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Few writers shed as much light on the issues facing Christianity at the close of the Third Christian Millennium as Thomas Merton.  Although this book is over thirty years old its insight remains utterly relevant.

To Merton the essence of Christianity is humanity: 'I have the immense joy of being man, a member of a race in which God Himself became incarnate' p157.

He is concerned for a convivial Christianity: 'To live well is my first and essential contribution to the well being of all mankind and to the fulfilment of man's collective destiny.  If I do not live happily myself how can I help anyone else to be happy, or free or wise?' p95

As a Trappist monk his conjectures about life have particular force.  In particular he sees the moralising from Christian circles about sins of the flesh as unbalanced.  Where, he asks, is the concern about the misuse of worldly power, as in institutional racism?  

Merton also suspects the 20th Century's obsession with factual knowledge: 'I wish we were less a Church of paper…the Spirit is stifled in paper.'  More profoundly he comments 'We believe, not because we want to know, but because we want to be.'

Thomas Merton tells of how his conversion to Catholicism began 'with the realisation of the presence of God in this present life, in the world and in myself, and that my task as Christian is to live in full and vital awareness of this ground of my being and of the world's being.' p320.

To live in Christ is to share immortal being in the Spirit.  To Merton a dwelling upon and a facing up to death are essential as a means of deepening one's being into Christ and His victory.  He is an optimist because he believes Christ is risen.  Consequently he rebukes those concerned for the survival of the Church as guilty of an implicit denial of Christ's victory.  In his reference to Mother Julian he applauds her faith in what he calls 'an eschatological secret'.  The Lord will return and there will be an unveiling of truth which makes all things right.

Merton sees the Church as mystery.  Conservatives and progressives are said to reduce that mystery in different ways.  He speaks of Christ being present in every person and of this as being 'perhaps the deepest and most cogent mystery of our time.' p326. The Church is the 'whole Christ' and extends beyond the visible institutions.  Merton laments the lack of compassion shown to the world when the Church sets herself up as an eternal institution in a transient world.  The admission of the mystery of the Church is in fact a humble admission of the transience of her institutional structure, alongside the transience of the world.

Thomas Merton is haunted by Gandhi's question: 'How can he who thinks he possesses absolute truth be fraternal?'  The Second Vatican Council with its call to fraternal dialogue gives him encouragement.  To Merton dialogue is always about enrichment, and saying, "Yes, but."  'The more I am able to affirm others, to say, "yes" to them in myself, by discovering them in myself and myself in them, the more real I am.  I am fully real if my own heart says yes to everyone.   I will be a better Catholic, not if I can refute every shade of Protestantism, but if I can affirm the truth in it, and still go further… There is much that one cannot "affirm" and "accept", but first one must say "yes" where one really can.' p144  In dialogue holiness is important, as in the Zen saying, 'If anything new can come out of human values, it is from the cup of tea taken by two monks"  p246.  Though applauding dialogue he is worried about the medium of words, expressing a preference for sacrificial action, e.g. fasting for peace.

"Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander" returns again and again to the glory of the Creation in which man finds his place as a priestly being who can utter praise to the Creator.  The Creation is a preview of the forthcoming vision of God, as in this quotation given from St. Eucher: 

'What great splendour of light will hereafter meet our eyes, when already He suggests Himself in such splendour: what magnificent form will blaze in things perpetual when even now it is so lovely in things perishing?'

Reflecting elsewhere on his own experience of sunrise he is acutely aware that he is seeing what his ancestors have seen back to the Stone Age and beyond.  His praise at the sight of it contains theirs. Human beings as part of nature are a very special part. 'The place nature "leaves open" belongs to the conscious one, the one who is aware, who sees all this as a unity, who offers it all to God in praise, joy, thanks… One has to be alone, under the sky, before everything falls into place and one finds his own place in the midst of it all.' p294.

It is this perspective that kindles optimism about the human condition.  Merton always talks about the need to be patient about the drab and routine aspects of human interaction.  'What is under the surface, and often stifled and destroyed is…the spirit and likeness of God in man.'  It is this incarnational faith that thrills through his conjectures.

