contemplative prayer thomas merton

contemplative prayer thomas merton stands as a profound expression of spiritual
depth and mysticism within Christian tradition. Thomas Merton, a 20th-century Trappist
monk, writer, and mystic, is widely regarded for his significant contributions to
contemplative spirituality, particularly through his teachings on contemplative prayer. His
insights bridge the gap between ancient Christian mysticism and modern seekers yearning
for a deeper connection with the divine. Exploring Merton’s approach to contemplative
prayer reveals the transformative power of silence, inner stillness, and the surrender of
the self to God. This article delves into the essence of contemplative prayer as taught by
Thomas Merton, its historical and spiritual context, practical guidance for practitioners,
and its enduring influence on contemporary spirituality. To navigate this exploration, the
following sections outline key aspects of contemplative prayer in the light of Merton’s
teachings.

¢ Understanding Contemplative Prayer According to Thomas Merton
e The Historical and Spiritual Context of Merton’s Contemplative Prayer
e Key Principles and Practices in Merton’s Approach to Contemplative Prayer

e The Impact of Thomas Merton’s Contemplative Prayer on Modern Spirituality

Understanding Contemplative Prayer According
to Thomas Merton

Thomas Merton’s interpretation of contemplative prayer centers on an intimate,
experiential encounter with God that transcends verbal communication and intellectual
understanding. Unlike vocal or meditative prayer, contemplative prayer is characterized
by silence and receptivity, where the soul opens itself fully to the divine presence. Merton
viewed contemplative prayer as the highest form of prayer, a mystical union that leads the
believer beyond the distractions of everyday life into a state of profound peace and divine
awareness.

The Nature of Contemplative Prayer

Contemplative prayer, in Merton’s perspective, is not about asking for favors or reciting
scripted prayers but about “being” in the presence of God. It involves surrendering one’s
ego and thoughts, allowing the divine to work within the depths of the soul. Merton
described this prayer as a movement from the active mind to passive receptivity, where
the individual rests silently in God’s love and presence.



Contemplative Prayer as Divine Union

For Merton, contemplative prayer signifies a mystical union, an experience of oneness
with God that transforms the individual’s inner life. This union is not merely emotional or
psychological but a profound spiritual reality that invites the believer into the heart of
divine mystery. It reflects the Christian mystical tradition where the soul becomes one
with God in love and peace.

The Historical and Spiritual Context of Merton’s
Contemplative Prayer

Thomas Merton’s contemplative prayer draws heavily on the rich heritage of Christian
mysticism, especially the Desert Fathers, medieval mystics, and the monastic tradition.
Understanding this background helps to appreciate the depth and authenticity of Merton’s
spiritual teachings.

Influence of the Desert Fathers and Early Monasticism

The roots of contemplative prayer lie in the practices of the Desert Fathers, early
Christian hermits and monks who sought God through solitude, silence, and asceticism.
Merton embraced this tradition, emphasizing withdrawal from the noise of the world to
cultivate interior silence and attentiveness to God’s presence.

Medieval Mystics and The Cloud of Unknowing

Merton was deeply influenced by medieval Christian mystics such as John of the Cross and
Teresa of Avila, who described the spiritual journey as one of purification, illumination,
and union with God. The anonymous text The Cloud of Unknowing also shaped Merton’s
understanding of contemplative prayer as a way of loving God beyond intellectual
knowledge.

Trappist Monasticism and Merton’s Life

As a Trappist monk, Merton’s daily life was grounded in the rhythm of liturgical prayer,
manual labor, and silence. This monastic discipline provided a practical framework for his
contemplative practice, highlighting the necessity of balance between action and
contemplation in the spiritual life.

Key Principles and Practices in Merton’s
Approach to Contemplative Prayer

Merton’s teachings outline specific principles and practices that facilitate contemplative
prayer, making it accessible to both monastic and lay practitioners. These elements



emphasize simplicity, silence, and openness to God’s transformative presence.

Silence and Solitude

Silence is foundational in Merton’s contemplative prayer. It is not just the absence of noise
but an inner stillness that allows the soul to listen attentively to God. Solitude supports
this silence by minimizing external distractions, enabling deeper focus on the divine
presence.

Letting Go of the Self

A central practice in Merton’s contemplative prayer is the surrender of ego and self-will.
This involves releasing attachments, thoughts, and desires to create space for God to act
within. Humility and trust are essential virtues in this process of letting go.

Simple Repetition and Centering Prayer

Merton advocated the use of simple prayer phrases or mantras to center the mind and
heart on God. This technique helps practitioners detach from distracting thoughts and
remain rooted in the present moment of divine encounter.

Patience and Perseverance

Contemplative prayer requires patience and perseverance as the soul gradually deepens
its union with God. Merton emphasized that spiritual growth is a lifelong journey marked
by periods of dryness and consolation, all of which contribute to spiritual maturity.

Practical Steps to Begin Contemplative Prayer

e Find a quiet, comfortable place free from distractions.

e Settle into a relaxed posture conducive to stillness.

¢ Close the eyes and take several deep breaths to calm the mind.

e Choose a simple sacred word or phrase to repeat silently.

e When thoughts arise, gently return to the sacred word without judgment.

e Remain in this silent prayer for a set period, gradually increasing with practice.

e End the prayer with gratitude and a conscious return to daily activities.



The Impact of Thomas Merton’s Contemplative
Prayer on Modern Spirituality

Thomas Merton’s contemplative prayer has had a lasting influence on contemporary
Christian spirituality and beyond. His writings have inspired countless individuals to
explore the depths of mystical prayer, contemplative silence, and interfaith dialogue.

Renewal of Christian Contemplative Practice

Merton’s work helped revive interest in contemplative prayer at a time when many
believers were focused on activism or intellectual theology. His accessible writings
encouraged a return to prayer as a transformative encounter with God’s presence,
influencing both monastic communities and lay Christians.

Interfaith Dialogue and Contemplation

Recognizing the universal aspects of contemplative experience, Merton engaged in
dialogue with Eastern religions such as Buddhism and Taoism. His openness fostered a
broader appreciation for contemplative prayer as a spiritual practice transcending
religious boundaries.

Influence on Contemporary Spiritual Movements

Merton’s contemplative prayer principles resonate within various modern spiritual
movements emphasizing mindfulness, meditation, and inner peace. His integration of
silence, surrender, and divine union contributes to ongoing conversations about
spirituality in a busy, secular world.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Thomas Merton and what is his connection to
contemplative prayer?

Thomas Merton was a 20th-century Trappist monk, writer, and mystic known for his deep
exploration of contemplative prayer and spirituality. He emphasized the importance of
silence and inner stillness in connecting with God through contemplative prayer.

What is contemplative prayer according to Thomas
Merton?

According to Thomas Merton, contemplative prayer is a form of silent, wordless prayer
where one opens the heart and mind to God's presence. It goes beyond vocal or meditative
prayer, focusing on being fully present and receptive to divine communication.



How did Thomas Merton practice contemplative prayer
in his daily life?

Thomas Merton incorporated contemplative prayer into his daily monastic routine,
dedicating time to silence, solitude, and meditation. He practiced mindfulness of God's
presence and sought to cultivate an inner awareness that transcended ordinary thoughts
and distractions.

What are some key writings by Thomas Merton on
contemplative prayer?

Key writings by Thomas Merton on contemplative prayer include 'New Seeds of
Contemplation,' 'The Inner Experience,' and 'Contemplative Prayer.' These works explore
themes of silence, solitude, and the transformative power of contemplative practice.

How can modern practitioners benefit from Thomas
Merton's teachings on contemplative prayer?

Modern practitioners can benefit from Merton's teachings by learning to embrace silence
and stillness amidst a busy world, cultivating a deeper spiritual awareness and connection
with God. His guidance encourages a transformative experience that nurtures peace,
compassion, and inner freedom.

What role does silence play in Thomas Merton's
approach to contemplative prayer?

Silence is central to Thomas Merton's approach to contemplative prayer. He believed that
silence creates the space necessary for encountering God beyond words and thoughts,
allowing the soul to rest in divine presence and experience spiritual renewal.

Additional Resources

1. The Inner Experience: Notes on Contemplation

This book by Thomas Merton explores the depths of contemplative prayer and the journey
toward inner silence. Merton emphasizes the importance of self-awareness and
surrendering to God's presence within. It serves as a guide for those seeking a deeper,
more personal experience of prayer beyond words and rituals.

2. Contemplative Prayer by Thomas Merton

A concise and profound exploration of the practice of contemplative prayer, this work
offers insights into the transformative power of silent communion with God. Merton
discusses the stages of prayer, the obstacles practitioners might face, and the ultimate
goal of union with the Divine. It is an essential read for anyone interested in Christian
mysticism.

3. The Seven Storey Mountain
Though primarily an autobiography, this seminal work by Thomas Merton details his



spiritual journey from secular life to monastic contemplation. It provides context for his
understanding and practice of contemplative prayer, illustrating how personal
transformation unfolds through prayer and reflection. The book inspires readers to seek a
deeper spiritual life.

4. New Seeds of Contemplation

In this classic text, Merton offers profound reflections on the nature of contemplation and
the spiritual life. He challenges readers to go beyond superficial prayer practices and
embrace a radical openness to God’s presence. The book combines theology, philosophy,
and personal insight, making it a cornerstone for those pursuing contemplative prayer.

5. Love and Living

This collection of essays and reflections by Thomas Merton touches on themes of love,
solitude, and the contemplative life. It provides practical wisdom for cultivating a
prayerful heart and living in harmony with God’s will. The writings encourage readers to
find God in everyday moments through quiet prayer.

6. The Way of Chuang Tzu

Though not by Merton, this book influenced his contemplative outlook by presenting
Taoist teachings on simplicity, spontaneity, and inner peace. It complements Merton’s
Christian contemplative tradition by offering a broader perspective on silence and
stillness. Readers interested in comparative spirituality will find it enriching.

7. Thomas Merton on Prayer edited by William H. Shannon

This anthology gathers Merton’s most insightful writings on prayer, including
contemplative prayer. It serves as an accessible introduction to his spiritual teachings,
emphasizing the importance of silence, solitude, and surrender. The selections guide
readers toward a deeper understanding of prayer as a transformative encounter with God.

8. The Wisdom of the Desert by Thomas Merton

In this work, Merton reflects on the sayings and lives of early Christian desert monks, who
were pioneers of contemplative prayer. He draws lessons on solitude, humility, and the
pursuit of inner silence that remain relevant for modern practitioners. The book connects
ancient wisdom with contemporary spiritual practice.

9. Raids on the Unspeakable

A collection of essays by Thomas Merton that delve into the mystical and contemplative
dimensions of faith. Merton explores the limits of language in expressing the divine
encounter and encourages readers to embrace the mystery through contemplative prayer.
It challenges conventional thinking and invites a deeper engagement with God’s presence.
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