












THE INTIMATE MERTON

His Life from His Journals

EDITED BY PATRICK HART AND JONATHAN MONTALDO

[image: logo]









The Intimate Merton is dedicated to
 Naomi Burton Stone, Robert Giroux,
 James Laughlin, Anne McCormick,
 and Tommie O’Callaghan








CONTENTS



	 	 
	Epigraph

	 	 
	A Path Through Thomas Merton’s Journals

	


	PART I 
	 	The Story of a Vocation, 1939–1941

	


	PART II 
	 	Becoming a Monk and Writer, 1941–1952

	


	PART III 
	 	Pursuing the Monk’s True Life, 1952–1960

	


	PART IV 
	 	The Pivotal Years, 1960–1963

	


	PART V 
	 	Seeking Peace in the Hermitage, 1963–1965

	


	PART VI 
	 	Exploring Solitude and Freedom, 1966–1967

	


	PART VII 
	 	The End of the Journey, 1967–1968

	


	 	 	Searchable Terms

	 	 	About the Author

	 	 	Other Books by Thomas Merton

	 	 	Copyright

	 	 	About the Publisher





 


Either you look at the universe as a very poor creation out of which no one can make anything, or you look at your own life and your own part in the universe as infinitely rich, full of inexhaustible interest, opening out into the infinite further possibilities for study and contemplation and interest and praise. Beyond all and in all is God.

Perhaps the Book of Life, in the end, is the book one has lived. If one has lived nothing, one is not in the Book of Life.

I have always wanted to write about everything. That does not mean to write a book that covers everything—which would be impossible, but a book in which everything can go. A book with a little of everything that creates itself out of everything. That has its own life. A faithful book. I no longer look at it as a “book.”

July 17, 1956








A PATH THROUGH THOMAS MERTON’S JOURNALS



HE KEPT A JOURNAL AS EARLY AS 1931 WHEN HE WAS ONLY SIXTEEN. FROM boyhood he apprenticed himself to the notion that his life would be inexhaustibly rich if he wrote about it. Writing would make him a main celebrant at Life’s infinite creation.

Writing became Thomas Merton’s second nature: his mode of breathing from the diaphragm to take everything in. Writing was his way to taste and see. A smell became perfume when he had captured it on a page. “To write,” he noted in his journal, “is to think and to live—even to pray” (September 27, 1958). By writing, “life lived itself” through him (April 14, 1966). He found himself a place to be within a written word. He wrote his heart out as if his heart’s next beat depended upon his writing about it.

Blessed with an inclusive imagination, he wanted to write a “book” into which everything in his life was able to go. Life’s very self would live through him as he explored a path through the world’s ten thousand things by writing down their names. Life would remember itself through him as he compiled almanacs of the changes in his heart’s inner weather. By creating within his journals a “book of everything,” Merton was writing his paragraph into Life’s autobiography.

Writing a journal was Merton’s way of doing a poet’s “heart work,” a scholar’s “inner work,” a monk’s “work of the cell.” Writing a journal was the birth canal through which the myriad inner responses of his spirit to the world became enfleshed and took on a life of their own. Once born to the page, his words formed sentences with their own truth in them.

He wrote journals as a spiritual discipline: he kept “vigil” through making a journal until a pattern of experience would unfold into momentary epiphanies—“sparks of truth, small, recurring flashes of a reality that is beyond doubt, momentarily appearing”—which led him further in “the direction shown him and to which he was called” (March 3, 1966).

Writing was the religion that bound Merton over to his God. He would give birth to God in himself by writing about his need for God to be born in him.

Merton became a monk by writing about becoming a monk. He allowed the form of his particular monastic vocation to reveal itself to him in sequences of experience paradoxical to his readers but holding for him a dark clarity. He wrote about silence to become silent. He wrote about his being lost so that God would find him quickly. He hid himself from the world by fully disclosing himself to it.

To write of God’s mercy was to be gathered by God’s mercy. As Merton’s words became more grateful, whatever was vile in him became precious, whatever was poor in him became infinite, his human frailty became powerful. God’s “mercy within mercy” to him throughout his life is the code that breaks the mysteries at the heart of Merton’s journal writing: “Suspended entirely from God’s mercy, I am content for anything to happen” (November 29, 1952).

When Merton was born on January 31, 1915, in Prades, France, only the small-cloistered joy of his parents greeted his first sound. When he disappeared from view, accidentally electrocuted in Bangkok, Thailand, on December 10, 1968, his death was noted by millions and merited a front-page obituary in the New York Times. In fifty-three years he had written himself in large letters and with indelible ink onto his century’s Book of Life.

Merton’s memoirs made him famous. The Seven Storey Mountain, the narrative of his journey from self-intoxicated youth to sober novice at the Trappist monastery of Our Lady of Gethsemani in Kentucky, has remained in print since 1948. In the twenty years that followed this classic best-seller, Merton would write poetry, a play, popular books on the spiritual life, as well as essays engaging his wide, passionate interests: contemplative traditions East and West, world literature, politics and culture, social justice and peace. His magazine articles alone fill fifteen large volumes. He also revived an early novel he had written in 1941, The Journal of My Escape from the Nazis, which would be published after his death as My Argument with the Gestapo (1969). His collected correspondence to people high and low nears ten thousand items. Seventy “reading notebooks” exist to prove he read as carefully as he wrote. In the last year of his life he even edited a literary magazine, Monks Pond.


Through it all, below it all, he practiced his art of “confession and witness” (April 14, 1966) by writing journals, portions of which he edited in his lifetime: The Secular Journal, The Sign of Jonas, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, and Woods, Shore and Desert. Editors would publish three of his journals posthumously : A Vow of Conversation, Thomas Merton in Alaska, and the Asian Journal.

Scholars call Thomas Merton a “spiritual master,” and publishers imprint the jackets of his books with claims that he is among the twentieth century’s most significant spiritual theologians. He was indeed a gifted writer and teacher. His free-ranging evocation of what it feels like to lead an examined, inner life marked by intense prayer rightly attracts the theologian and the lay reader alike.

But being the monk that he was, he could never confine his competing parts of himself and his contradictions into leak-proof compartments. Merton’s left hand always knew what his right hand was doing. His genius for honesty thus made dark and hard his long, graced road to Joy. His journals reveal to him and to his reader that his life was no metaphor for mastery but rather an icon for spiritual mastery’s salvific opposite: poverty of spirit. He allowed his journals to convince himself and his reader that he was “nobody’s answer” (June 17, 1966). Not even his own.

The Seven Storey Mountain can mislead its reader into imagining Merton’s spiritual biography ever after as a gradual ascending path toward Truth. But much of his journeying was spent on the side roads and on an indirect path. The heights he sought were seldom in full view and then only in flashes. His lament at often losing his way and the tone of sadness and compunction at his evasions on his pilgrimage toward God are among the great monastic themes of his private journals.

When Merton was received as a novice into monastic community at Gethsemani, his first abbot, Dom Frederic Dunne, ritually asked him before all assembled, “What is it you seek?” The novice gave the ritual answer: “The mercy of God and of the Order.” Merton lived out that answer every day of his monastic life for twenty-seven years. He wagered everything on God’s mercy to him at Gethsemani.

Merton was no virtual monk. A reader should take literally his quest to find himself gathered by God’s mercy, a mercy he knew he could never bequeath to himself. He actually sought to live for “God Alone” and actually desired to find himself hidden in the “secret of God’s face.” As he enjoyed international acclaim and literary success, the tears in Merton’s journals would be pathological were it not for his desire to obey God’s “voice” and go “clear out of the midst of all that is transitory and inconclusive [and return] to the Immense, the Primordial, the Unknown, to Him Who Loves, to the Silent, to the Holy, to the Merciful, to Him Who is All” (March 22, 1961).

To this great vocation of being human by flinging himself passionately toward God, Merton counted his golden reputation as so much dross. He trusted only his real, conflicted self and its inadequacies.

In his desire to master everything by writing about it, Merton learned that God was mastering him. With his sins always before him, he still hoped in the promise of God’s mercy. Even on the bleakest nights, when his mouth turned mute and his heart turned into stone, his ears were always awake in the dark to Love’s voice, which bid him welcome.

A reader best understands Merton’s autobiographical art by reading his journal entries in their complete context. For serious study of and quotation from Merton’s journals, it is necessary to read the journals Merton edited along with the seven volumes of the complete, extant journals published by Harper San Francisco under the titles Run to the Mountain (ed. Patrick Hart); Entering the Silence (ed. Jonathan Montaldo); The Search for Solitude (ed. Lawrence S. Cunningham); Turning Toward the World (ed. Victor A. Kramer); Dancing in the Water of Life (ed. Robert E. Daggy); Learning to Love (ed. Christine M. Bochen); and The Other Side of the Mountain (ed. Patrick Hart).

Since The Intimate Merton presents these seven volumes of journals in one volume, it is best regarded as a work of translation, compiled through selectivity and extensive cutting. The Intimate Merton is a re-visioning, and the reader should be aware that The Intimate Merton is not how Merton integrally presented himself and his experience in his journals.

We have divided The Intimate Merton into seven chapters that correspond to each volume published by Harper San Francisco. The chapter titles are taken from the subtitles of each respective volume. Thus, the journal entries selected from Run to the Mountain appear in chapter 1, “The Story of a Vocation.”

The basis for our selecting a given journal entry over another was to produce a powerfully written, chronological presentation of his journals’ major themes. Merton’s hopes for more than a writer’s identity by becoming a monk; his search for a monk’s identity by writing; his appropriation of Holy Wisdom as a metaphor for God; his failed search for the “perfect place”; and his strong sensitivities to the simple and the natural are just a few of the major themes unfolded in The Intimate Merton. We also consciously included every dream that appears in the seven volumes of the journal along with a generous portion of his prayers.

This presentation also displays other minor but important themes in Merton’s biography. To give but one extended example, the role that “rooms” play in his journals. The Intimate Merton opens in Merton’s rooms at 35 Perry Street in Manhattan, where he lived after his conversion to Catholicism. He remembers his room at the house of his maternal grandparents in Douglaston, New York. He moves through hotel rooms in Miami and Cuba. In the summer of 1940, after the Franciscans tell him he cannot become a friar, he leaves Perry Street and joins friends at “the cottage” in Olean, New York. He later decides to enter the Trappists in his room at St. Bonaventure College in Olean, where he had been teaching English for a year and a half.

Rooms become even more important to him after he enters the rigorous communal life at the Abbey of Gethsemani on December 10, 1941. His monastic history could even be divided into periods by citing important rooms: the infirmary room on St. Joseph’s feast day, March 19, 1948; the vault for the abbey’s rare books, where he was allowed to write and pray alone; the room of St. Anne’s, a toolshed he christened his first “hermitage”; his Mount Olivet hermitage on Gethsemani’s grounds; the hospital room in Louisville where he met a student nurse; and the bungalow in Bangkok where he died.

Merton figuratively resides in one last room: the Merton Room at Bellarmine College, where he insured his work against decay by donating manuscripts, photographs, calligraphy, what is now a collection of forty thousand items. He called himself Peter Pan for helping construct this posthumous existence for himself. He chided himself that the Merton Room would forever represent the classic Mertonian double bind: the writer in him wanted to extend his fame through time, while the monk in him wanted to disappear into the only afterlife that mattered.

Our editing the journals for The Intimate Merton required much more than selecting certain journal entries over others. If the nugget of a Merton insight or of his recording a moment of beauty is confined to a first and third paragraph in a seven-paragraph journal entry, only the first and third paragraphs appear, without elision marks to warn the reader that something is missing.


As this text was to have no footnotes, when a guide for the reader was needed, we enclosed it within the text. Thus, when his friend “Lax” first appears, he appears as “Bob Lax.” We deleted anything that we judged weakened Merton’s style or might disturb a reader who does not expect, in so limited a presentation, to encounter a good writer writing badly. We deleted, for example, his too-frequent use of And to begin his sentences. As for Merton’s erratic punctuation, when his meaning was clear, we left it. When it muddled his thought, we unmuddled it. In sum, the mandate of making one volume of journals present the thematic thrust of seven required surgery enough, but as we were asked to confine the text to a certain length, we deeply edited Merton’s text to present him as favorably and faithfully as we could.

>The metaphor that mitigates the fault of our editorial procedures is that we cleared a path through the wood. If all seven volumes of journals are the wood, The Intimate Merton is only a path through them and not the wood itself. The metaphor of path clearing also connotes that we have cleared one path and not the only path that could have been taken through these thousands of paragraphs.

We make no claim that what we have rendered here is the “essence of” or the “best of” Merton’s journal writing. Having read The Intimate Merton, readers can return to all seven volumes of Merton’s journals by another way and clear their own paths through his “book of everything.”

No one needs a tour guide, a spiritual director, or a mound of footnotes to enjoy reading Thomas Merton. His literary gift is to inspire readers to identify with him.

His writing operates for readers as both a window and a mirror. In Merton’s journals readers catch a glimpse of their own “infinite possibilities” for “contemplation and praise.” As he struggles with his life’s contradictions, readers are self-examined in the mirror of his autobiographical art. By hearing Merton’s literary voice, readers are seduced into listening to that still, quiet voice within themselves, one that longs to become incarnate in some outward gesture uniquely their own.

Merton’s journals encourage his readers to write themselves as large as he did into the Book of Life by acknowledging their own hearts just as they truly are. Merton knew his personal dilemmas were universal. He knew his readers, too, longed to live their lives like a “book into which everything could go” for God and everyone to read, were it not that their hearts were shy and feared exhibition of their infinite possibilities. He knew that we all hide the mystery of our heart’s complexities not only from the world, but from ourselves.

By writing journals Merton learned that at Life’s banquet he ate the same food as everyone else. He learned that, like everyone else, he needed to take his place at the table and receive the sacrament of his life’s particular moments. His journals were his way to time-share with his reader this universally precarious human existence through which everyone falters forward in alternating patterns of celebration and tears.

Merton’s journals document, deeply below everything, his search for God’s face reflected in all his experiences. He records how he listened for the Voice of Love, which called him out of self-exile from Love back to Love’s garden. Merton wrote journals not just to find himself in words but to lose himself in words that exhausted themselves into surrender to Love’s voice that called him out, beyond all words, to Love’s own self.

His journals bear witness to his education as a human being. He gradually abandoned hope for a suddenly perfect life in some perfect place always elsewhere than where he actually was. He surrendered himself instead to the slow heart work of seeking God one day and one night at a time in the place where his eyes opened and shut every morning and evening. He got up and fell down, he got up and fell down, he got up over and over again.

Merton’s journals in all their depth and scope are his gift to his readers of one human life’s extended metaphor of hope that no human being is “Life’s poor creation.” We are loved by Love for precisely being the fallible, fragile creatures that we are.

Thomas Merton stumbled home, but he has made it home. No longer an orphan or an exile, no longer a solitary or a prodigal, in the company of all the saints he now listens with full clarity to the Beloved’s voice. His journey has come to its end. His ever-searching spirit rests in God’s peace.

P. H. and J. M.










PART I

THE STORY OF A VOCATION 1939–1941



Lady, when on that night I left

the Island that was your England,

your love went with me, although I could not know it and

could not make myself aware of it.

It was your love, your intercession for me, before God,

that was preparing the seas before my ship,

laying open the way for me to another country.

 

I was not sure where I was going,

I could not see what I would do when I got to New York.

But you saw further and clearer than I.

You opened the seas before my ship,

whose track led me across the waters

to a place I had never dreamed of,

which you were even then preparing for me

to be my rescue and my shelter and my home.

 

And when I thought there was no God and no love and no mercy,

you were leading me all the while into the midst of His love and His mercy,

and taking me, without my knowing it,

to the house that would hide me in the secret of His Face.

The Seven Storey Mountain

 

Have you had sight of Me, Jonas, My child?

Mercy within mercy within mercy….

The Sign of Jonas





October 1, 1939. 35 Perry Street. New York City

Today has the smells of a feast. A girl sitting opposite me in the restaurant at breakfast: some perfume on that reminded me of several things. First, the perfume and the softness and complexion of her skin reminded me of a whole class of girls I had been in love with from fourteen on. The kind that are rather thin than plump, rather blonde than dark, who seem at the same time soft and sad, their sadness, a kind of mystery, a melancholy which makes them appear intelligent and good.

Then the perfume too reminded me of all sorts of Sundays and feasts and the rich smells going with them at Douglaston. The smell of powder and perfume in my Grandmother’s room. The smell of the same room, with all the heat on in the morning, with my Grandfather having breakfast in bed: the room smelling of perfume, powder, cold cream, radiator heat, fried eggs, toast, strong coffee. All at once.

Other feast smells: Brilliantine I bought in Bermuda this year. Good, fat, lavender smell. Means sun and the white coral houses and the dark cedars. That nostalgia is now complicated by the fact that there’s no going to Bermuda now, because of the war.

Feast smells at Douglaston: cigar smoke, meaning Uncle Charles and the funny sheets (he bought the Tribune: Pop took the Times). Candy.

Smell of dinners, of course. Smell of Christmas tree, noise of steam chirping in the radiator, at the same time.

Noises:

Outside now it is raining.

Noises of a cocktail shaker at Douglaston, first with a martini being stirred in it, then with something being shaken in it. Generally, sun outside, or late slanting sun through the French windows.

Noise of a toy electric train going around its tracks. Noise of winding up a clockwork locomotive—slower turn of the key, thickening catch of the spring.

Noise of the cook chopping or pounding things in the kitchen.

Noise of tires singing past the house on the road outside, in winter or in autumn when the road is light and bare and hard.

Noise of a fire, cracking and snapping in the grate, just lit. The sheaves of sparks that rush up the chimney from time to time.


Noise of the dog jumping up inside the door and scratching on it as you come up the steps.

Noise of Pop walking upstairs, beating with his hand on the banister halfway between the beats of his feet on the hollow-sounding wooden steps.

Noises of someone (never me!) shoveling coal into the furnace downstairs, the shovel chunkily bites in under the coal, which smothers its sound: the coal rushing off the shovel into the fire, leaving the shovel ringing slightly, full of a load.

Noise of someone opening up the legs of a card table—a drag and a sudden catch.

Noise of starting the radio: click of the knob, the light comes on, then half a second later, a sudden swell of hum that dies again a little, while the radio settles down to think up a real sound. After that nothing very interesting comes out of the radio, as a rule.

Noise of the cellar door banging shut: never one bang, but a bang and a quarter because of the bounce. Noise of footsteps on the cement steps leading down to the cellar. Noise of dragging ash cans up the cellar steps, step by step, the heavy, muffled bumping, muffled by the weight of the fine pinkish gray ash. All this took place under the window of the room I slept in: that room was Pop’s den. It had an office desk and a swivel chair. Noise made by the swivel chair when you turned on it completely. First no noise at all, then a kind of slight, singing protest. (Noise of the drawers opening and shutting.) The protest of the chair comes not from making it turn, but it is uttered by a tough spring as you lean back in the chair and tilt it quite a bit.

Noise of raking leaves, of mowing the grass, of digging with a spade, of raking ground or hoeing. Sweeping the sidewalk and the brick front steps.

Noise of the sprinkler, as it turns scattering whirling threads of water around the air over the front lawn. Twenty or thirty feet away the leaves of the privet hedge move where you would not have suspected water was falling.

Thank God then for all good smells and good sights and good sounds, but what is the good of being attached to them and sitting and turning over their memory and dwelling on the recollections they bring to you, cherishing a sadness for these things which are gone away? Pop and Bonnemaman are dead, and it will never again be the same as being sixteen and eighteen and living at Douglaston on vacations. What a vanity it would be anyway to moan over the happiness of those times because, at eighteen and twenty and twenty-one, while I was active and rushing about after all sorts of things, who can say those were very good or happy years for me when I was full of anger and impatience and ingratitude toward my family to an extent it is horrible to think about now? Then I was proud and selfish and denied God and was full of gluttony and lust. I was so filled with all these things that even now the unhappiness of them does not leave me at all but keeps forcing itself back upon me in thoughts and dreams and movements of anger and desire. I am still full of that same pride and wretchedness which is very strong and very hard to get rid of because of the strength of self-will which weakens love and prayer and resists God.

But all these things were much stronger because I did not resist them at all. Because of them I was very confused and unhappy. So it would be a lie to look back on those as happy days. It is vanity to desire anything that is past because you cannot bring it back again. If pleasure is vanity now, then pleasure in the past is twice as much vanity. The pleasure of making love now is poor enough by itself (that is, without enough love to want to marry the girl, which is not much!), but the pleasure of a first love when you were sixteen: you will never be sixteen again, and you will never be in love again for the first time, and anyway it was fairly silly and certainly not at all satisfactory. As to its injustice—seeing she was married—I think that doesn’t matter, because of my own innocence, anyway. I did not conceive it was possible to do more than declare that I loved her and give her one kiss. The misery afterward was, of course, a luxury. It was all very well and nice, but to want such a stupid kind of thing to happen again would be crazy. Stupid: not the being in love part but all the dramatics and excesses and luxuries of sentiment that surrounded it when the object of my love was on her way to the other side of the earth.

Yet there are many good things to look back on because, before I had my first year at Cambridge, anyway, although I was always full of crazy pride, yet I did love God and prayed to him and was not completely full of sins. So there were good days at Oakham—and at Strasbourg and at Rome and earlier in France and in London on holidays from school. But I think that, even as a child, I was too full of anger and selfishness for me to want to recapture my own childhood at all now! In fact, to want to recapture anything you have had or owned or experienced is a bigger vanity and unhappiness than to want to possess some present good that is before you. And of course, Saint John of the Cross says the memory must be completely darkened as well as the intellect and the will.

It is not really true that I am sentimental about things I remember.

That is not it, but I do find them easy and interesting to write about.

They come readily and run fast off the pen. For me they have a kind of life and interest. I have been bothered, however, for a long time, wondering just what place they have—what place anything has I write down here.

October 14, 1939. Saturday

In returning the novel, Farrar and Rinehart announced they were not enthusiastic enough about it to publish it. Trying to find out more, I repeatedly got on the telephone and talked to a woman whose job it is to say “We never discuss refused manuscripts.” Then, quite by chance, she suddenly relented, half hoping I would not turn out to be a maniac after all. She let me talk to a man who had not read the novel but whom, at any rate, I had seen. From the notes of the one who had read it, he told me the story was impossible to follow and shoddily written. That it often got dull and boring. That this man had not bothered to finish it. That the names of the characters were ugly and disconcerting, that the characters themselves were unreal.

Looking at the thing again, I find all that is true.

He said it was obvious enough I wanted to write a novel, and that it showed promise. I believed that in the first place.

He asked: what was I trying to do, create some utterly new kind of novel structure? The name of James Joyce slipped into one of his sentences, intimating that sort of thing was all right, perhaps, in Joyce. I hastened to deny that I was striving after originality, that is, originality for its own sake and apart from the novel.


Coming home, I rearranged all the chapters in a different order, and now I haven’t any idea what to do with the thing. That was Thursday.

October 15, 1939. Sunday

Marcel Proust and memory: to Proust experience seems to be valuable only after it has been transformed by memory. That is, he is not interested in the present. I suppose that, while he was writing, his other possible present experiences did not appeal to him: sick in bed. The “present time of things present” was unbearable. What kept attracting him was the “present time of things past.” Actually, what was important to him was writing—that is, writing was the one “present” he could put up with.

What is this terrific importance that memory seems to have for me?

Perhaps I am interested in it because it was so easy to write such a lot of autobiography this summer: but that may be putting the cart before the horse.

Is it a new interest? Or have I always been preoccupied over memory ever since I was a little boy?

October 16, 1939. Monday

When I first knew I must be a priest, I went to Father Ford, who put the idea in my head that I had never had: of being a secular priest. It was not long after that, that I went to ask Dan Walsh about it, and he told me to go into an order, suggesting that, from what he knew of me personally, I should go to the Franciscans.

He knows me better than Ford. I had his course in Saint Thomas last year. After classes we would talk and I would tell him about ideas that I was enthusiastic about, and in our conversations I am sure he found out enough about my intellectual and spiritual temper to give advice to me on such a subject. He introduced me to Jacques Maritain. After Maritain’s lecture last spring to the Catholic Book Club, Walsh and I were both very stimulated and went off talking about miracles and saints.

When I first mentioned my vocation he said immediately he had always expected I would want to go into the religious life.


November 8, 1939. Thursday

In the last three days I have written another 60 or 70 pages of new stuff for the novel, which I reread and found dull. Jinny Burton came around a couple of times, and this morning I stopped by the Franciscan monastery on Thirty-first Street. Tonight, taking a bath, I was led to reflect that this fall, since I am going into a monastery, is quite different from other autumns. Reading my diary for 1931, which I ought to destroy, I am surprised at my childish paganism. Announcing what I wanted: to be drunk.

November 20, 1939. Monday

I think everybody in the world wants people to read his autobiography or his letters or his diaries or his state papers or even his account books.

Everywhere I look people are full of their autobiographies or their own collected notes or something of the sort.

Bob Lax spent the summer writing an autobiography after he had spent the spring writing a journal. The best novel of the age—Ulysses— is autobiography. Today there was a picture of Roosevelt dedicating a library or something he has had built at Hyde Park to house his state papers. In 1941 the library will be thrown open to scholars. The world thinks this means Roosevelt won’t run for a third term, but all I care about is that here is another guy who realizes that the medium the whole age seeks expression through most readily is autobiography, and he is jumping right in with the others.

December 8, 1939. Feast of the Immaculate Conception

I wish nobody had ever told me it was a good thing to attempt to know myself. I used to write it down in my diaries in Greek—????? ???????.

(Never knew anything about the accents.) I carted my diaries from Oakham to Rome to New York to Cambridge and knew—not myself or anything else—nothing. No-thing.

I read Jung and tried to figure out what psychological type I was and figured I was an “extraverted sensation type,” whatever that is. I was certainly afraid of being an introvert because introversion is a sin for materialists and, what is more, it is used conversationally almost as if it were synonymous with “perversion.”

(What a ridiculous thing it is to take oneself so seriously!)

December 11, 1939. Monday

Got back today from being in Washington over the weekend with Ed Rice. Maybe I always was bad at picking hotels. Got a very bad one in Washington: the Harrington: not quite so modern or so comfortable as the Olean House. In fact, the Olean House had it all over this great firetrap. Bad rickety joint, people rattling on our doorknob all morning, dark black room on a court from which you couldn’t see the sky. Crummy.

I wonder when I ever of my own good choice picked a good hotel? I let the Cook’s Travel man sell me the Hamilton Hotel in Bermuda (what a ridiculous ramshackle depressing joint!). I stayed at the Alexandria Hotel near Hyde Park corner overnight once. I guess it wasn’t so awful for the price, but then that was a hotel Pop had discovered and not I.

In Rome—a pretty vile place: although on the Via Veneto, it was small and black and stuffy and cramped and full of old ladies.

Did all right in Germany but not in Brussels. Oh no! not in Brussels.

Every hotel I have ever picked has been full of a kind of spiritual squalor, sometimes accompanied by actual physical squalor, too. All these hotels frighten me.

December 20, 1939. Wednesday

One reason why I can’t write short stories to other people’s formulas: I can’t invent a character fast enough. I have to write twenty or thirty pages before I have any idea what kind of character I am writing about. Then I go on and on and on, pages and pages and pages, and maybe never get to the point when the character means anything to anybody else.

Another thing is that I have tremendous preoccupations of my own, personal preoccupations with whatever is going on inside my own heart, and I simply can’t write about anything else. Anything I create is only a symbol for some completely interior preoccupation of my own. But symbols I have difficulty in handling! I start to write a short story, creating something new, I get distressed in the first paragraph and disgusted in the next. I try to create some new, objective, separate person outside myself, and it doesn’t work. I make some stupid wooden guy.

Give me a chance to write about the things I remember, things that are in one way or another piled up inside me, and it is absolutely different.

There are a whole lot of rich and fabulous and bright things in that store: whether things I remember or things that just make themselves there: deep and secret and well ordered and clear and rich and sweet thoughts and ideas are there, but they are all about things that are so close to me that I love them as myself. Some actual people—not enough of my neighbors, however. This makes one thing very apparent, doesn’t it? Such things as I love as I love myself I can write about easier than about things that don’t exist and therefore can’t be loved. I guess I could write a much better short story about angels I love than about some purely fanciful person who cannot be conceived as having any of the characteristics of anyone I ever loved. I can start to write if they are symbols of something I love, but as symbols they are hard to handle.

Since there is a curiously close relationship between love and fear, I also write very readily but without pleasure about the things I fear, but then I am rarely happy about what I have written. I only know I am writing well when I am writing about the things I love: ideas, places, certain people: all very definite, individual, identifiable objects of love, all of them, because it is impossible to love what doesn’t exist.

January 13, 1940. Saturday

If there is no important change in our lives, as we go on, there is no point in keeping journals. Journals take for granted that every day in our life there is something new and important.

 

I have been going through the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius. Not giving them four hours a day but at any rate two and a half.

The first day, didn’t know where I was getting; didn’t seem to see what I was supposed to get out of the meditations quite clearly. Just read what the book said and put the book down and repeated the words back.

Second and third days: temptation to think the thing was doing me harm. That is to be expected.


It is true the Exercises are quite tiring. The completeness of the meditations on mortal sin is impressive and also efficacious. The meditations on death are nothing new to me!

Not until I did the meditation on venial sin did the full impact of the greatness and horror of mortal sin really strike me, in spite of all that had gone before this meditation. Now I most fervently pray that I may altogether amend my life, utterly and completely, forsaking all things.

There is an absolute urgency for unrelenting combat with the passions and the weaknesses of our flesh. As far as I have been concerned, all the psychoanalytical arguments have only served me as the excuses that my laziness and cowardice required to avoid the struggle and so continue in misery. The only happiness I have known in the last six years has had some connection with my conversion and has been tied up with the increase in my belief and desire to serve God.

There is an utter necessity for giving up all things, taking up the cross and following Christ. Everything else is imprisonment and death. Before, I knew this intellectually: now I know it. I assent to it with my whole soul and heart, not only with my understanding.

January 25, 1940. Thursday

Most days begin the same way: I come home from Mass and breakfast and then begin a long and agonizing hunt for some small object without which apparently I cannot do any work—if it isn’t reading glasses, it’s a pencil or a pen or some paper.

Just now I filled my pen: I had been using little scraps of paper to clean it after filling it—now I couldn’t find any. Yesterday, lost a red pencil.

Remember the times at Douglaston you would look up and down all over the house for a shoe, a hat, a sock, a book, a brush? In the matter of books, especially, it meant war. My Uncle and my Grandmother always suspected my Grandfather of picking up books and throwing them out or giving them to taxicab drivers—a lot of times they were right.

Today, however, today doesn’t begin this way. I just had lunch, and there is no necessity to write in a journal. I could read or draw or think up a new way to make the novel end or study something. Anything.


When my handwriting gets smaller—not neater, just smaller—it seems that I have been reading something that requires a lot of concentration or that I have been trying to follow something that requires discipline.

The times at Cambridge when I got zealous for the reformation of my ways and started to work hard (for instance, Easter vacation, 1934) my handwriting got smaller. Just before Christmas, 1933, when I was in a pretty bad way, I made a deliberate effort to make my handwriting neat and precise. It didn’t help very much.

January 26, 1940. Friday

I miss my novel. Macmillan has had it for over two weeks—no, three weeks. I telephoned Mr. Purdy this week, and he said the first reader had given a favorable report on it and so it had gone on to someone else. So now, instead of being suspicious of my novel and growling at it and kicking it around, I am happy about it. I would like to be kind to my novel and make up for the way I have scolded it. Maybe it is not so bad after all. I wish it was here so I could pat its shaggy head.

However, probably tomorrow—no, Monday is a better guess—I’ll get a polite note from Macmillan’s Mr. Purdy and I’ll go over there and drag back my big heavy novel, not speaking to it; then I’ll get it home and whip it and throw it in a corner and be mad at it. After about a week I’ll make five corrections with this pen and retype the title page and haul the whole thing off to—whom? Harcourt Brace? I wish Macmillan would take it. I’d like the book to be published by a place that’s as big and solid and shiny as a subtreasury or at least as a Federal Reserve Bank.

April 1940. Miami Beach

The Leroy Hotel is an okay place. It has a particular smell which I find hard to identify, but it is a smell that seems to be appropriate to a seaside hotel and indeed reminds me of some hotel I have stayed in sometime and somewhere. I can’t remember which one.

Venetian blinds, stone floors, coconut palms making a green shade in the room: the smell is a sort of musty smell of the inside of a wooden and stucco building cooler inside than out. It is a smell that has something of the beach about it too, a wet and salty bathing-suit smell, a smell of dry palm leaves, suntan oil, rum, cigarettes. It has something of the mustiness which that immense and shabby place in Bermuda, the Hotel Hamilton, had: the salt air had got into the wood and the walls of that place. It smells also like the Savoy Hotel in Bournemouth, which stood at the top of a cliff overlooking a white beach on the English Channel. It had fancy iron balconies, and even when the dining room was full you could feel the blight of winter coming back upon it and knew very well how it would look all empty with all the chairs stacked.

I was in love there with a girl called Diane. The blight came upon our love that November, at which time they stacked up our chairs. I burned her letters in the fireplace of the Prefect’s common room at Oakham: I tossed them in a packet into the flames with a grand gesture. Only once did I wish I had them back to read.

The smell of this Miami room, my ground-floor room that looks out on the patio, is further complicated by the presence of leather. My good new leather Gladstone bag, my saddle leather bag, bright, all leather, limpio, clean, unbanged, unstrapped, sweats aromatically in this heat and gives off a good smell of leather. The fellow who sold it to me didn’t have the wit to say that this was the kind of a bag that would look better as time went on. However, the salesclerk in Rogers Peet (downtown New York) said just that of my new camel hair sports jacket.

Even the false leather suitcase I have had for a year, and bought for only five dollars as opposed to twenty, gives off its own kind of false leather happiness.

The cool shadows in the room remind me of a girl’s house in Great Neck where I used to spend some time. She had a big cool living room with awnings on the screened windows, and some breeze circulated through it while we gently sweated in our tennis clothes and sat on the couch and sipped Coca-Cola and giggled at each other.

The smell and the light all belong to summer. I suppose I am above all impressed with them because of the suddenness of my transition into them from New York, which just now has got a pretty raw April.

Here it is as hot as August. Coming here overnight and stepping off the train into an August afternoon and riding in a car along blue bays where there is a lot of lush greenery is like the time I first got off the English boat in August and drove out on Long Island, astonished at the heat and the haze and the profusion of weeds growing four and five feet high along the roads.

Driving out along these streets with shining new hotels and apartments everywhere (they put up forty-seven new hotels this year) was something like the time last spring I stepped out of the Long Island station into the garish brightness and gaiety and movement and the snoring tones of broadcast music blowing about in the air of the World’s Fair, the musical horns of the buses, the foghorn noise of the huge locomotive by the Railroad Building.

But what is it that the smell in this hotel reminds me of? It is a typical summer resort smell, and maybe it epitomizes all the summer vacations I ever had in my life.

April 1940. Havana, Cuba

Havana is a thoroughly successful city, a good city, a real city. There is a profusion of everything in it, immediately accessible and, to some extent, accessible to everybody.

The gaiety of the bars and cafes is not locked in behind doors and vestibules: they are all open wide to the street, and the music and laughter overflow out into the street, and the passersby participate in it and the cafes also participate in the noise and laughter and gaiety of the street.

That is another characteristic of the Mediterranean type of city: the complete and vital interpenetration of every department of its public and common life. These are cities the real life of which is in the marketplace, the agora, the bazaar, the arcades.

Sellers of lottery tickets, of postcards, or late extra papers (there is a new edition of some paper almost every minute) go in and out of the crowd, in and out of the bars. Musicians appear under the arcade and sing and play and go away again.

If you are eating in the dining room of the plaza, you share in the life of the whole city. Out through the arcade you can see, up against the sky, a winged muse standing tiptoe on top of one of the cupolas of the National Theater. Below that, the trees of the central park: and everybody seems to be circulating all about you, although they do not literally go in and out of the tables where the diners sit, eating dishes savory of saffron or black beans.

Food is profuse and cheap: as for the rest, if you don’t have the money, you don’t have to pay for it: it is everybody’s, it overflows all over the streets: your gaiety is not private, it belongs to everybody else, because everybody else has given it to you in the first place. The more you look at the city and move in it, the more you love it, and the more love you take from it, the more you give back to it, and, if you want to, you become utterly part of it, of its whole interpenetration of joys and benefits, and this, after all, is the very pattern of eternal life, it is a symbol of salvation.

This sinful city of Havana is so constructed that you may read in it, if you know how to live in it, an analogy of the kingdom of heaven.

April 29, 1940. Camaguey, Cuba

The complete interpenetration of every department of public life in Cuba, the overflowing of the activities of the streets into the cafes and the sharing of the gaiety of the restaurants by the people in the arcades outside, also applies to churches. The doors being open while Mass is going on, you unfortunately get all the noise and activity of the street outside going on, too: the clanging of the trolley car bells, the horns of the buses, and the loud cries of the newsboys and sellers of lottery tickets. Outside the church of Saint Francis the Sunday I was there, a seller of lottery tickets was going up and down and shouting out his number with the loudest and strongest voice in the whole of Cuba, and

Cuba is a country of loud voices. It was a fine-sounding number, four thousand four hundred and four:


Cuatro mil cuatro cientos CUA-TRO,

Cuatro mil cuatro cientos CUA-TRO



and so he went on, adding some half-intelligible yell now and then that had something to do with Saint Francis: probably that Saint Francis liked the number, too. Cuatro mil cuatro cientos CUA-TRO!

As I came in the front door of San Francisco, a crowd of children, from the school I suppose, filed in through one of the side doors two by two and began taking their places in the front of the church until gradually the first five or six rows were filled. Mass had already begun, and the priest was reading the epistle. Then a brother in a brown robe came out, and you could see how he was going to lead the children in singing a hymn. High up behind the altar Saint Francis raised his arms up to God, showing the stigmata in his hands. The children began to sing. Their voices were very clear, they sang loud, their song soared straight up into the roof with a strong and direct flight and filled the whole church with its clarity. Then, when the song was done and the warning bell for consecration chimed in with the last notes of the hymn and the church filled with the vast rumor of people going down on their knees everywhere in it, then the priest seemed to be standing in the exact center of the universe. The bell rang again, three times.

Before any head was raised again, the clear cry of the brother in the brown robe cut through the silence with the words “Yo Creo…” “I believe,” which immediately all the children took up after him with such loud and strong and clear voices and such unanimity and such meaning and fervor that something went off inside me like a thunderclap, and, without seeing anything or apprehending anything extraordinary through any of my senses (my eyes were open on only precisely what was there in the church), I knew with the most absolute and unquestionable certainty that before me, between me and the altar, somewhere in the center of the church, up in the air (or any other place because in no place), but directly before my eyes, or directly present to some apprehension or other of mine which was above that of the senses, was at the same time God in all His essence, all His power, God in the flesh and God in Himself and God surrounded by the radiant faces of the thousands, the millions, the uncountable numbers of saints contemplating His Glory and praising His Holy Name. The unshakable certainty, the clear and immediate knowledge that heaven was right in front of me, struck me like a thunderbolt and went through me like a flash of lightening and seemed to lift me clean up off the earth.

May 21, 1940. New York City

I have been cleaning stuff out of the room I had on Perry Street. I lived in it all winter, sitting at the desk, spending more time in it than in any other room I ever lived in, for the same period of time.


What was I doing?

Going through the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius.

Correcting papers written by my English class in Columbia Night School: “My Favorite Movie Star.” “Is It Possible to Be Happy Without Money?”

Lying on the bed with five or six stitches in my jaw where a wisdom tooth had been torn and hammered from the bone: the sweet smell of Gilberts antiseptic filled the whole place for weeks afterward. As a consolation, I feebly turned over and over the pages of travel folders about Mexico, Cuba, Brazil. (I knew all along I would only be able to afford Cuba.)

Most of the time I wrote and wrote: a Journal, longhand, in a ledger.

A novel that has perplexed three publishers without any result. And also I read. Pascal, The Little Flowers and the Rule of Saint Francis, Lorca, Rilke, the Imitation of Christ, Saint John of the Cross, and also William Saroyan, when I was too tired to read the hard stuff.

June 16, 1940. The Cottage. Olean, New York

The French have been driven south to the Loire, all my friends have gone to the lake, and I am sitting by myself in the middle of the driveway outside the cottage, looking at the woods.

Just because nobody I ever knew wanted a war, I imagined the Germans didn’t either, and all the time they wanted nothing else. No, not all of them. But you hear of the tremendous enthusiasm of some of the German troops in this fight: they like it, and that is why they are winning.

Nobody else likes war.

Here it is very quiet and sunny. In front of me there is a bush covered with pale white blossoms that do not smell of anything much.

Somewhere under some thorns and weeds a cricket sings dryly.

Everything is quiet and sunny and good, but I am tempted to make no sentimental comparisons between this and the valley of the Loire.

It is possible to imagine a man coming silently out of these woods into the open grass space before me and aiming a gun and shooting me dead in this chair and going away.

Even though there is sunlight, the woods might well fill, all at once, with the clack and roar of tanks. The airplane that went by an hour ago might have been filled with bombs, but it just wasn’t. There is nothing too fantastic to believe anymore because everything is fantastic. There is no fighting here now, but there could very well be plenty tomorrow.

The valley is full of storage tanks, and oil is for feeding bombers, and once they are fed, they have to bomb something, and they generally pick on oil tanks.

Wherever you have oil tanks or factories or railroads or any of the comforts of home and manifestations of progress in this century you are sure to get bombers, sooner or later.

Therefore, if I don’t pretend, like other people, to understand the war, I do know this much: that the knowledge of what is going on only makes it seem desperately important to be voluntarily poor, to get rid of all possessions this instant. I am scared, sometimes, to own anything, even a name, let alone a coin or shares in oil, the munitions, the airplane factories. I am scared to take a proprietary interest in anything for fear that my love of what I own may be killing somebody somewhere.

June 28, 1940. St. Bonaventure College. Olean, New York

What (besides making lists of the vices of our age) are some of the greatest vices of our age? To begin with, people began to get self-conscious about the fact that their misconducted lives were going to pieces, so instead of ceasing to do the things that made them ashamed and unhappy, they made it a new rule that they must never be ashamed of the things they did. There was to be only one capital sin: to be ashamed.

That was how they thought they could solve the problem of sin, by abolishing the term.

We are developing a new superstition: that people who think too much about a certain disease will give it to themselves by suggestion: we get ulcers from worrying about them. If we don’t worry about them, says the converse of this argument, we won’t get any diseases.

We have another superstition like this one. If we all agree that war is unpleasant and that we don’t want it, then we won’t have to fight. We think that just because we don’t want to fight, nobody will ever come and take away our ice cream sodas, incidentally killing us. This is bound to happen if, in the same breath, we accuse them of being black dogs for coveting our ice cream sodas.


Then, of course, we have the vice of thinking that because something is successful, it is therefore valuable. The worth of a thing is in its profit to us.

Also we love facts for their own sake, in contradiction to the superstition just mentioned. The radio is full of question bees and information programs, and everybody reads the Reader’s Digest, which pretends to give as many facts as possible in a little space. At the same time, the very hardest thing in the world to get is any real news about the war. We know the bare fact that France has been beaten. But what is going on there? It might as well be some country on the moon.

October 27, 1940. Feast of Christ the King

Today I saw a movie of London under bombing and heard the recorded sound of the air raid alarm and of the all-clear signal. For the first time in my life, I think, I momentarily wanted to be in the war.

There is a sort of fascination about it, too: something beyond patriotism or anything like that—and lower than that, too—a kind of animal curiosity to hang around the scene of danger and of killing, the scene of the most important and terrible killing that is being done in the world today.

The thing that shocked me as much as anything was the picture of Peter Robinson’s store in Oxford Circus with a hole blasted out of the three top floors. In Peter Robinson’s I bought a gray suit when I was sixteen, or fifteen, and wore it to Strasbourg and to Italy the first time I went there. I remember the suit very well. It was a gray herringbone tweed. Just up the street from Peter Robinson’s, upper Regent Street, was the place where I used to take the Green Line bus to go to Ripley Court.

Diagonally across Oxford Circus was Henry Long’s Bar where I called up the Bennetts to say good-bye. Farther down from Peter Robinson’s, eastward across Oxford Street, was the cinema where I first saw all the René Clair pictures, as well as that strange Freudian movie I went with Tom Bennett to see there, and many other things. All this was struck when Peter Robinson’s was struck. Bombs are beginning to fall into my life. That wasn’t true with Warsaw. I had never seen nor imagined Warsaw. This was a terrible thing to see.

But more terrible was seeing the line of people going down into the air raid shelter at dusk. Then seeing the empty streets and then an air raid warden walking slowly with his hands behind him in the sudden flash of a bomb: and then hearing the sound of that air raid alarm. This, for the first time, made me want to fight.

For the first time I imagined that maybe I belonged there, not here. I have responsibilities in England, I left my childhood behind there. Now that they are bombing it, perhaps I should go back to my childhood: except of course they don’t, for the moment, need men.

Actually, all the propaganda needed to make me want to fight was uttered by the Germans. If they had never bombed any part of England, I would never have given a damn for the whole war, no matter what.

Perhaps a bombing of Paris for two or three weeks might have done it. I don’t know. The bombing of Rotterdam rather repelled and scared me.

But the bombing of London, where I once lived, where there are so many people that were my friends in school and people that I loved, is certainly different.

I think this was one of the best photographed, best cut, best spoken documentary films I ever saw. No, some of the lines were pretty terrible: but the tone of the man’s voice was good. The title was lousy: London Can Take It.

It showed a big gash blown in Somerset House, something that might have been a new wing of the Middlesex Hospital, burst wide open. Some of those Bermondsey Houses for laboring men were shown blown up. There were many places I didn’t recognize—probably in the city. But what was impressive was the amount of life going on in the city; buses, people going to work, hurrying around the piles of stone and brick in the daytime—then going underground at night.

 

The town hall in Allegheny the other day, standing with its cupola among the bare branches against a gray sky and with its red bricks, might have been something in a Surrey village, a Victorian post office or something. In any case I was reminded of Surrey and felt strange. And I have been dreaming I was in London, often, at night.

November 12, 1940

I gave my class some Chaucer to put into modern English, and this will probably severely tax their brains and do violence to their tempers. Father Cornelius is mad at the New Yorker for being anti-Catholic, and I am mad at it for being anti-funny and extremely dull. Bob Gibney has got a cold.

Lax is afraid to drive Gibney’s car. The football coach has been bitten by Father Hugo’s black spaniel. The football team has lost another game. Somebody told me that when a pig attacks a human being he (the pig) gores out the entrails and eats them and that is all the meat a pig will ever touch. I saw what I thought was a photograph of the three Ritz brothers dressed as women, but on closer inspection it turned out to be the three Andrew Sisters. Somebody said that they couldn’t hold the College’s Junior Prom in Bradford because nobody could drive back that distance afterward without cracking up against a tree somewhere in those 20 miles. They tried it once and that was what happened. This is a violent world in which I am not doing nearly enough work, although I appear to be busy all the time.

December 4, 1940

The poem I got back from the New Yorker today at least looked as if it had been handled.

Last night I tore a handful of pages out of last year’s journal. It is nice to have a journal written at great length one year. The next year you fall upon it as idle as a king and read a page and tear the page out and throw it away; you have read the day’s news.

Why would I write anything if not to be read? This journal is written for publication. It is about time I realized that and wrote it with some art. All that screaming last year to convince myself a journal was worth writing, but not to be read.

If a journal is written for publication, then you can tear pages out of it, emend it, correct it, write with art. If it is a personal document, every emendation amounts to a crisis of conscience and a confession, not an artistic correction. If writing is a matter of conscience and not of art, there results an unpardonable confusion—an equivocation worthy of a Wordsworth.

February 2, 1941

If I were not so mad with my own vanity and selfishness and petty cares for the ease of my flesh and my pride, I would see clearly how perhaps nothing I have ever done of any good was mine or through me but given by God through the love and gifts and prayers of people who have given me their whole life in fruit for me to pick and take or spoil according to my indifferent and cursed selfishness. That fruit has only nourished me in grace in spite of myself, so to speak, and accidentally given me a little health.

Look how the whole life of my grandfather, all his work of years, was poured out for my brother John Paul and myself, buying me what hundreds of things, Italy, France, England, Cuba, Bermuda, food and clothing and care and hundreds of curious books and besides that all the things I hate to think of. But Pop worked from a boy in an Ohio town for sixty years in order that I should run down Bridge Street, Cambridge, in the middle of the night, terrified because I had just thrown something, a bottle, a shoe, a brick, I don’t know, through a shop window. He worked his whole life so Bill Finneran and I should lean on some poisonous little bar on 52nd St. in a half-empty place picking a fight with some long, callow, drunken kid whom some swept-up lousy old dames in the place seemed to prefer to us.

Look how he spent his whole life in working so that I could sit at the foot of the flagpole outside Columbia, in 1935, with a great pleasure and surprise in me about a girl I thought I was in love with.

What else did he buy for me with his blood? For not only Christ gave his life for me, but all who ever loved me have sacrificed some of their life’s blood for me. How easily I take that gift, as if I were a god, to be sacrificed to—as if the sacrifice could really be mine, and not God’s.

My grandfather bought me the day I came into the bar of the American Merchant, going up the Channel, around 3:30 in the morning, after I had fallen on my berth with all my clothes on and passed out. So I find this dame talking to the ship’s doctor. That was a fine humiliation, me with vomit on my black pants. That was what I gave him back for loving me even with his life, and my grandmother too.

If father had not died ten years ago, how much would I have hurt him in that time? How could I spoil and waste so much love and so much care and so many gifts?

At Aunt Maude’s funeral: I realized it was dramatic and was only secretly vain of it and congratulated myself that I was down from Cambridge and nobody knew the secret of where I had been the night before. Not that it was anything terrible, but I made it so in my imagination that I should come among the sober relatives at a funeral and could still taste this dame’s perfumed mouth in my own mouth. So when good Aunt Maude, a saint, was buried, I had, I suppose, some decent regret she was dead because I did love her but was just as full of my own private seventeen-year-old drama that I applauded for a magnificent adventure, I am sure! That was what her love for me bought her at her funeral! For she had made it possible by her patient care for me to get to Oakham, and then to Cambridge.

All these things are easy to say, and the Lord suffered in everyone who ever loved me for Love’s sake and was turned upon by my vicious ingratitude and pride, for I hated even to be loved in any such way.

 

How can anyone tell how much he owes to the goodness of those who love him? If we knew what people in their love for us do to save us from damnation by the simple fact of their friendship for us, we would learn some humility. But we take for granted we should have friends and are not at all surprised they should come seeking our company and liking us; we imagine we are naturally likable, and people flock to us to give us our real due, as if we were angels and attracted them by our great goodness to love us. It is only love that gives us life, and without God’s love we would cease to be, and perhaps without our friends’ good, natural love and charity, which argues for us always in God’s sight without their always knowing it, He would long ago have given us up to our punishment and turned His face away and let us hurtle over the edge of the abyss, where the love of friends still holds us in their spoken or unspoken prayers.

I don’t know what I have written that I could really call mine or what I have prayed or done that was good that came from my own will. Whose prayer made me first pray again to God to give me grace to pray? I could have fought for years by myself to reduce my life to some order (for that was what I was always trying to do—even to ridiculous extremes and the most eccentric disciplines, all pseudoscientific and pretty much hypochondriacal too; keeping records of what I drank, trying to cut out smoking by reducing the number of cigarettes each day, noting down the numbers in a book—weighing myself every few days, etc.!), and yet I would have slowly eaten myself out, I think. But someone must have mentioned me in some prayer; perhaps the soul of some person I hardly remember—perhaps some stranger in a subway or some child. Or maybe the fact that someone as good as Lilly Reilly happened to think I was a good guy served as a prayer. Or the fact that Nanny may have said my name in her prayers moved the Lord God to send me a little grace to pray again or first to begin reading books that led me there again—and how much of it was brought on by the war? Or maybe Bramachari in some word to the Lord in his strange language moved the Lord to let me pray again! These things are inscrutable, and I begin to know them better than I can write them. How many have become Christians through the prayers of Jews and Hindus who themselves find Christianity terribly hard?

February 11, 1941

Now I think of the days I sat in the May sun, cramped and curled on the loose rotting boards of the little balcony outside the Perry Street front room, and held a bottle of Coke in my hand and looked at the warm sun on the buildings—like Decoration Day, 1939. That was before there was a war, and the World’s Fair was just beginning, and I sometimes had hangovers. Sometimes—often. That was what the Coca-Cola was for.

I am beginning to think the war has a lot to do with my not drinking anymore. Maybe if there were no war, I would still be having hangovers. But I doubt that, too.

There were some good things about that front room in Perry Street.

The shiny new telephone. The grave and delicate writing desk. The sun pouring in the windows. The too-many street cries. Calling Wilma Reardon on the shiny phone. Lax called up and told me he had heard the election of Pope Pius XII announced on the radio, and that day, too, I had been crouching on the balcony in the sun. Another good thing was the record of “And the Angels Sing.”

But just the same, I once in a while had hangovers. Also I had no real work to do but just thought some about writing a Ph.D. dissertation on Gerard Manley Hopkins.

The room was a great expensive luxury. No more of that in my whole life: I hope I can live always in monasteries or college cubicles or corners of libraries. The thought of having “one’s own establishment”—one’s own telephone, one’s own six-month lease, a name in the phone book, “my apartment,” a civil status—disturbs me tremendously. It is no sacrifice to renounce it now.

The back room was dark, but I spent a lot of time in it. It wasn’t pleasant as a room; it was pretty dank. But starting at the end of August 1939, in a hell of heat and sweat and hangovers and wisdom teeth torn out of my hacked jaw with saws and hammers, I began to learn a lot of things in that room, and work there, too. But being in the country’s better.

That summer when me and Lax and Rice were at the cottage up here was a good summer.

March 4, 1941

This has been a remarkable day to have looked in the face. I don’t think of the contents of a day as “a day” ordinarily, but this one has to be seen that way. To begin with, it is a day I feared—it is the day I got all my notions together about war and said them briefly, all at once, on a few sheets of paper, on a prepared blank, and put them in the mail for the draft board.

I mean I made out my reasons for being a partial conscientious objector, for asking for noncombatant service, so as not to have to kill men made in the image of God when it is possible to obey the law (as I must) by serving the wounded and saving lives—or what may be a purely artificial situation: by the humiliation of digging latrines, which is a far greater honor to God than killing men.

The thing was that I wrote these pages out without trepidation and was amazed. Went quietly to Father Thomas and Father Gerald and got their approval. Went to Olean and had the thing notarized, mailed it. All through it I was tremendously happy in a strange quiet way. It was as if this were one of the good things for me to have done in my life—and all along I kept wondering at it. When the thing was in the box, I knew I was completely in God’s hands. Everything goes according to His will. I am free. I have never felt such a cool sense of freedom as when I realized that I now belong to a decision by a board of strangers, which I will know is God’s will, for He expresses His will through laws of states also. Whatever His will is, may it be done, through Christ our Lord.

Riding in to Olean in a small old car with one of the workmen from the monastery farm was as pleasant as any time in my whole life. Outside was good blue sky, and the hills were in shadow from the sun going down gradually, aslant of them somewhere. In Olean the wide streets were almost empty and people were coming home from work. Riding back to Saint Bona’s, I came with Bob O’Brien, the plumber from Olean House. Now the sun was below the hills, but the sky was the cleanest and clearest blue you ever saw and in it a couple of light, fiery, orange clouds, like in Bellini’s pictures.

Bob O’Brien said, “Isn’t it good to be here in the country now? Where else would it be better than in this good country?” We had been talking about how people go mad in the city. A simple topic. Everything Bob said about the country he meant completely: it had the greatest depth of conviction. He is a big happy guy and means what he says. I never meant anything so much either as when I agreed with him.

I walked up the road to the monastery and saw the cross on top of the low cupola over the rim of the roof and saw that bright, clean, fiery sky and heard the bell ringing, blowing down the hill from the open belfry up at Saint Elizabeth’s for the Angelus, and once again I remembered clearly how I belong absolutely to God. This thing in the mail demonstrates that but does not make it so, for it always was so and will be, in a sense. But my consent is more open than ever, and I pray it be more and more and more so until I am all His.

March 18, 1941

The first insult of the day, after getting off the five-thirty train into the freezing storm, was when I found the letter from the New Yorker saying my poem containing a parody on “Beauty is truth etc….” was a parody of Emily Dickinson and their readers would mostly be unfamiliar with that poem “of hers” so they couldn’t use it.

I never read a line of Emily Dickinson.

Now I really think I shouldn’t send anything more to them.

 

I was glad to get back here. The monastery at St. Bonaventure’s is more of a home than anywhere I have had since my father died—or since Pop died in Douglaston, which emptied the house in a way. That house was my home, too, last year, before I went to Cuba—at exactly this time of the year. It would still be, except that—it isn’t, and Uncle Harold is always thinking of moving out. The only thing that made it no home before was my own ingratitude. In a way, you have to be grateful for goodness before you know goodness.


March 23, 1941. Sunday (4th in Lent)

My father’s death, in the Middlesex Hospital: for a long time he could not speak. On blue letter paper, with a fountain pen, he drew Byzantine saints. I told him one day I was going to learn Italian. That was a dreary hospital. This is another thing I can’t understand: his death. His illness was something that was being “kept from me,” that is, how bad it was. I knew all along father would die but didn’t reflect upon it, because I couldn’t: I mean I didn’t know how. Anyway, I was too young and too selfish, and I had been away at school too much and at Aunt Maude’s and other places too much on holidays. I didn’t reflect about it, but on the other hand I have never ceased to dream about it. I never doubted the fact that father’s soul, or mother’s, was immortal—never. It was never possible even when I said I didn’t believe anything.

Today in the Four Mile Valley, hearing the rush of waters down the ditches of the mountainside, I was reminded of Murat and Le Puy du Cantal. On the rock at Murat is a huge image to the Blessed Virgin: she was in my father’s pictures, and I hope she prayed for him when nobody else did. All the saints to whom were dedicated the churches and cathedrals that my father loved, pray for him. The Saint of St. Antonin, where he was building a house, where we lived looking at the river and Rocher d’Angears, pray for him. I have never stopped thinking about that town or all the places around it. It is thirteen years since I was there.

Again today I thought of the time we were in Clermont-Ferrand. Or the time we were in Marseilles—the restaurant where everybody was afraid of the towels. The first day we were in Montauban. My exhilaration at the sweet-smelling barbershops in Montauban. I often think of the Marist College in Montauban, a place I wondered at: very mysterious. The brick tower of St. Jacques. The Musée Ingres. The guidebooks I devoured. Father working on the land he had bought on summer evenings, making flowers grow. The drawings of the house. The beginning of the house itself. His room, my room. Mine full of sun. His smelled of tobacco, a little. The kitchen, where we made cocoa out of goat’s milk. I thought of the Medieval tanneries, the legend of the Saint, the rocks, the stunted oaks, the causses, the tough little chateaux, the Calvaire, where the rich people from Lille were trying to be country gentry. The Protestant cemetery, where there were nightingales in the cypresses. Eating at the Hôtel des Thermes: but above all: summer. And the rains of winter. And all father’s pictures. The big screen he did for Bennett. The tunes he played on the piano in the movie house for the Buster Keaton movies: “I Want to Be Happy,” “Chicago,” “Tea for Two,” “Toodle-oo.”

Sometimes I think I don’t know anything except the years 1926–27–28 in France, as if they were my whole life, as if father had made that whole world and given it to me instead of America, shared it with me.

I have not ceased to dream about all this, or won’t, ever. Also, I want to write another novel.

April 7, 1941. Eastertime. Our Lady of Gethsemani, Kentucky

I should tear out all the other pages of this book and all the other pages of everything else I ever wrote, and begin here.

This is the center of America. I had wondered what was holding the country together, what has been keeping the universe from cracking in pieces and falling apart. It is this monastery if only this one. (There must be two or three others.)

Abraham prayed to the Lord to spare Sodom if there should be found in it one just man. The Blessed Mother of God, Mary Queen of Heaven and of Angels, shows Him daily His children here, and because of their prayers, the world is spared from minute to minute from the terrible doom.

This is the only real city in America—in a desert.

It is the axle around which the whole country blindly turns.

Washington is paint and plaster and noise-making machines and lunacy: this country hasn’t got a capital or a heart or any focal point to it except Gethsemani. Gethsemani holds this country together the way the underlying substrate of faith, which goes with our own being and cannot be separated from it, keeps living in a man who is faithless.

This is a great and splendid palace. I have never in my life seen a court of a king or a queen. Now I am transported into one, and I can hardly breathe from minute to minute. I have been in the greatest capital cities of the world, but I have never seen anything that was not either a railway station or a movie house, instead of being the palace it tried to be. Here, suddenly, I am in the Court of the Queen of Heaven, where She sits enthroned and receives at once the proper praise of men and angels. I tell you I cannot breathe. (I tell who? When I am in the palace of the Queen of Heaven, who do I talk to? I only ask to kiss the earth this Holy Place is built on.)

April 8, 1941. Our Lady of Gethsemani

How does it happen that this abbey is an earthly paradise? It is as a result of a hierarchy of uses. For the good Trappists (and they are good, holy men) work is important—it is a mixture of penance and recreation.

However hard it is, it is still a form of play. Even the strictest penance is play, too. The liturgy, too. The Trappist uses work to save his soul. To be as little as children, we must play like them, do things not because they are physically necessary, but freely, as if almost arbitrarily, for love. Behind the strictness of Trappist discipline is this complete metaphysical freedom from physical necessity that makes it, ontologically speaking, a kind of play. This use of work as play to save the monk’s soul results, indirectly, in the abbey being an earthly paradise—because work necessarily produces results. The results, in this case, are a perfect community, a marvelous farm, beautiful gardens, a lovely chapel, woods, the cleanest guest house in the world, wonderful bread, cheese, butter—all things make this abbey the only really excellent community of any kind, political, religious, or anything, in the whole country.

April 9, 1941. Wednesday in Holy Week. Our Lady of Gethsemani, Ky.

The life in this abbey is not understandable unless you begin the day with the monks, with Matins at 2 A.M. If you get up for the low masses, at 4:30 (when each priest says his Mass), it still does not make the day completely comprehensible: because even then it is not clear that the high point of the day is High Mass at 8 o’clock. The hours from 2 to 8 (6 hours) are all devoted to prayer, pretty much filled up with prayer by the time Matins, Lauds, Prime, and all the little hours (at least in Lent) are said. The High Mass is the fullest, most sustained, and most splendid ceremony of the day and unquestionably the most significant, not excluding Compline and its hymn Salve Regina, which is also very moving and significant. But in the High Mass everything is deeper and more tremendous, naturally, since, after all, it is a High Mass, the highest kind of Liturgy. This is the heart of the whole day, its center, its foundation, its meaning: it is the day. But if you are up at 4 or 5 you don’t immediately realize this—High Mass, then, seems to be only the day’s beginning: then the work in the fields seems to be the important part of the day (9 to 11:30 and 1 to 5 perhaps), when of course the work is really not much more than recreation.

April 10, 1941. Holy Thursday. Abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani

I have not written what a paradise this place is, on purpose. I think it is more beautiful than any place I ever went to for its beauty—anyway, it is the most beautiful place in America. I never saw anything like the country. A very wide valley—full of rolling and dipping land, woods, cedars, dark green fields—maybe young wheat. The monastery barns—vineyards. The knoll with the statue of St. Joseph in the middle of a great field where the road goes through a shallow cut toward the village and the railway station on the line from Louisville to Atlanta.

And in the window comes the good smell of full fields—agri pleni.

The sun today was as hot as Cuba. Tulips in the front court opened their chalices, widened and became blowsy. Bees were working, one in each flower’s cup, although it is only April. Fruit trees are in blossom, and every day more and more buds come out on the trees of the great avenue leading to the gate house.

The Trappist brothers in their medieval peasant hoods and their swathed legs and big homemade boots tramp along in a line through the vineyards; bells ring in the steeple.

All the spring, which I had looked forward to finding here, from St. Bonaventure’s, is here, and I haven’t been looking at it—for fear of trying to claim I owned it, for fear of taking out title deeds to it and making it my real estate as I have everything else, for fear of devouring it like a feast, making it my party, and so losing it.

This morning after High Mass—a Pontifical High Mass celebrated by the Abbot at 8:30—I walked along the wall of the guest house garden under the branches of the fruit trees and in the hot sun, in the midst of more beauty than I can remember since I was in Rome. I remember Rome a lot here.


April 18, 1941. Friday. Douglaston, New York

Leaving Gethsemani was very sad.

After Benediction in the afternoon on Easter Day the monks had almost all left the church, and it was quiet and sun streamed in on the floor. I made the Stations of the Cross and wished I were going to stay there—which is impossible. I wished it was not impossible.

I left early in the morning Monday. Got to Louisville at 8—everybody was going to work—it would have been in the middle of the day at the abbey, not its beginning. I was very confused. There is a huge gap between the monastery and the world. Louisville is a nice enough town, but I wasn’t happy to be thrown back into it. Then there were the papers with Germany about to enter Egypt in the war. There had been a big robbery on Fourth St., Louisville. I couldn’t figure out half the time whether it was morning or afternoon.

It is terrible to want to belong entirely to God but see nothing around you but the world and not see Him. In the monastery you don’t see Him either, but you have nothing to do but lament your separation from Him, pray to Him, and pray for the world. In the world itself your prayers are drowned by the noise of traffic: you have to watch out for cars, falling buildings, brimstone, thunder.

The world is beautiful with the sunlight, but the objects in the sunlight are not beautiful—they are strange. Candy in a drugstore window. Newspapers. Mannequins in store windows. Women’s clothes have military insignia all over them now. Speech is violent and hard and blasphemous. You weep because already you see how terribly difficult it is to hold on to the cleanness and peace you had at the abbey!

I go everywhere talking about the abbey.

May 14, 1941. St. Bonaventure

That same old game of my happy childhood, entitled “Where was I this time last year, two years ago, etc. etc….”

May 14, 1940:

Either in Havana, Cuba, or just leaving Havana. Maybe I sailed on the 15th. If I was in Havana I was living in the Hotel Andino. There was an afternoon as hazy and indefinite as this one when I stayed with this Manolo, the head waiter of one of those places at the Plaza—Oh! Club Pennsylvania was its name—and ate ice cream. But the day before I left I went to Rio Cristal and had a fabulous lunch that was much more than I wanted to eat.

Last year: flowers, birds, waterfalls, arroz con pollo, a special soup, frijoles, people playing guitars, a veranda. Back in Havana—the many plazas via the streets that opened into them. Mostly to the Churches of El Santo Cristo and San Francisco. The only really good thing about Havana was the mornings—going to church and Communion, then having breakfast with a huge glass of orange juice and reading, in the Diario de la Marina, about the English being chased out of Norway. The big fight in Belgium was just beginning. When I landed in New York after two days without news, things had suddenly become very terrible, Belgium folding up, British and French armies being cut to pieces, etc.

May 14, 1939:

35 Perry Street. I would sit on the unsafe balcony of that front room, while the loose boards rattled under me. I would wait for my telephone with the soft, subdued, and happy, expensive bell to ring. I would go to the World’s Fair with Lax and Bob Gibney, to the Cuban village, to the French Building—or maybe that wasn’t open yet. And I was reading Finnegans Wake and writing what? Those rather lousy poems. Except around the time I wrote “Dido,” which is all right. I thought I was going to write a thesis on Gerard Manley Hopkins for my Ph.D. at Columbia.

May 1938:

We would sit in Dona Eaton’s big room with no sunlight, in the heat, typing very fast to finish Lax’s novel for Nobbe’s novel-writing course about Mr. Hilquist and Mme. Choppy. Maybe drank Rhine wine. I had just been to Ithaca and would soon come to Olean with Lax. Just then we thought we would come to Olean on an oil barge up the Erie Canal in Buffalo, but we didn’t, we took the train. It is three years since I first came here.

May 1937:

I guess I was sitting in Douglaston holding my head in confusion. I had just had most of my front teeth yanked out, and I guess I was waiting for nothing more important to happen than the appearance of the College Year Book, as I was Editor. I wanted to see all the pictures of myself I was having printed. Around this time was Russ Boyer’s wedding, when we all—that is, a lot of people from Douglaston—drove out to Rothman’s and I was relatively content to be full of champagne. It seemed like a good party.

May 1936:

This game gets more distressing as the years go back. I suppose we had all just had a jolly, jolly party in the old Alpha Delta house, and I was being interviewed about getting the job at Radio City. What an unhappy summer that was.

May 1935:

I sat in the garden at Douglaston and typed a stupid term paper for Irwin Edman on the function of art. Further than this I refuse to remember in 1935.

May 1934:

Cambridge. Stab me with swords and shower my head with garbage at the horror and embarrassment I feel upon remembering Cambridge in May 1934. I would rather be instantly dead than do one thing or say one sentence or think one thought that I was likely to have been happy about at that time.

May 1933:

I was in Douglaston. I had been in Rome, and I was just beginning to forget and stamp out of myself the grace that had been given me momentarily in Rome to try, in an obscure and proud and Protestant way, to love God by trying to pray in shame and secret, trying to read the Bible when nobody was looking, trying to do good, or be good, in some way. But I was also busy reading D. H. Lawrence and wondering more about how experienced I was and how shameful it was to know so little of “life” as I imagined I knew. I found out, I suppose.

May 1932:

I had been in the Sanitarium with blood poisoning up to now, only more than my blood was poisoned. I thought John Dos Passos was the world’s greatest novelist and was busy writing an essay on modern novels.

May 1931:

I can bear remembering this year, when I believed in God and was still a kind of a child, anyway. But I was beginning to wonder when I would be a great man of the world—not so much, though. I was just going to sail on the Minnetonka for America. I was writing very silly and no good poems indeed. I thought Virgil’s Georgics were swell (which they are), and I liked Tacitus. I was just going to be Editor of the School Magazine, and I had been reading Shelley.

Ten years is enough. This is not a satisfying game to play. It feels very much like hara-kiri.

June 26, 1941. St. Bonaventure

It is all the time hot and bright. In the mornings I sometimes write something in the Journal of My Escape from the Nazis. In the afternoons I read Dante and dull stuff about a course I have to give in Bibliography. Last summer we were all up at the cottage—or rather, I was here, thinking to be a Franciscan novice and reading a lot of Saint Thomas Aquinas.

I looked at the ten first pages of Brighton Rock and was not as happy about them as the very first time. The novel I wrote last fall, The Man in the Sycamore Tree, came back from Curtis Brown. I am not so sore at it as I was a few weeks ago. Last night I reread the Cuban part and liked it. Only, the beginning is terrible.

August 15, 1941. Saturday. 548 West 114th Street, New York City

Down in Harlem is the Baroness’s place, Friendship House. Yesterday, full of Hail Marys, I went there. Today I sorted dresses in the clothing center and women’s shoes until my hands were thick with the gray dirt of their whiting.

Walking across 135th Street between the clothing center and the Library where the Baroness has her desk, you see (looking West) City College on top of the hill, looking surprised. A big building saying Y.M.C.A.—white letters on black. A movie. Seven or eight pushcarts. The drabbest billiard parlor in the world, the subway at the corner of Lenox Avenue, and hundreds of little Negro kids, walking solemnly, holding kites.

A pair of army trucks go by full of colored soldiers leaning very far out and laughing excitedly at the strangers of their own race all along the street. Very fast, the trucks are gone.

I remember the kids in the play in Harlem—Merlin turns into a black and white cat. Wonderful costumes. The sad and earnest parents watching, ready to laugh and cry, so scared, so colored. The children on the tiny little stage in a converted store. It was very good. If I have done any work there, it has no proportion to the 2 meals and cups of black tea they have given me, Friday and today.

You don’t get sentimental or exalted sorting dresses in an old store in a tenement. You work. It is safe; there is nothing aesthetic about it. And what happens? I don’t know. I’ll know better when I see the dresses given out Tuesday. But I already know something from the faces of the scared, earnest, devoted parents, last night, sitting outlandishly polite like bourgeois, listening to the Baroness before the play.

September 27, 1941. St. Bonaventure

It was a pretty day and a pretty evening with a clear half moon and the hills not misty yet. I keep seeing the pastures as they were last winter. But when I look toward Martiny’s Rocks I am filled with awe, thinking of the earthly paradise I found under the tree last Sunday—a view over a road and farms and woods, the road leading back to a wild place, perhaps a wooded plateau with I don’t know what miles of woods or with what uninhabited valley full of oil wells.

The grass like green silk under the tree: and the sun and the silence and the wind moving in the branches and the heat pouring on the landscape: and I sit under the tree full of all this, not able to say anything to myself about it because it was all incomprehensible as soon as I tried to describe it as a possessed experience. An individual material reality is unintelligible: what I was trying to describe was not an experience. It was nothing comprehensible, the matter of an experience, raw matter. That you can describe so as to seem to describe it, but you are really describing another thing, an experience—not this moment itself, but your experience in it.

The trick is to order your experience so that it doesn’t get possessive but is lost in the object instead of trying to contain its object. That way it does, in fact, contain the object, but only by not trying.

 

It is the feast of Saints Cosmas and Damian, and I remember their church in Rome with the mosaic of Christ standing among the red clouds, small, firm clouds in a mackerel bank on a blue ground, receiving the two saints into heaven.


This was done when the Goths were at the gates of Rome and Saint Gregory the Great saw the avenging angel on the top of Hadrian’s Tomb, putting the sword back into the scabbard.

I shall never cease to wonder at the love I suddenly got for these mosaics. It was certainly God’s grace, and I cannot know in this life how much that love meant. It may have meant my whole life through the prayers of those Saints and others of the earliest times of the Church, who won by their prayers that I should love their churches, and by their prayers that I myself should also pray and read the Bible. After that, no matter where I went and what I came to for five years after, they still prayed until I came dragging back again, much more beaten and about ready to be dead!

They were physicians and they were martyrs and, I think, Arabs.

November 1, 1941. Feast of All Saints

I don’t know how it started. Maybe the Baroness’s letter saying I should write for the poor, for those who could scarcely read, for those who held a magazine clumsily. Anyway—big problem: how can I write for the poor? How can I tell them poverty was the condition of Christ and the Blessed Mother on earth and suffering was Christ’s portion when, although I do not make any money ($45 a month and room and board), the life I lead here is as happy as the richest kind of life and as comfortable? How can I write about poverty when, although I am in a kind of way poor, I am in this happy country club? If I am to write for those who are poor and can hardly read, I cannot do it from this place. But that does not mean that if I live here and give away my salary—or live here and spend my salary—I am any less Christian than if I live among the poor.

Why do I ask myself questions all the time about what I ought to be doing? Why am I always unsatisfied and wanting to know what is my vocation if it is my vocation to stay here, reading and praying and writing and sometimes teaching a class? I came back to Saint Bonaventure’s under a condition that occurred to me at the Trappists: wait and see about the other vocation. Meanwhile, go back to work and give away half your salary. All this merely postponed a lot of questions.

Did I know in advance that, when I had prayed to be poor, it would not satisfy me to give away $20 a month of my salary? Yes, I knew. Still, it didn’t hurt to try it.


I have been happy here in a way, but never content, never completely at rest in the sense that this was where I belonged.

Whatever this vocation is, it involves a whole different attitude to the future. A sense of calm. A sense that I am going to do something hard, murderous to my pride and my senses. That it doesn’t make sense to fear it or love it: I must refer everything to God. In the natural course of events I would never desire to do this unnatural thing (leave what is pleasant for what is unpleasant). I have no natural powers that will ever enable me, by themselves, to stand Harlem. If God has called me to that life of poverty, He will make it clear what I am to do and will also provide me with enough strength to do it. No sense in worrying or planning: only in continuing to pray that I may put my spirit entirely into His hands, which means doing, at the same time, what is better and harder, more holy and less rewarding, more merciful and less delightful. To do those things in which I am last and least. To submit my will to the Baroness’s and to the priests.

All the arguments against going are jokes—transparently easy to see through, since they are all denied by the Gospels, the Beatitudes, the Baroness herself in asking me, and by me myself, who really desire no other thing than this which I have been praying for ceaselessly since August: that I may give myself entirely to God’s service!

Before I had given the Baroness the first argument (about writing) I realized how foolish all the arguments would be.

That I am meant to stay here and write!

That I am meant to stay here and teach!

That I am meant to stay here and pray and meditate a lot!

If I am meant to write, I will write there also—and perhaps to more purpose. If I am meant to teach—the same thing. Pray and meditate—the same. There I will be living in poverty and doing the holy work of God’s apostolate, all the corporal and spiritual works of mercy, instead of, here, only a couple of the spiritual!

November 4, 1941

Walking down from Martiny’s Rocks on a day late in September, I think of the cowbells and the fields and the tree I have been sitting under, and I compare it all with Harlem. I do not quite convince myself that it is my calling to be “a contemplative” in the country.


One thing I cannot see myself trying to be now, even if I could be, is a Franciscan in this Province. But I still think of the Trappists. I still wonder if what was an obstacle to the Franciscans might not be one to the Trappists. I still keep thinking that maybe I could write to them and find out. But still I do not.

The choice between Saint Bonaventure and Harlem is definitely not a choice between two clear possible vocations. Harlem may be a vocation, but Saint Bonaventure isn’t. Ever since I came here I have not regarded the place as anything permanent for myself: have always been wondering what else it was I was looking for. At first I thought another job. Then I feared I would be drafted into the army. Then I wondered if maybe I couldn’t be a Trappist. Now this Harlem business. One thing is sure: I had better get settled on something. To me my life means two things: writing and voluntary poverty, both for the love of God. So far, here, there is no voluntary poverty—no sacrifice. Harlem will bring that, too.

Beyond that, the Negro apostolate doesn’t have to be the only thing I will ever turn to, but it begins to seem certain I should try the lay apostolate of poverty and writing and works of mercy and give my life to that.

November 17, 1941

It was a nice sunny day to be a pilgrim and an exile. I went into town and deposited my monthly paycheck in the bank, which did nothing whatever to make me happy. In spite of the sun, there is no real peace in this place, only inertia. Inertia is never the same as peace: peace is a kind of active order and harmony. It is vital, not inert.

There is often no real reason for preferring one place to another. Metaphysically it doesn’t matter what town you happen to be in. You can work out your salvation in it and find peace there, if you want to, because for the peace we need we have to look inside ourselves.

Psychologically there are great differences between places, though. The limits they put upon your own spirituality are often very significant. I am beginning to think it was good, being quiet here for a year, but now perhaps I have used up the resources for recollection that the mere inertia of the place gave me. Maybe, if I stayed here, what I now seem to possess as peace would cease to deepen itself and turn into inertia (if such a thing is possible).


Perhaps there is in places a certain value: they make it possible for you to seek and find certain things in your own soul. When you have found them, you begin to know the place has served you: if the place is pleasant and pretty doesn’t mean much anymore. It has only one further value: the value of a sacrifice. The only good thing that can be done with the place, the type of life, is to give it up. Renounce the temptation to keep what you have got as if it were a possession and to hold on to it in inertia.

November 24, 1941

I guess I am full of the kind of distress that means I ought to be writing a poem—or else what? Return to the chapel.

I got back from New York by the night train, having been wedged in various positions in the hard green seats of the day coach all night, but I am not physically tired, merely filled with a deep, undefined vague sense of spiritual distress as if I had a deep wound running inside me and it had to be stanched. I should go back to the chapel or try to say something in a poem. That wound is another aspect of the fact that we are exiles on earth.

The sense of exile bleeds inside me like a hemorrhage. It is always the same wound, whether it is a sense of sin or of loneliness or of one’s own insufficiency or of spiritual dryness: they are all really the same in the way we experience them. In fact, spiritual dryness is one of the most acute experiences of longing we can have—therefore, of love.

I got back to this wonderful, quiet place. There is a little snow on the hills, a light, hard frozen powder. The roads are like iron. The air is cold and gray. The rooms are silent. Water runs in the pipes.

It is still and peaceful, but there is no peace for me here.

I am amazed at all this quietness, which does not belong to me. For a moment I get the illusion that the peace is real, but it isn’t—not as soon as I hear the talk of the people. The peace here is not the peace of poverty and sacrifice, merely the “peace” of the absence of trouble, and that is not for me now nor can be anymore.

Before I was a Catholic I was half crazy with restlessness and boredom and sorrow. When I became a Catholic, I ceased to be bored or restless—in any natural sense. Most practicing Catholics are sure to lead a life full of more or less natural satisfactions, natural patience, even-temper, contentment, the level-temperedness of stoics. But that is not enough either—there is a lot of purely natural happiness around, among Catholics and people who are not. I have seen more of that everywhere in this last year than for 10 years before, in spite of the war. It probably comes of the fact that people are making money and are comfortable but not in so safe a way that their comfort palls on them.

When I was in the quicksand of my own exaggerated restlessness, I thought this firm ground was all that anyone needed for peace. There is plenty of this natural happiness, this evenness of life, at Saint Bonaventure.

But that evenness is illusory and dangerous. It is based, economically speaking, on violence and injustice, on the war and every injustice that led to the war. It is a purely natural contentment, and even if it were just, we cannot be content in merely natural satisfactions, our own selfish quiet and freedom from worry. We have to leave all and follow Christ, for only in Him is true peace. Christ is where men starve and are beaten.

We can either renounce all worldly quiet and ease and absence of trouble—living our lives out in the Liturgy before the tabernacle as pure contemplatives loving one another in our community—or else we must renounce all our own ease and minister to Christ in the poor as much as we can. If we renounce nothing except our cares, if our only idea is to live together without friction so that each of us may remain at peace, materially unruffled, we only get a false peace. It is a good enough peace in worldly terms, but it is not enough for Christians. Our peace is only in Christ and is only come by through mortification, sacrifice, and the Cross.

November 28, 1941

The one thing that appalls me is my own helplessness and stupidity: a helplessness and stupidity that come from a complete and total and uncompromising self-reliance that to the world appears to be a virtue in me and a great source of strength! What a lie and what a crazy deception that is—to be self-reliant is to be strong and smart; to be self-reliant will get you through all your problems without too much difficulty or anguish.

Ever since I was sixteen traveling all over Europe, some of it on foot by myself (always by preference alone), I have developed this terrific sense of geography, this habit of self-analysis, this knack of getting along with strangers and chance acquaintances—this complete independence and self-dependence, which turns out to be now not a strength but, in my big problem, a terrific weakness.

My instinct, when I have been faced by any such problem, has always been to go off and walk restlessly somewhere by myself until the problem turns itself over and over so many times that I get sick of it. Maybe a solution comes out later. Maybe the problem is not terribly tough—but this time it is a tough one.

At least I went first to the chapel—as I did when the Baroness asked me to come to Harlem. Last spring, I walked with the vocation problem in the woods. Two years ago—1939—I walked with the same problem, vocation to the priesthood, on the chicken dock in Greenwich Village.

In the chapel my heart was pounding so fast I couldn’t even see straight, and I could hardly make the words of the prayers. All I could think was that it was very bad to be that disturbed. Eventually I calmed down and prayed. Then the idea it would be a good notion to see Father Philotheus gradually crystallized out.

I left the chapel. I went first not to his room but to mine. Then said a couple more prayers. Looked at a book about the Trappists, all the time knowing I was being a fool: I had no reason for standing around. (When my heart had pounded so fast in the chapel, I was saying to myself: “You are crazy: wait! wait! wait!”)

When I got downstairs I went into the hall of the monastery and took two steps toward his door and rushed back out and walked up and down with ten conflicting ideas in my head—first, that I was being a fool—as disorganized as the French army was by the German fifth columns—second, that waiting was not relevant because it just protracted this confusion—third, that waiting was prudent—etc.

The next time I go in, I nearly get to his door, but then it is almost as if I were physically pushed away from it. The idea that pushed me away was “This is absurd! This huge big problem in this small, familiar room, thrown like a bomb in the middle of some routine piece of philosophical manuscript he is reading…disturb him…etc.” I rushed out again.

Finally I walked across the campus and back. When I got back he was out of his room—I could see the light was out.


So then the first impulse was to say, “Now, see, let it all go for a few more days.”

So I pray to Saint Theresa in the grove.

While I am praying to her, the question becomes clear: all I want to know is, do I have a chance to be a priest after all? I don’t want him to argue for or against the Trappists. I know I want to be a Trappist. I remember the terrific sense of holiness and peace I got when I first stepped inside Gethsemani, something more certain and more terrific than had ever hit me anywhere else and that stayed with me until I got mixed up about the vocation at the end of the week in that terrible impasse: I want to be a priest—but I am told there is an impediment. Therefore the desire is just an emotional luxury: I am kidding myself.

While I am praying to Saint Theresa of the Child Jesus, it is like hearing the bells in the tower ringing for Matins in the middle of the night. I walk through the grove saying she will help me to be her Trappist—Theresa’s Trappist—at Gethsemani.

I come back. No light in Father Philotheus’s room. He is in the recreation room. I get him from there without any great fuss. I tell him my questions.

Instantly he says that in his opinion there is no canonical impediment in my case. He advises the thing that was so obvious I hadn’t thought of it: go to Gethsemani as soon as the Christmas vacation begins and tell the whole story to the Abbot. (I thought of writing. He said that would be bad.)

He also advises me to be very careful about deciding to be a Trappist. What about my vocation to be a writer?

That has absolutely no meaning any more as soon as he has said what he has said.

So I run upstairs bursting with “Te Deum laudamus—Te Dominum confitemur—Te aeternum Patrem omnis terra veneratur….” Then to the chapel and prayers and prayers and prayers.

I can’t go to bed, and when I do I can’t go to sleep.

I go through the grove again—my head full of a big double-talk mixture of Te Deum and good-bye to everything I don’t want.

In bed: suddenly I am amazed—in four weeks, with God’s grace, I may be sleeping on a board, and there will be no more future—not in the world, not in geography, not in travel, not in change, not in variety, conversations, new work, new problems in writing, new friends, none of that: only a far better progress, all interior and quiet!!! If God only would grant it! If it were only His will!

As to all this self-analysis on paper—it isn’t important either. If the twenty other things I have to say are important, I will find a chance to say them. That I waited this long to ask Father Philotheus this question about the vocation and to open the question again did no harm. All the waiting I have done, and possibly must still do, is all quite important and significant.

I earnestly pray to give myself entirely to God according to His will and no longer get in the way with my own stupid will—only He can help me out of my own clumsiness.

December 2, 1941

Now I know!

The whole business has burst into fire and flame like a terrific battle! I can see some of the significance of the crisis the other night. This is a battle, and a real one, maybe the most real one I have ever had to face in my life—and the tremendousness of the forces engaged in it, for me and against me, begin to be apparent. It appalls me.

I remember how an almost physical force tried to keep me from going to Father Philotheus and finding out if there was, at least in his opinion, every reason for me to take my vocation seriously! I was tempted to let the whole thing wait several days.

Yesterday afternoon in the mail was a notice from the draft board—completely unexpected. I thought my classification (1–B) last March was final for a good long time: now I am to appear for a reexamination. They have changed the rules about bad teeth. If I pass this time, it means I might be in the army by January—in 1–A.

At least I had made up my mind and written the Trappists, saying I wanted to come there December 18. I spent yesterday writing out documents asking for time to find out whether or not the Trappists would have me.

And I have been praying without ceasing.
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