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Thomas Merton (1915-68) is said to have had a God-given gift of seeing essentials. The story of this remarkable monk is one of three conversions – to Catholicism, to Humanity and to the need for Interfaith understanding. In this book William Apel illuminates the latest and most controversial of Merton’s conversions through his correspondence with Muslim, Jewish, Hindu and Buddhist friends in the last decade of his life. The early Merton blazes the truth of Christianity in a somewhat exclusive form. The middle Merton is humanitarian, lit up by the excitement of discovering what it means to belong to a race in which God became incarnate. Hence the famous saying of Merton that the closer the contemplative is to God the closer he is to other men and women. The late Merton has a generosity towards other faith traditions that anticipates the dialogues now springing up forty years after his death.

In the book title Signs of Peace Apel highlights Merton’s description of a sacramental ministry he felt called to as one of those deeply rooted in a monastic tradition who dared to be a pioneer in outlining what spiritual unity can be discerned across religions. His grasp of the hidden ground of love – title of one of his many books – seems to be the motivation, or rather his being grasped by the same transcendent inspiration. Transcendence remained for Merton as a bone of contention in his dialogue with Zen Buddhists much as he appears to have imbibed Zen’s vision for an intrinsic unity of humanity. 

It is this perceived syncretism that is a stumbling block for many in the later writings of Merton here assembled. Apel helpfully draws out Merton’s conviction that the true meeting place for interfaith encounters is in the depth of religious experience and not in religious doctrine. Merton’s humility before other faith traditions is certainly grounded in a commitment to truth. He is so sure of his Christian ground, lacking the need to defend his own position and tradition, that he risks misinterpretation as a syncretist. Apel comes to his rescue in a section on how Merton’s disdain for proselytizing is a disdain for those religious enthusiasts who selfishly want to make others over into themselves. In one passage Merton praises a Christian teacher who, even if the church were empty, says he would preach the sermon to the four walls because he had to. To herald truth is pivotal and stands on higher moral ground than aiming at conversion to one’s own allegiance.

This is a troubling book for Christian mission. It is so positively because of its spur to deep dialogue respecting humanity in which evangelists often fall short. It is so negatively because of its implied challenge to Christian basics in the revealed sinfulness of humanity and the need for redemptive action in Christ.  These fundamentals seem to be challenged by Merton’s later thinking which has an unbiblical optimism about interfaith dialogue uncovering a spiritual unity attainable without repentance, belief in what Christ has done or a welcoming of the Holy Spirit.
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