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• Prayer in Secular theology and in Thomas Merton may 
seem dated and perhaps passé today, for both 
flourished during the 1960s.  Because of its connection 
with Dietrich Bonhoeffer, however, some basic ideas in 
secular theology continue to manifest themselves in 
our day, and, if anything, Merton’s case for 
contemplation has grown stronger and more relevant 
than they were in his last decade.  Scholars continue to 
ponder the meaning of Bonhoeffer’s “religionless 
Christianity” and turn out one volume after on the 
message of Thomas Merton for a society increasingly 
interested in spirituality.
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• I.  The Secular Tradition on Prayer
• During the 1960’s, various forces combined to generate a 

“radical” or “secular” approach to theology and life.  This had its 
roots in some musings of Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Letters and 
Papers from Prison.  Bonhoeffer wondered whether the 
“profound godlessness” of modern persons allowed them to 
employ a “God hypothesis.”  “We are moving towards a 
completely religionless Time; people as they are now simply 
cannot be religious any more,” he observed in a letter to 
Eberhard Bethge (30 April 1944).  The urgent question in such a 
time is how we can bring Christ into the picture or speak about 
God in a world which is religionless and what place worship and 
prayer might hold.  Modern persons have learned to deal with all 
questions of importance “without recourse to the ‘working 
hypothesis’ called ‘God’.”  Though efforts are made to prove to “a 
world come of age” that we cannot live 
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• without God’s tutelage, Bonhoeffer asked, what will happen 
if people find that even the so-called “ultimate” questions 
can be answered without recourse to God?  (To Eberhard 
Bethge, 8 June 1944.)

• In response to these questions Bonhoeffer concluded that 
“God shouldn’t be smuggled into some last secret place, but 
that we should frankly recognize that the world, and people, 
have come of age, that we shouldn’t run man down in his 
worldliness, but confront him with God at his strongest 
point, that we should give up all our clerical tricks, and not 
regard psychotherapy and existentialist philosophy as God’s 
pioneers.”  (To Eberhard Bethge, 8 July 1944.)  God’s 
transcendence does not depend on that.  Rather, “God is 
beyond in the midst of our life.  Our world’s coming of age 
has helped us to eliminate this false conception of God as 
Deus ex machina and a “God of the gaps” and to see the
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• God of the Bible “who wins power and space in the world 
by his weakness.”  (To Eberhard Bethge, 16 July, 1944.)  
“God would have us know that we must live as men who 
manage our lives without him.  The God who is with us is 
the God who forsakes us (Mark 15.34).  The God who lets us 
live in the world without the working hypothesis of God is 
the God before whom we stand continually.  Before God and 
with God we live without God.  God lets himself be pushed 
out of the world on the cross.  He is weak and powerless in 
the world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in 
which he is with us and helps us.  Matt. 8.17 [“He took our 
weaknesses and bore our infirmities”—Isa 53:4.] makes it 
quite clear that Christ helps us, not by virtue of his 
omnipotence, but by virtue of his weakness and suffering.”



Secular Theology and Merton on 
Prayer

• Here is how Christianity differs from all other religions.  “The 
Bible directs man to God’s powerlessness and sufferings; 
only the suffering God can help.”  How can this God help?  
Bonhoeffer directs us to “persevere in quiet meditation on 
the life, sayings, deeds, sufferings and death of Jesus.”  Only 
so can we understand his promises to us. (To Eberhard 
Bethge, 21 August, 1944.)

• Bonhoeffer’s reflections touched off a flurry of rethinking of 
Christian theology ranging all the way from “God is dead” 
theology of J. J. Altizer and William Hamilton to more 
moderate interpretations of such persons as Anglican 
Bishop John A.T. Robinson.  I will discuss three 
representatives who demonstrate the diversity and show 
some of the shift which took place after the 1960’s.
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– A. Allan R. Brockway’s The Secular Saint
• Brockway, a Methodist minister, reflected the “God is 

dead” perspective of Altizer and Hamilton.  Closer to 
Bonhoeffer’s musings would be Paul van Buren and 
Gabriel Vahanian, who emphasized the difficulty 
culture poses for faith today.  It is worthwhile to 
examine the extreme position first.

• 1. God’s Place in the Picture. Brockway did not toss out 
traditional thinking entirely.  He limited his 
understanding of God to the Trinitarian pattern.  His 
understanding of the Trinity, however, has a completely 
humanistic slant.
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– a. God as Absolute Limits and Impossible Demands.  God the Father 
is the name we give “both to the absolute limits and impossible 
demands that confront a man [or woman] and to the character of 
his [or her] relationship with them.” (The Secular Saint, 60.)  
Brockway rejects the ideas he had grown up with of God as 
“Stop-Gap” or “Escape-Hatch.”  God is the name we give to a 
relationship with whatever occurs to us in life.

– b.  Christ as our Response to the Absolute Limit and Impossible 
Demand.  The sin response is to run away from the demands which 
life puts before us.  The Christ response is the opposite of that, 
namely, to take in hand the “painful decision to trust the 
significance of oneself to the very absolute limits and impossible 
demands that threaten one’s sinful self.”  (Ibid. 73.)  How can we 
offer ourselves so fearlessly to this?  By the Holy Spirit.



Secular Theology and Merton on 
Prayer

– c. The Holy Spirit as Decisiveness.  “My life is entirely my own 
responsibility.  Period.  My life is entirely the gift of God.  
Period.”  (Ibid. 90.)  The Holy Spirit is the decision one makes 
“to receive the Christ possibility, the only life-giving possibility 
available.”  (Ibid. 92)  Repentance means abandonment of 
self-defeating modes of relating to God and acceptance of this 
possibility.  It means to live an accountable life in which one 
“is completely willing to bear the consequences of whatever 
life brings” and “the refusal to lay blame or credit on anyone 
or anything—including, especially, God—for one’s own beliefs, 
ideas, actions; in a word, for one’s own life.”  (Ibid. 99-100.)
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A CREED FOR THE SECULAR SAINT

– I Trust myself to the absolute limits and impossible demands 
that define my life and call me to live its full definition; and 
commit myself to the reception and declaration of the 
possibility of life’s goodness and death’s goodness that is 
presented for my choosing from outside my consciousness 
and remains external in my history as a constant possibility;

– And I gratefully embody my decision for self affirmation, 
number myself among those who live the free life; know that I 
am significant; and hope ever to be momentarily renewed in 
this trust, in the sure awareness that my self is important 
throughout time.  (Ibid. 106.)
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• 2. Why pray? Brockway would ask, “Why pray, indeed?”  
Secular saints participate and even enjoy worship.  Its 
purpose, however, would be “to celebrate the great, good 
gift of the Christ possible response to life and the free life 
that results from the Holy Spirit decision to receive that 
gift.”  (Ibid. 157.)  Worship is celebration.

• 3. What is prayer? Brockway did not use the word prayer 
more than once or twice although he gave fairly careful 
attention to public worship.  In his discussion of the latter 
we can see mostly rejection of traditional perceptions about 
prayer.
– a. Since worship is celebration, prayer would probably affirm the 

freedom which stands at the center of this humanistic outlook.
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– b. Confession cannot be a catalogue of moral violations but 
must be confession, admission, or recognition of the choice to 
be free, decisive men and women.  It is “requisite to the 
subsequent whoopee, for Secular Saints know the whoopee is 
occasioned by the liberating Word that can be proclaimed only 
as they are loosed from the bondage of self-denial.”  (Ibid. 
157.)

– c. Praise and adoration mean to have a good time—talking, 
singing, dancing—celebrating the Christ possibility.

– d. Secular saints may also turn toward total self-denial.  They 
depart to return to their homes and existence in society.

4. What should we expect prayer to do? It may affect the 
one who prays, but everything centers on the realization 
of the Christ possibility.
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– B. John A.T. Robinson’s Honest to God
• 1. God’s place in the picture. Robinson argued against 

traditional theism, i.e., God as “a person,” and in favor of 
Tillich’s concept of God as “the Ground of our being.”
– a. God is not “up there” or “out there” but “a depth at the center of 

life.”  This means that God is the opposite of any Deus ex machina, 
a supernatural being who intervenes from without.  God is, as 
Bonhoeffer says, “the ‘Beyond’ in the midst of our life.”  God is 
personal because reality at its depths is personal, but God is not a 
being.  God is love, which means “to believe that in pure personal 
relationship we encounter, not merely what ought to be, but what 
is, the deepest, veriest truth about the structure of reality.”  
(Honest to God, 49.)

– b. Since God is love, God is encountered in fullness only “between 
man and man.” (Ibid. 53.) A right relationship with God, according 
to the scriptures, does not depend on anything 
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– religious; indeed, religion may be a barrier. (Ibid. 61.)  God is thus to 
be met not by turning away from the world but “by unconditional 
concern for ‘the other’ seen through to its ultimate depths.”  Christ 
is “the Man for others.”

• 2. Why pray? 
– a. Circumstances will drive us to our knees.
– b. We pray to keep in touch with “the Ground of our being.”  To see 

the holy in the common.

• 3. What is prayer?
– a.  Prayer is “penetration through the world to God rather than 

withdrawal from the world to God.”  (Ibid. 97.)  It involves wrestling 
through all the pros and cons of difficult problems, usually with 
other people.  Periods of disengagement are absolutely vital, but 
the chief objective of prayer is engagement.  “My own experience is 
that I am really praying for people, agonizing with God for them, 
precisely as I meet them and really
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– give my soul to them.”  (Ibid. 99.)  Afterwards withdrawal is 
mandated.  “Prayer is the responsibility to meet others with all I 
have, to be ready to encounter the unconditional in the 
conditional, to expect to meet God in the way, not to turn aside 
from the way.”  (Ibid. 100.)  “Prayer is openness to the ground of 
our being; and in it ‘the readiness is all’.”  (Ibid. 102.)

– b. Intercession is “to open oneself to another unconditionally in 
love” and thus “to expose both oneself and him [or her] to the 
common ground of our being” and “to see one’s concern for him 
[or her] in terms of ultimate concern, to let God into the 
relationship.”  It is “the responsibility to meet others with all I have, 
to be ready to encounter the unconditional in the conditional, to 
expect to meet God in the way, not to turn aside from the way.”  
(Ibid. 99-100.)

– c. Prayer is also “openness to the ground of our being.” (Ibid. 102.)
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• 4. What should we expect prayer to do? The effect will 
bear chiefly on the one who prays.
– a. Prayer joins us with another in the ground of our being.

– b. It engages us to the world with unconditional love.

– C.  Douglas Rhymes: Secular to Traditional
• Douglas Rhymes published two books within a short 

time of one another in which he reflected a shift from 
secular theology and spirituality to more 
traditional—Prayer in the Secular City (1967) and 
Through Prayer to Reality (1974).  Rhymes is a 
Presbyterian minister.
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• 1. Prayer in the Secular City
– a. God’s place in the picture.  God is being, not a being—personal 

rather than a person.  We must not separate God from the world 
lest we create a sacred/secular dichotomy.  God is “personal love . . 
. at the heart of things.” (Prayer in the Secular City, 24.)  Yet Rhymes 
rejected “God” of secular theology.

– b. Why pray?  Rhymes listed four reasons:
» To think out and reflect upon “the meaning and the reality 

which lie behind our earthly living in the world.” (Ibid. 46f.)
» To “carry that spirituality of reflection right into the doings of 

the world . . . to be Christ to the world.” (Ibid. 47.)
» To recognize “the costliness of Christian living.” (Ibid. 49.)
» To “turn away from individualism and solitary pacts to a search 

for the group whose objectives correspond to our aspirations 
and needs.” (Ibid. 50.)
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– c. What is prayer?  Rhymes emphasized two basic aspects:
» (1) It is “involvement of service which will carry us into 

the fields of politics, economics, welfare, social work.”  It 
is “a matter of practice rather than profession, . . .” (Ibid. 
40.)  It is “daily acceptance” and “daily guidance.” (Ibid. 
41, 42.)

» (2) Prayer is “a time of reflection upon life.”  (Ibid. 52.)  He 
added that “praying is living, but it is living with a 
conscious motivation and purpose, and if we do not have 
this conscious motivation we are yet simply to be a good 
humanist, an activist of good works.” (Ibid. 70.)  We 
remind ourselves of this motivation (1) by sincerity, (2) by 
approaching the whole of life consciously with confession, 
thanksgiving, adoration, and (3) by “arrow 
prayers”—ejaculatory prayers. (Ibid. 71-72.)
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– d. What does prayer do?
» It chiefly affects awareness.
» It also, however, affects living (1) in Christ involvement and (2) 

relevant modern asceticism.

• 2. Through Prayer to Reality. Because Rhymes represented a 
moderate secularity he did not have to take huge steps 
away from his earlier position.
– a. God’s place in the picture.  God is now seen in much more 

personal terms as “the ultimate reality behind all life.”  Teilhard de 
Chardin is cited.

– b. Why pray?  Rhymes echoed the mystics.
» (1) We pray because of “the need to experience, observe, and 

evaluate life.  Prayer is rooted in what is happening in the 
world around me.” (Through Prayer to Reality, 20.)

» (2) We pray because of “the need to explore at a deeper level 
my experience.” (Ibid. 21.)
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» (3) We pray because of “the need to know myself and to 
be able to respond to myself and others.”  Rhymes now 
cites the great mystics on the connection of the person 
with God.  “The essence of prayer is union with God.  
Through prayer I shall become more conscious of my true 
self, live more in accord with the nature of my true being, 
participate more in the divine nature.” (Ibid. 23.)  This 
union helps us breach the limits of humanity and find true 
freedom.

» (4) We pray because of “the need to know God.”  “Our 
knowledge of God is found only through union with him 
in prayer and living.” (Ibid. 28.)

– c. What is prayer?
» (1) In essence.  Contemporary prayer consists of “all those 

times of living when one is practicing recollection, 
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» concentration, and the capacity of intuitive looking into 
the reality of all life.” (Ibid. 35.)  Such prayer requires: (1) 
“a search for that knowledge of myself which can come to 
me when I am not supported by the ‘props’ of life—the 
many activities in which I am engaged, the people who 
are surrounding me with the various roles which they put 
upon me.” (Ibid. 36.)  (2) It needs also “training to be the 
kind of person who is willing to take time in order that 
things, myself, and God may be known.”  (3) Ultimately it 
has to do with “the realization of what learning the love 
of God is likely to mean in terms of prayer.” (Ibid. 38.)

– (2) Its stages.  Here Rhymes became quite traditional.

» Purgation.  Purgation involves “always penetration 
through the levels of consciousness to that deep 
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» consciousness within ourselves which is God.” (Ibid. 44.)  We 
realize what life has done to us.

» Illumination.  We overcome darkness: (a) the darkness of 
death, because “the fullness of Christ living in me comes only 
through death” (48); (b) darkness “resulting from wrestling 
with the uncertainties of faith and belief” (50); and (c) the 
darkness of “the loss of God himself” (51).

» Union.  “In this state I have so been filled with creative love 
that I have been merged into, absorbed into God, and in so 
doing I have at last become myself” (53).

– (3) Rhymes also emphasized traditional forms in using the Bible in 
meditation.

• d. What should we expect prayer to do?  Discovery of reality 
is “the very heart and function of prayer.”  (Ibid. 17.)
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• II.  Thomas Merton on Prayer
• Merton will be quite familiar to most of you because of your 

reading of his writings and an earlier class I offered.  Merton 
is so important as a religious writer, however, we must not 
by-pass him in this study of Prayer in Christian History.  Most 
of his writing had something to do with prayer, and it is 
quite appropriate to give a digest of his responses to the 
four questions which have structured our study.

• Here is a brief Merton timeline:

• 1915 Born on January 15 in Prades, France, of Ruth and 
Owen Merton

• 1921 Death of his mother Ruth due to cancer
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• 1921-25 Left in the care of his grandparents at Douglaston, NY
• 1925-30 Taken by Owen to France and then England and put in 

boarding schools
• 1930 Death of Owen Merton as a result of a brain tumor
• 1933 Trip to Italy and discovery of Christ in the art of Rome
• 1933-34 Admitted to Cambridge but majored in proving Freud 

right about sexual deprivation as the major problem of 
youth

• 1935-41 Student at Columbia University, MA dissertation on 
William Blake

• 1941 Entered the Abbey of Gethsemani December 10, 
Frederick Dunne the Abbot

• 1947 Took solemn vows March 11
• 1948 Publication of The Seven Storey Mountain brought 

international celebrity, James Fox Abbot as of August
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• 1949-1951 Experience of “submarine earthquake” and second conversion
• 1951-1955 Master of Scholastics
• 1955 Publication of No Man Is an Island expressive of the “new” 

Merton
• 1955-1965 Master of Novices
• 1958 Experience of Awakening at the corner of 4th and Walnut in 

Louisville on March 19
• 1960 First visits of Protestants to Gethsemani
• 1961 First seminar in hermitage on June 20 and first peace writings
• 1963 Request to publish Peace in a Post-Christian Era denied May 10
• 1965 Merton finally permitted to live in the hermitage in September
• 1968 Accidentally electrocuted in Bangkok, Thailand, December 10
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– A.  God’s Place in the Picture
• 1. As the “I AM”. For Merton God is, above all, the “I AM” 

who spoke to Moses.  God is mystery.  “God is not a what,” 
not a “thing.”  God is a pure “Who.”  God is “the ‘Thou’ 
before whom our inmost ‘I” springs into awareness.”  (New 
Seeds of Contemplation, 13.)

• 2. The apophatic tradition. Merton moved increasingly 
toward the apophatic tradition of the Christian 
East—Gregory of Nyssa, Pseudo-Dionysius—which 
emphasized God’s unknowability.  “The living God, the God 
Who is God and not a philosopher’s abstraction lies 
infinitely beyond the reach of anything our eyes can see or 
our minds can understand.” (Ibid. 131.)  God so surpasses 
human ability to conceive that we see God only as darkness.  
Since we 
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• cannot hear God, we must enter into silence.  Only God 
can understand God.  We cannot really understand the 
mystery of the Trinity.  Contemplatives may run 
aground trying to understand the subtleties of dogma.

• Despite his leanings in this direction, however, Merton 
evidently accepted the solution that the anonymous 
author of The Cloud of Unknowing gave to the problem 
posed by the mystics of the East.  We cannot know God 
by cognition, but we can know by love.  God is pure 
Love.  God is the initiator of the search.  God utters 
Godself in us, speaks the Divine Name in us; otherwise, 
we would never know God.  “The only One Who can 
teach me to find God is God, Himself, Alone.” (Ibid. 36.)
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• 3. The centrality of Christology. Christ held the same central 
place in Merton’s contemplative theology that he did in 
Bernard of Clairvaux’s.  Contemplation occurs only in Christ.  
“The soul of the monk is a Bethlehem where Christ comes 
to be born—in the sense that Christ is born where His 
likeness is reformed by grace, and where his Divinity lives, in 
a special manner, with His Father and His Holy Spirit, by 
charity, in this ‘new incarnation,’ this ‘other Christ.’”  (The 
Seven Storey Mountain, 372.)  The centrality of Christology 
is what pulled Merton toward Karl Barth.  His thinking about 
Christ evolved toward a kenotic Christ.  He spoke 
increasingly about Christ “from below” and his 
understanding of Christ grew more expansive.  In “A Tribute 
to Gandhi” he decided that it was irrelevant whether 
Gandhi
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• “believed in” Jesus in the Christian sense or not.  
Gandhi not only understood the ethic of the gospel as 
well as or better than most Christians, he was one of 
very few who applied it. (Seeds of Destruction, 221-34.)  
In a letter to a Jewish rabbi Merton concluded that “The 
suffering Servant is One: Christ, Israel.”  (Ibid. 189.)  In 
Mystics and Zen Masters (42) he was groping for a way 
to link Zen Buddhists to Christ and thought it might be 
found in a convergence around “the transcendent and 
personal center” that is “the Risen and Deathless Christ 
in whom all are fulfilled in One.”  He believed, as 
Matthew 25:40 implies, that every person is Christ.
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– B. Why Pray?
• 1. A vocation for some. His answer to one of my students on 

our first visit to Gethsemani illustrates his conviction that 
some have a vocation to prayer.  The student asked, “What 
is a smart fellow like you doing throwing his life away in a 
place like this?”  Merton bowled us over with his reply.  “I 
am here because that is my vocation.  I believe in prayer.”  It 
was the first time in my life I had met someone who 
believed in prayer enough to think of it as a vocation.

• 2. God’s initiative. You can see quite clearly the influence of 
Augustine and Bernard of Clairvaux.  Augustine’s “You have
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• made us for Yourself, to praise You, and our heart is restless 
until it finds rest in You” Merton knew existentially.  In The 
Inner Experience Merton wrote, “CONTEMPLATION IS A 
SUPERNATURAL LOVE AND KNOWLEDGE OF GOD, SIMPLE 
AND OBSCURE, INFUSED BY HIM INTO THE SUMMIT OF THE 
SOUL, GIVING IT A DIRECT AND EXPERIMENTAL CONTACT 
WITH HIM.” (The Inner Experience, 73; upper case 
Merton’s.)

• 3.  To discover one’s true self. In the introductory part of The 
Inner Experience Merton said, “The first thing that you have 
to do, before you even start thinking about such a thing as 
contemplation, is to try to recover your basic natural unity, 
to reintegrate your compartmentalized being into a
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• coordinated and simple whole and learn to live as a unified 
human person.  This means you have to bring back together 
the fragments of your distracted existence so that when you 
say ‘I,’ there is really someone present to support the 
pronoun you have uttered.” (Ibid. 3-4.)

• 4. The world needs prayer. Merton resisted many pleas for 
him to leave the monastery and take an active part in the 
world, especially the peace movement.  An active role such 
as prince of peacemakers would not be his calling.  But 
Thomas Merton was convinced that contemplation alone 
would enable us to address the problems endemic in 
western culture—violence, racism, autonomous technology, 
selfish privatism, and all the rest.  The one conviction he 
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• did not give up as he evolved as a monk is found in this early 
statement about the crucial importance of contemplation.  
In the strictest sense the contemplative life is led in 
monasteries.  “But in a broader sense every life can be 
dedicated to some extent to contemplation, and even the 
most active of lives can and should be balanced by a 
contemplative element—leavened by the peace and order 
and clarity that can be provided by meditation, interior 
prayer, and the deep penetration of the most fundamental 
truths of human existence.”  (“The Contemplative Life: Its 
Meaning and Necessity,” The Dublin Review, 223 (Winter 
1949), 27.)  Where he changed dramatically after that was in 
his conviction that the world needed this contemplative 
insight and practice as much as monks did.  Thus, in his late
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• writings he could say, “He who attempts to act and do 
things for others or for the world without deepening his 
own self-understanding, freedom, integrity and 
capacity to love, will not have anything to give others.  
He will communicate to them nothing but the 
contagion of his own obsessions, his aggressiveness, his 
ego-center ambitions, his delusions about ends and 
means, his doctrinaire prejudices and ideas.” 
(Contemplation in a World of Action, 164.) 
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– C.  What Is Prayer?
• 1. In essence. As I have pointed out in “The Catholicizing of 

Contemplation,” Merton was a traditionalist.  Prayer is 
awareness of God at the center of our being and surrender 
to God.  It begins in meditation and should involve our 
whole being, “conversion of our entire self to God.” 
(Thoughts in Solitude, 48.)  The aim is not simply to know 
God intellectually, but to discover the heart, the center of 
our true self.

• 2. Merton’s centering prayer. Merton was not a “methods” 
person, but he evidently did contribute to the development 
of Centering Prayer popularized by Thomas Keating and 
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• Basil Pennington.  In a letter to Sufi Muslim Abdul Aziz 
Merton described his method of meditation:
– Strictly speaking I have a very simple way of prayer.  It is 

centered entirely on attention to the presence of God and to 
His will and His love.  That is to say that it is centered on faith 
by which alone we can know the presence of God.  One might 
say this gives my meditation the character described by the 
Prophet as “being before God as if you saw Him.”  Yet it does 
not mean imagining anything or conceiving a precise image of 
God, for to my mind this would be a kind of idolatry.  On the 
contrary, it is a matter of adoring Him as invisible and infinitely 
beyond our comprehension, and realizing Him as all.  My 
prayer tends very much toward what you call fana.  There is in 
my heart this great thirst to recognize totally the nothingness 
of all that is not God.  My prayer is then a kind of 
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– praise rising up out of this center of Nothing and Silence.  If I am 
still present “myself” this I recognize as an obstacle about which I 
can do nothing unless He Himself removes the obstacle.  If He wills 
He can then make the Nothingness into a total clarity.  If He does 
not will, then the Nothingness seems to itself to be an object and 
remains an obstacle.  Such is my ordinary way of prayer, or 
meditation.  It is not “thinking about” anything, but a direct seeking 
of the Face of the Invisible, which cannot be found unless we 
become lost in Him who is Invisible.  I do not ordinarily write about 
such things and I ask you therefore to be discreet about it.  But I 
write this as a testimony of confidence and friendship.  It will show 
you how much I appreciate the tradition of Sufism.  Let us 
therefore adore and praise God and pray to Him for the world 
which is in great trouble and confusion.  I am united with you in 
prayer during this month of Ramadan and will remember you on 
the Night of Destiny.  I appreciate your prayers for me.  May the 
Most High God send His blessing upon you and give you peace. 
(The Hidden Ground of Love, 63-64.)



Secular Theology and Merton on 
Prayer

• Merton evidently drew his insight about Centering 
Prayer from The Cloud of Unknowing.

• 3. Contemplation and action. Merton focused 
increasingly on the way in which contemplation can 
contribute to meaningful action.  One of his largest 
books is Contemplation in a World of Action.  Part One 
focused on Monastic Renewal, Part Two made a case 
for eremitism, and Part Three asked whether the 
contemplative life is finished.
– a. Is the contemplative life still viable?  The answer he gave 

was that everything depended on contemplatives recovering 
what the contemplative life is.  He started with a substantive 
statement about prayer.



Secular Theology and Merton on 
Prayer

» To properly understand prayer, we have to see in it this 
encounter of our freedom emerging from the depths of 
nothingness and undevelopment, at the call of God.  Prayer is 
freedom and affirmation growing out of nothingness into love.  
Prayer is the flowering of our inmost freedom, in response to 
the Word of God.  Prayer is not only dialogue with God: it is 
the communion of our freedom with His ultimate freedom, His 
infinite spirit.  It is the elevation of our limited freedom into 
the infinite freedom of the divine spirit, and of the divine love.  
Prayer is the encounter of our freedom with the all-embracing 
charity which knows no limit and knows no obstacle.  Prayer is 
an emergence into the area of infinite freedom.  Prayer then is 
not an abject procedure although sometimes it may spring 
from our abjection.  (Contemplation in a World of Action, 333.)

– b. Contemplation is the spring, action is the stream.



Secular Theology and Merton on 
Prayer

– In No Man Is and Island Merton defined the relationship.  
“Action is charity looking outward to other men [and women], 
and contemplation is charity drawn inward to its own divine 
sources.  Action is the stream, and contemplation is the 
spring. . . . When action and contemplation dwell together, 
filling our whole life because we are moved in all things by the 
Spirit of God, then we are spiritually mature.” (65)

– c. All lives can be enriched by contemplation.



Secular Theology and Merton on 
Prayer

– D.  What Can We Expect Prayer to Do?
• As a contemplative, Merton’s major concern would have 

been the effect of prayer on the person who 
prayed—conversion of life and manners.  Yet he also 
believed that contemplation could lead to a transformation 
of nations and the world.

• 1. To the one who prays.
– a. It brings order, peace, clarity, and other things so essential for 

humankind.  Note some of the preceding quotations. “But in a 
broader sense every life can be dedicated to some extent to 
contemplation, and even the most active of lives can and should be 
balanced by a contemplative element—leavened by the peace and 
order and clarity that can be provided by meditation, interior 
prayer, and the deep penetration of the most fundamental truths



Secular Theology and Merton on 
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– of human existence.”  (“The Contemplative Life: Its Meaning 
and Necessity,” The Dublin Review, 223 (Winter 1949), 27.)  
Where he changed dramatically after that was in his 
conviction that the world needed this contemplative insight 
and practice as much as monks did.  Thus, in his late writings 
he could say, “He who attempts to act and do things for others 
or for the world without deepening his own 
self-understanding, freedom, integrity and capacity to love, 
will not have anything to give others.  He will communicate to 
them nothing but the contagion of his own obsessions, his 
aggressiveness, his ego-centered ambitions, his delusions 
about ends and means, his doctrinaire prejudices and ideas.” 
(Contemplation in a World of Action, 164.)

– b. It purifies and transforms.  He had experienced that.



Secular Theology and Merton on 
Prayer

• 2. To what God is trying to do in us and in the world. Here, I 
think, Merton believed that a life of prayer would address 
the anxiety and fear which prevent humans from being who 
they are and can be.  The love of God alone can “cast out 
fear” (1 John 4:18).  It alone can create shalom, deep down 
security (Phil 4:6-7).  Until Western society begins to 
rediscover contemplation, it is racing pell mell down a 
precipitous path to destruction.  We must hope it is not too 
late.
– a. Violence and war.  Opening to the love of God is the only thing 

that can help us to attain the non-violent alternative.
– b. Racism.  Behind our racism lies a fear of disruption.  “The 

problem is to eradicate this basic violence and injustice from white 
society.  Can it be done?  How?”  Obviously God has to do 
something to bring fear under control.



Secular Theology and Merton on 
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– c. Technology run amok.  “If technology remained in the 
service of what is higher than itself—reason, man, God—it 
might indeed fulfill some of the functions that are now 
mythically attributed to it.  But becoming autonomous, 
existing only for itself, it imposes upon man its own irrational 
demands, and threatens to destroy him.  Let us hope it is not 
too late for man to regain control.” (Conjectures of a Guilty 
Bystander, 77.)

– d. Selfish privatism.  Over against our claims to complete 
autonomy, Christian faith calls for us to renounce our 
“delusive, individual autonomy in order to receive [our] true 
being and freedom in and by Christ” so as to be “justified” by 
God’s mercy in the Cross of Christ. (Ibid. 115.)


