; shortly thereafter, ecology became a distinct discipline through Eugen Warming’s research on biotic communities. It was not until the twentieth century, however, that the concept of ecology was extended to the social sciences and the humanities, and not until the second half of that century did “delphic voices” of best-selling nature writers give birth to the “Age of Ecology” and what the intellectual historian Donald Worster has identified as multiple views of the “economy of nature.”1 And it was not until 1972 that the United Nations began its “Think Globally, Act Locally” campaign, a few years before the rise in popularity of James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis, which viewed the planet as a living organism of interdependent species and elements.

But in the 1960s Americans were more concerned with the domestic conflict over the Vietnam War and nuclear proliferation; tension about civil rights for blacks; the first stirrings of justice for indigenous people; initial suspicion of the dangers of technology; and incipient awareness of the positive effect of nonviolence. Thomas Merton, although a monk vowed to prayer and silence, was in the forefront of dialogue on these social issues, writing essays for Jubilee, Ramparts, the Center, the Catholic Worker, and any journal that would publish his voice in the wilderness—so much so that the Trappist order forbade him to comment publicly on war. True to his contemplative spirit and commitment to truth, Merton found a way around this censure between October 1961 and October 1962 by periodically sending a collection of mimeographed letters about the illogic and immorality of war to a circle of friends—recently published as Cold War Letters.2

Nevertheless, Merton’s vision for wholeness and his awareness of the challenges to contemporary living were not confined to aspects of human justice. His lifelong interaction with nature continued feeding his spirituality and broadening the scope of his concern. Indeed, his last few publications before his untimely death in Bangkok, Thailand, on December 10, 1968, indicate that issues of environmental justice were frequently on Merton’s mind. Well before any United Nations declaration or new paradigm of our solar system based on astronauts’ view from outer space in 1972, Merton was sensing our responsibility for the environmental health of this planet. If I were to identify a single moment that reveals Merton’s movement toward greater responsibility for nature, it would be his January 12, 1963, letter to Rachel Carson (WF 70–72). After reading her seminal book, Silent Spring, Merton was so touched by Carson’ s insight into what she offered as “evidence for the diagnosis of the ills of our civilization” that he responded to her with a heartfelt letter that must be considered a watershed moment in his spiritual growth. Such a transformative moment is akin to his Fourth and Walnut experience, when he realized that he could not sequester himself from humanity in a monastery precisely because he was related to all these people who were “shining like the sun” (CGB 157). Such a transformative moment is similar also to Merton’s encounter with the huge reclining Buddhas at Polonnaruwa, Ceylon, when he knew and felt in the depths of his being that he was now seeing “beyond the shadow and the disguise” (AJ 233–35).

Incisive and decisive moments such as these are often referred to by psychologists and spiritual directors as touchstone moments: significant times when a deep and permanent insight takes root in a person’s understanding. Such monumental events then become yardsticks by which to measure the validity of subsequent experience; they become memories to return to for solace and wisdom when facing new challenges and decisions; they are kairos moments in human development that chronicle important and irreversible flashes of vision or spurts of spiritual growth. William Wordsworth, the British Romantic poet, called such experiences “spots of time”—a conflation of where and when something important occurs. In book 12 of his autobiographical poem, The Prelude: The Growth of the Poet’s Mind, Wordsworth describes these “spots of time” as moments of healing by which “our minds / Are nourished and invisibly repaired”—a deeply felt experience that “enables us to mount, / When high, more high, and lifts us up when fallen.”3

The Environmental Vision of Thomas Merton, which explores the powerful influence of nature on Thomas Merton’s spiritual development and budding ecological consciousness, is not intended to repeat the comprehensive biographical facts and wonderful insights of Merton scholars such as Michael Mott and William H. Shannon. It does, however, hold up to the light several “spots of time” that, in this writer’s opinion, offer testimony as to where and when Thomas Merton’s spiritual journey moved from mere delight in nature to a committed responsibility for its welfare—a movement that places Merton ahead of his time in environmental thinking and unique in his approach to our relationship with nature. This book invites Merton readers to stretch their thinking about the spiritual and social concerns of this writer-monk and encourages environmentalists to take another look at this prophetic voice from the mid-twentieth century. Key to Thomas Merton’s transformation toward an ecological consciousness is the act of seeing—that is, seeing more deeply and comprehensively, being awake to one’s surroundings at a soul-stirring level, by which one is—in Wordsworth’s words—“nourished and invisibly repaired.”

Going beyond mere looking to really seeing and becoming awake is a central concept in American nature writing, in Christianity, and, indeed, in all major religious traditions. Henry David Thoreau cast himself as chanticleer calling his neighbors to awake (Walden); Walt Whitman would have us ignore the astronomer with his numbers and theories in favor of gazing on the awesome night sky (Leaves of Grass). Jesus admonished his disciples to “stay awake! For you do not know when the Son of Man will come” (Matthew 24:42). The Buddha or bodhi is the one who is awake; the Sufi poet Rumi was fond of calling Muslims to wake up, to experience the realization that prayer is better than sleep.

Thomas Merton, too, was no stranger to the importance of seeing and the power of becoming awake. Many times in his writings Merton challenges us to be on the alert, to see more deeply into our experience. His own commitment to rising at 2:15 A.M. was driven not only by his monastic horarium, but also by his need to be present for the first hint of sunrise—to be awake at the creation of a new day. In Day of a Stranger, a description of his life in the hermitage, Merton celebrates this dawn ritual by reciting the psalms of Vigils and Lauds that “grow up silently by themselves without effort like plants in this light which is favorable to them” (DS 43). Merton’s personal experience, monastic practice, and fruits of prayer made his approach to nature and ecological issues unique. Indeed, in New Seeds of Contemplation, Merton offers us a definition of contemplation that challenges all human beings—not just vowed contemplatives—to become more awake. Contemplation, he writes, is “life itself, fully awake, fully alive, fully aware that it is alive. . . . It is spontaneous awe at the sacredness of life, of being” (NSC 1).

The Environmental Vision of Thomas Merton examines Merton’s commitment to seeing and increased awareness and explores some of the consequences of that commitment: his deepening sense of place and desire for solitude; his expanded love and responsibility for human and nonhuman life; and his evolving ecological consciousness. Chapter 1 offers an analysis of Merton’s letter to Rachel Carson and a brief clarification of how these two literary minds were prophets of both revelation and revolution. Merton’s January 12, 1963, letter is a watershed moment, or “spot of time,” in his developing environmental consciousness. Chapter 2 focuses on Merton’s gift of awareness and sense of place—from his infant days in Prades, France, to his entrance into the Trappist monastery in Kentucky and the turning point of June 27, 1949, when the abbot permitted Merton to pray beyond the confines of the monastery cloister. Chapter 3 applies the concept of “spots of time” to three graced moments that reveal Merton’s increasing reliance on nature for his spiritual growth: his impetuous climb up a Kentucky knob on New Year’s Day 1950; his encounter with a hawk on February 10, 1950; and his meditation in the 1960s on the awakening of the birds at le point vierge of the day.

Chapter 4—central to the book—examines passages from Merton’s journals, spanning several years, to offer ongoing evidence of the multiple ways nature and ordinary experiences influenced his writing, thinking, and praying. Noting the increasing frequency of such passages reveals how nature images function in several specific ways: focusing his poetic eye, thinking in metaphors, and reporting on the weather. Chapter 5 concentrates on Merton’s inner and outer landscapes, investigating how love of nature overflowed into prayer; how prayer often expanded into celebration of nature; and how frequently, in his years of more intense solitude, inner and outer landscapes intertwined and merged into a new awareness that underpinned his poetry and his fascination with photography, and which prepared Merton for discovering his responsibility for justice for creation. Chapter 6 traces the steps of this emerging ecological consciousness—from his letter to Rachel Carson in 1963 until his last published book review a few months before his death in 1968. The assortment of letters, journal entries, reading notebooks, and published book reviews written during these five years reveals Merton on the cutting edge of environmental thinking and developing what Aldo Leopold—and later Merton—called an ecological conscience. A brief afterword offers a vignette or snapshot of Merton’s spiritual journey—his story in miniature—as he learned to interact responsibly with the deer in the woods surrounding his hermitage.

Seeing and becoming aware, developing both a sense of place and an ecological consciousness, are important concepts in this study of Merton’s spirituality, but I would like to digress briefly to explore the title of this introduction. Robert E. Daggy, in his introduction to volume 5 of Merton’s journals—Dancing in the Water of Life—suggests that the raven, with its double symbolism of blessing and mischief making, is an apt image for the paradoxical Merton. Daggy views Merton in these years as dancing a quadrille of indecision—opting for the hermitage, yet grasping on to the momentary gratification of friends (DWL xii). I find the image of the raven—and the phrase “dancing with the raven”—fruitful for thinking about the paradoxical Merton. Even though Merton’s journals reveal that he did not much care for crows because of their quarrelsome and vociferous nature, he nevertheless made peace with these noisy birds in the woods near the hermitage, and he even copied into a 1964 Reading Notebook a Charles Lear limerick about a raven (DWL xi). Who is this mysterious bird?

Old World literature associates the raven with pestilence, battle, and death. Anglo-Saxon poems such as Judith and Beowulf celebrate ravens waiting to devour the dead. In several plays of Shakespeare ravens are associated with sinners. In Zen mythology the raven—because it feeds on carrion—is regarded as a bird of insatiable appetite. Merton acknowledges this symbolism in his Zen and the Birds of Appetite (1968). Biblical literature also names the raven as omen, both good and bad. The prophet Isaiah (34:11), for example, reminds us that ravens descended on the lands of the wicked; in Proverbs 30:17 these birds pluck out the eyes of sinners. Jewish tradition teaches that because the raven—the first bird Noah sent on a reconnaissance mission from the ark—did not return, its feathers were blackened, and its diet restricted to carrion. Greek mythology, on the other hand, believes the raven’s colorful feathers were turned black because of unfaithfulness to a lover.

Yet ravens can also be guardians and bearers of blessing. Ravens were sent to feed Elijah during the long drought (1 Kings 17:6), and they symbolize divine Providence in the Psalms (147:9) and the book of Job (38:41). In the Song of Solomon (also called the Song of Songs), the Beloved’s locks are “black as a raven” (5:11). In Christian iconography, the raven can symbolize solitude and is often depicted accompanying Abbot Anthony in the desert and Saint Paul the Hermit, and the bird becomes the special protector of Saint Benedict, the founder of Western monasticism.

Many indigenous cultures regard the raven as a shape-shifter, an omen of impending evil or death. This view continues today in modern magic, witchcraft, and mystery, yet ravens, according to the biologist Bernd Heinrich, are also regarded as the “brains” of the bird world.4 Early Celtic lore claimed that the raven was a symbol of second sight. Pacific Northwest tribes regard the raven as a hero, messenger, and sign of maternal care and spiritual strength, as well as a trickster and creator of the world. Some people regard the raven as a god, “one who speaks with strong words.” The well-known anthropologist Richard Nelson notes that to the Koyukon people in the Arctic, the raven is not first and foremost a bird, but “a person and a power, God in a clown’s suit, incarnation of a once-omnipotent spirit. Raven sees, hears, understands, reveals . . . determines.”5 The Haida people, also in the Pacific Northwest, revere Raven as the one who stole light from the sacred box and scattered it through the sky to become the night stars and the one bright light of day. Using his seductive voice, Raven then lured the first humans from a clamshell, mated them with chitons (primitive mollusks), and created the first generation of the Haida. In Tsimshian oral literature, this “origin story” is transformed into a “culture hero story.” Raven, disguised as a baby, plays with his grandfather’s box containing the sunlight, reassumes his shape, flies off to a group of fisherman he has befriended, and sets the sun free.

However we regard the raven—as blessing or trickster, as having positive or negative import—Robert Daggy is astute in suggesting the bird as a workable symbol for Thomas Merton, especially in its role as “one who speaks strong words.” Merton’s need to speak out on social issues yet drink deeply from the waters of contemplation, and his passion to interact with others whom he saw “shining like the sun” yet withdraw into the solitude of the hermitage, make the raven an appropriate image for this writer-monk, contemplative-activist, this man of many faces, this man of compassion and passion for the world of humans and nonhumans. The image of dancing with the raven would, I believe, delight Merton’s sense of humor and his keenness to have us join him in the general dance of life.

All pertinent quotes from Merton’s writing could in no way be included in this text. There are just too many. I hope, however, that the references chosen will pique your interest to delve more deeply into Merton’s writing and spiritual thinking. There are books yet to be written about Merton’s study of theoria physica and his commitment to the woods; biblical wilderness and paradise consciousness; the ability of nature to evoke memory; Merton’s vow of stability and the power of place. These ideas are just the tip of the iceberg. It is my hope that this initial study of Merton’s interaction with nature and evolution of an ecological consciousness will invite scholarly dialogue and ongoing research from Merton scholars and ecocritics into this little-known yet important aspect of Merton’s life.


Chapter 1

Encountering Rachel Carson

Environmentalist and Provocateur

I love the nature that is all around me here. And I regret my own follies with DDT, which I have now totally renounced.

—Thomas Merton to Rachel Carson

January 1963: the United States was celebrating the six-month anniversary of the opening of its first Walmart superstore, yet still grieving the August 1962 death of Marilyn Monroe. The first black student registered at the University of Mississippi was beginning his second semester of study, and the Cuban missile crisis of October continued to be debated in smoke-filled men’s clubs. George Wallace was inaugurated as governor of Alabama, defiantly proclaiming, “Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, and segregation forever!” The singer Patsy Cline had only a few weeks to live before her tragic death in a plane crash. The first disco had opened in Los Angeles, and Beatlemania was just beginning to gather momentum in the United States. Martin Luther King Jr. had not yet given his “I Have a Dream” speech, and John F. Kennedy was still president—at least for eleven more months. On January 12 Thomas Merton felt compelled to write a letter to Rachel Carson, author of the recently published Silent Spring.

Though January 1963 itself was a somewhat quiet month, January 12 marked a turning point in the ecological consciousness of Thomas Merton—a day of revelation and revolution, when a significant spiritual insight effected a dramatic and permanent change in his attitude and behavior. Indeed, Merton’s reading of Silent Spring was an epiphanic event akin to other well-known and powerful moments of spiritual insight in his life. One thinks immediately of Merton’s experience at Fourth and Walnut streets in Louisville, Kentucky, when he realized how intimately he was connected to every other human being; or those years in the late 1950s and early 1960s, termed by scholars his “turning toward the world,” when, as the fruit of prayer, Merton became increasingly aware of how closely social justice was linked to his monastic vocation of silence and solitude. Merton had been intimately involved in the antiwar movement and, despite being silenced by his Trappist superiors, was still sending a collection of his mimeographed “Cold War letters” to friends and acquaintances. But his insatiable appetite for new ideas and horizons of thought propelled him to latch on to the growing hot topic of 1963: the evils of DDT. One might characterize this event by paraphrasing Robert Frost: two roads converged in a yellow wood . . . and that has made all the difference. Two writers, two lives, one heart. Let’s set the scene.

Since 1939 DDT had been used successfully to eradicate mosquito larvae; during World War II the American military lavishly sprayed the Pacific Islands with this chemical before an invasion. When malaria was significantly reduced in developed countries, Paul Müller was awarded a Nobel Prize for his discovery of DDT’s insecticidal qualities. By the mid-1950s most U.S. municipalities were spraying DDT in neighborhoods to eradicate tent caterpillars, gypsy moths, and the beetles responsible for Dutch elm disease.1 Yet all was not well. Rachel Carson, working as an information specialist for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, had in 1945 submitted an article to Reader’s Digest detailing the disruptive influence of DDT on the delicate balance of nature. Despite the fact that she had been an occasional contributor to the magazine for almost ten years and had once sought a position as its science editor, her article was not accepted. As Carson’s biographer Linda Lear comments, “The Digest . . . found pesticides an unpalatable subject, and Rachel turned her attention to other research subjects.”2

Now in the early 1960s, when a friend in Massachusetts asked why all the songbirds in her yard had died along with the mosquitoes, Carson was persuaded to tackle this question. Silent Spring, published in three installments in the New Yorker magazine beginning in June 1962 and in a single volume by Houghton Mifflin that September, called for a major paradigm shift in our thinking—a bold proposal for a postwar America where “science was god, and science was male.”3 All hell broke loose. Negative comments from scientists, politicians, and chemical company executives—a veritable international controversy—threatened to destroy her. Carson’s writing and scientific career seemed to be at an end. Targeted in a vicious and financially underwritten campaign to discredit her scientific integrity, Carson was vilified as a “hysterical female,” a “pseudo-scientist,” “probably a communist,” a “bird and bunny lover,” and a charlatan researcher.4

The controversy over Silent Spring—what former Vice President Al Gore has termed the “power of an idea” against the “power of politicians”5—fueled public debate, and “people began to think about the chemicals they were handling, what they were doing to the environment, and what scientists weren’t telling them. . . . They began to question the very direction of technology.”6 Rachel Carson—the mouse that roared—was heard.

Nearly fifty years later, we can verify that Silent Spring became the catalyst for our current environmental movement. Carson’s “third eye” allowed her to see beneath the surface to a new truth about nature, namely, the interdependence of all creation: soil, air, water, animals, and human beings. As Lear notes, “From childhood on, Carson was interested in the long history of the earth, in its patterns and rhythms, its ancient seas, its evolving life forms. She was an ecologist—fascinated by intersections and connections but always aware of the whole—before that perspective was accorded scholarly legitimacy.” Moreover, she witnessed firsthand her town of Springdale, Pennsylvania, succumb to chemical emissions and industrial waste as neighboring Pittsburgh rose to prominence in the iron and steel industry.7

Before 1962 the word environment was not a public-policy term; two years earlier, conservation matters had been mentioned only peripherally at both the Democratic and Republican conventions.8 But concern over nuclear fallout, the pesticide-contaminated cranberry scandal of 1959, and widespread infant deformities in Europe that were due to the drug thalidomide had created public readiness for a new message. Carson’s meticulous research, combined with her lyrical explanation of the dangers of pesticides, not only put the issue of pesticides into the public debate, but directly led to the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970 and a ban on the production of DDT in 1972. Widely regarded as the most influential book in the last fifty years, Silent Spring is credited by Thomas J. Lyon and Al Gore, among others, with inaugurating a new era of environmental concern, a watershed moment of new vision and activism.9 In 1980, presenting Rachel Carson posthumously with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, President Jimmy Carter said, “She created a tide of environmental consciousness that has not ebbed.”10 More recently, the historian Gary Kroll has claimed that Silent Spring was “so much more than an anti-pesticide tract. It was an essay of ecological radicalism that attempted to wake up a populace quiescent to the techo-scientific control of the world.”11

Late in 1962 Thomas Merton became aware of Carson’s book and, even before reading it, confided in his journal:

I have been shocked at a notice of a new book, by Rachel Carson [Silent Spring], on what is happening to birds as a result of the indiscriminate use of poisons (which do not manage to kill all the insects they intend to kill). Someone will say: you worry about birds: why not worry about people? I worry about both birds and people. We are in the world and part of it and we are destroying everything because we are destroying ourselves, spiritually, morally and in every way. It is all part of the same sickness, and it all hangs together. (TTW 274)

Through the efforts of Anne Ford, a friend of his at Houghton Mifflin, Merton secured a copy of Silent Spring shortly after it hit the bookstores. On January 12, 1963, before television interviews with Rachel Carson had persuaded the American public to support her position, Merton wrote to Carson, congratulating her on her “fine, exact and persuasive book” (WF 70).12 Merton had for some time been concerned about racism, war, nuclear weapons, and the dangers of technology.13 He had been in contact with the reconciliation proponent James Forest, peace activist Daniel Berrigan, and two nonviolence advocates, Jean Goss and Hildegard Goss-Mayr. Peace and the moral bankruptcy of the Vietnam War were uppermost in his mind. And yet Merton paused to initiate a contact with Rachel Carson. Why might this be? What revelation of justice was tugging at Merton’s heart?

A careful reading of Merton’s letter to Carson reveals several points of resonance with her, namely, her prophetic stance, her ability to view the significance of research on the macro scale of human decision making, and her belief in the interdependence of all creation. When Merton writes that Silent Spring is “perhaps much more timely even than you or I realize,” he is sensing in Carson a kindred spirit who is offering both information and insight on the cutting edge of an issue: information with far-reaching consequences, and profound insight into our responsibility for the Earth. “Though you are treating of just one aspect, and a rather detailed aspect, of our technological civilization,” writes Merton, “you are, perhaps without altogether realizing, contributing a most valuable and essential piece of evidence for the diagnosis of the ills of our civilization.” How keen an observation! The misuse of DDT represents more than the negative effects of one chemical; it symbolizes something askew in our twisted view of creation. Merton realized that Carson’s research offered the perfect illustration of how we not only disregard the value of small things such as garden pests, but also exhibit “portentous irresponsibility” on the grand scale, that is, in world politics and war. He comments:

We dare to use our titanic power in a way that threatens not only civilization but life itself. The same mental processing, I almost said mental illness, seems to be at work in both cases, and your book makes it clear to me that there is a consistent pattern running through everything that we do, through every aspect of our culture, our thought, our economy, our whole way of life. What this pattern is I cannot say clearly, but I believe it is now the most vitally important thing for all of us . . . to try to arrive at a clear, cogent statement of our ills, so that we may begin to correct them. . . . It seems that our remedies are instinctively those which aggravate the sickness: the remedies are expressions of the sickness itself. I would almost dare to say that the sickness is perhaps a very real and very dreadful hatred of life. (WF 70–71)

[image: image]

Letter to Rachel Carson from Thomas Merton
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The canker in our society is “hatred of life”? What an indictment. Merton himself was astute at reading the signs of the times and delineating the long-range implications of human activity. In the later part of the 1950s and into the 1960s Merton had been reflecting and writing on the rights of indigenous people, the dangers of technology, atomic energy and nuclear war, the Christian responsibility for peacemaking, and the urgent need for the practice of nonviolence as a means toward peace.14 Fifteen months earlier, Merton, the first Roman Catholic cleric to speak publicly against the Vietnam War, had made a definitive entry into this struggle with an essay on the madness of war published in the Catholic Worker: “The Root of War Is Fear.” Most of this essay appears also as a chapter in the theologically updated and revised New Seeds of Contemplation.15 With rhetorical conviction Merton castigates us for our “fictional thinking” bent on creating “a scapegoat in whom we have invested all the evil in the world”; he challenges Western civilization to relinquish its false notion of superiority and accompanying hatred of the “Other” (NSC 114).

In Merton’s mind our propensity for nuclear war and our desire to eradicate garden pests spring from the same hubris. To make his point to Carson that we have relinquished wisdom in favor of technology, Merton creates an analogy between our radical actions to exterminate the Japanese beetle, that “dire threat,” and our ability and determination to exterminate the enemy through nuclear war. Both, insists Merton, rely on the same logic. Once we have labeled a nonhuman species or human being as Other, we arrogantly believe in our right to eradicate the undesirable. “In order to ‘survive’ we instinctively destroy that on which our survival depends.” Regardless of the collateral damage, we believe chemicals for pest control and weaponry to eliminate human pests are justified—even desirable. Despite the danger to nature, to ourselves, and to our children, government leaders and politicians are bent on convincing us that our actions are “harmless.” Merton traces our “awful irresponsibility” and instinctive propensity for destructiveness to “the doctrine of the ‘fall’ of man and original sin”—a pattern that, “whatever may be one’s dogmatic convictions about it, . . . man has built in to himself a tendency to destroy and negate himself when everything is at its best, and that it is just when things are paradisiacal that he uses this power.” Such obstinacy and perverse blindness has been dubbed by the writer Barbara Kingsolver contemporary society’s “crisis of perception.”16 Yet there is hope. Merton acknowledges his interdependent vision—what Christian theologians might label an incarnational vision—that is, a recognition of a Spirit-filled world from the first moments of Creation, the invitation to acknowledge our common relatedness in Jesus, and our unique human vocation that carries with it privileges and responsibilities.17 “The whole world itself, to religious thinkers,” writes Merton, “has always appeared as a transparent manifestation of the love of God, as a ‘paradise’ of His wisdom, manifested in all His creatures, down to the tiniest, and in the most wonderful interrelationship between them. . . . That is to say, man is at once a part of nature and he transcends it. In maintaining this delicate balance, he must make use of nature wisely.” Elaborating on his point, Merton maintains that our vocation is “to be in this cosmic creation, so to speak, as the eye in the body,” a vocation to defend and preserve the “delicate balance” in nature. Unfortunately, “man has lost his ‘sight’ and is blundering around aimlessly in the midst of the wonderful works of God” (WF 71).

Such a statement in the 1960s emphasizes Merton’s own prophetic awareness of his unique human dignity and interdependence with all creatures on this planet. In his view all creation is part of the unfolding love of God, and each being reveals a unique aspect of the Divine. Grounding his thinking, as he admits to Carson, in his reading of the psychologist Erich Fromm and Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki, Merton distances himself from a Cartesian mechanistic and compartmentalized view of the world. He reiterates the importance of maintaining a “cosmic perspective”—a broad vision that sees all creation as relationship, and human dignity springing from a true sense of our shared creaturehood. Merton would have us reject hubris in favor of humility, a word whose root is humus, earthiness—a recognition of both the clay and stardust that we are. His position echoes Carson’s: “Wonder and humility are wholesome emotions, and they do not exist side by side with a lust for destruction.”18 This paradox of plainness and exalted dignity appears elsewhere in Merton’s prose and poetry. For example, in his poem “O Sweet Irrational Worship,” he proclaims:

I have become light,

Bird and wind!

My leaves sing.

I am earth, earth.

And in “Love Winter When the Plant Says Nothing,” Merton reminds us how “Secret / Vegetal words” and “Unlettered water” are to be reverenced for their silent, unnoticed growth occurring even in the paradox of apparently dead winter (CP 344, 353).

In each instance Merton is recognizing and celebrating a vision of creation not shared by many of his contemporaries. His letter to Rachel Carson is more than a congratulatory message to a well-known writer; it is a revelation of his long-held incarnational vision that acknowledges the divine spark in all creation, making each creature holy and worthy of respect. Such an expanding vision is critical to deep spiritual growth. If one pitches a tent in the wilderness, for example, one gains a certain perspective on the world through the tent flaps; if those tent pegs are shifted, that vision can be enlarged. Merton’s letter to Carson marks such a significant enlargement of vision. Having focused his social justice writing on right relationships among people—topics of racism, the rights of indigenous people, the dangers of atomic energy and technology, as well as the moral imperative for making peace through nonviolent means—Merton is now articulating a new insight: responsibility for the Earth.

It is significant that in the final paragraph of his letter to Carson, Merton regrets his “own follies with DDT, which I have now totally renounced” and includes a postscript indicating a desire to consult Carson later on the monastery’s problems with bagworms in their cedar trees. From almost any perspective, reading Silent Spring is a graced moment in Merton’s life—because Carson’s book appears to have allowed him to see how human justice is related to ecojustice. I use the word “appears” deliberately because this letter to Carson is Merton’s first public utterance—as much as a personal letter is public—about nonviolence to the environment. It might seem that Carson is solely responsible for shocking or widening Merton’s vision of social justice to include all species of creation, nonhuman as well as human. It could be argued, however, that Merton’s life experiences—his early childhood in France, the events recorded in The Seven Storey Mountain, the insights expressed and explored in his many poems and journals, his longtime fascination with Gandhi, as well as his own commitment to contemplation—predisposed him to this particular moment of seeing differently, an increased awareness that the Buddhist practitioner Thích Nhat Hanh calls “engaged spirituality.”19 Even so, Merton’s letter to Carson represents a defining moment that signals a personal revolution already under way, namely, a deepening sense of environmental justice.

In 1963, when he wrote to Rachel Carson, Merton had been a Trappist monk for more than twenty years. His academic training in literature, his natural gift for writing, and his extended experience in theology and contemplation made him a responsive reader of Silent Spring. Although from different backgrounds and fields, Carson and Merton had discovered important characteristics of life on this planet. Carson’s professional life, which involved intense training in observation of sea life as well research and extensive publications for the Bureau of Fisheries, led to her vision of the interdependence of all creation and the human challenge of acting for wholeness; Merton’s monastic life, which also involved intense training in awareness, led to an expanded vision of our complete dependence on God, our interdependence with each other, and the challenge of acting in nonviolent ways toward all creation. Carson’s discipline was marine biology; Merton’s was silence and solitude. Carson’s practice of the scientific method prepared her to confront the problem of dying songbirds; Merton’s practice of regular communal prayer and extended periods of individual contemplation prepared him to embrace the world and its problems with compassion and justice. Carson’s love for the world, coupled with a love of words and a flourishing literary career, enabled her to write graceful, persuasive, astute books that contributed to the field of nature writing, made her the most noted science writer in America, and, in the case of Silent Spring, triggered modern environmental thinking;20 Merton’s love for the world, coupled with a fascination and facility for words and commitment to the Word (Logos), enabled him to inspire thousands with his writing on spirituality, prayer, and East-West dialogue, and stretched him in his later years to see how justice for human beings must of necessity include justice for the planet.

In both writers there is a sense of responsibility for environmental health that comes from attentiveness to their surroundings and commitment to a coherent vision of the cosmos. In both writers there is what the ecocritic Jonathan Bate has called ecopoesis—a deep longing for belonging.21 In such sensitive writers, argues Bate, the rhythm of words—their syntactic connections and linguistic overtones—are intimately related to the “song of the earth itself.”22 Indeed, external and internal landscapes merge when the healing and integration that words can evoke challenge us to apply these same principles of wholeness to the place in which we dwell. Both Carson and Merton were pondering the essential question, traceable to American nature writers as early as the 1790s and persisting today: How shall we live? How shall we or can we belong?23 In light of new scientific data, both writers—Merton and Carson—saw the urgency of attempting an answer to that question. For Carson the answer could be found in human action: diminishing the use of chemical pesticides in favor of biological controls; for Merton the answer was beginning to dawn on him that nonviolence to the Earth means we must develop an ecological conscience.

It might seem curious that this impassioned response was to a book whose effect was barely beginning to grow from a gentle ripple to the veritable tidal wave of public sentiment it would become—and yet, not so curious. Rachel Carson had written a landmark book that would influence millions and trigger the first American legislation intended to preserve the health of our environment. Her revelation about the negative effects of DDT not only on plants and animals, but on the human body, initiated a revolution in American thinking that underlies our current notion of ecojustice. Early on that journey, she touched the consciousness and heart of Thomas Merton, a writer and monk, with a revelation of justice for the planet that engendered its own ongoing revolution of love in his thinking and writing—a revolution of love that expanded to include not just human beings but the entire planetary community.

What might have prepared Merton for this singular moment of grace? What in his life had developed in him a habit of seeing and an awareness that enabled and supported this major shift in understanding when he read Carson’s book? How could a master of contemplation allow a petite marine biologist and popular nature writer to be a provocateur who would set him on a discernible path toward stronger environmental responsibility? Obviously, seeds planted by God in Merton’s experience were coming to fruition during that turn of the year from 1962 to 1963. As Merton himself had written, “Every moment and every event of every man’s life on earth plants something in his soul” (NSC 14). Chapter 2 probes Merton’s early life, looking for examples of those seeds: influences and patterns that contributed to his predisposition for ecological thinking. Central to these influences was a readiness to allow geography—what modern nature writers call “a sense of place”—to shape his thinking and spiritual development.
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