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Foreword
Reading the essays and conferences collected in the present volume will be a rewarding experience for any person who has a
desire to enter more deeply into the mind and heart of Thomas
Merton and to share the wisdom of a tradition he loved. One will
only fully appreciate Merton, his ongoing contribution to monastic and secular life today, if one has a real sense of his continuous
immersion in the thought of the monastic and Church fathers,
and of his willingness to draw on his own study and reflection
to share their wisdom with others: with the novices to whom
the conferences transcribed here were first presented, with the
original readers of various journals in which the published articles initially appeared, and now with those who encounter these
previously uncollected pieces on the early Cistercians and their
immediate predecessors that have been brought together here for
the first time.
The gathering of this material, ably edited and introduced by
Patrick F. O’Connell, is a wise selection. O’Connell’s headnotes
are especially helpful in unravelling the context in which these
pieces were written or presented. Delving into what Fr. Louis is
seeking to convey to his novices and his readers in this series
of conferences and essays makes possible a new appreciation of
Merton and of his ability to penetrate and to communicate the
thought of the masters of the spiritual life. Some readers may be
familiar with parts of this volume from acquaintance with earlier
periodical publication, but considering all the pieces together as
a unified whole has left me with a fresh awareness both of Merton’s avid search for wisdom and of the tradition represented by
the persons whose insights he seeks to pass on to future generations. Anyone who has read much of Merton finds himself or
herself amazed at his ability to articulate an author’s message and
above all, to make this message new and readily accessible for
the people of today. To grow in our self-understanding, to grow
in our grasp of the wisdom of the past, is to come ever closer to
what God is seeking to bring about in our often conflicted society
or in the life of the Church itself. Merton has a special gift for
exploring both the ideas and the deep inner longing of the writers
he consults in his pursuit of transformation and authenticity.
7
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One recognizes this gift right away in the opening selection
on St. Peter Damian. Merton tells his audience that “Damian
insisted that the only justification for penance and penitential
works was a deep and sincere love for God. He speaks of this
love in accents that are unmistakably real, and he insists that unless penance proceeds from an experience of such love, it will
be sterile to say the least” (33). Though St. Peter Damian was
famous for his penitential life and his efforts to call the monks,
clerics and laity of his time to live such a life, Merton presents
him as well-grounded in a living sense of divine initiative.
Again and again these essays and conferences are revelatory
of Merton’s own inner life and journey. Fr. Louis himself struggled long and hard with his vow of stability, which is often the
greatest challenge for monks because of the way it exposes a
monk to his own and his community’s limitations. It is a struggle
not unfamiliar to many in our world today as we look at what is
happening among married couples and with family life in general. In his conferences on St. Anselm, Merton highlights the way
the great monastic thinker warns his monks against falling into
false forms of reasoning. It is all too easy for a monk to develop
an attitude that starts “to suggest that he was foolish or imprudent to undertake [a monastic vocation] under such superiors,
or among such companions, or in such a place” (77). Only when
our thinking is grounded in faith will we be able to resolve these
inner conflicts. Merton sees St. Anselm as immersed in a contemplative experience that allowed him to explore the power of
human reasoning like no other of his time, leading Merton to
identify him as “one of the most prominent existentialists of all
history.” He goes on to tell us that the great Protestant theologian
Karl Barth “loves this man,” and “understands him better than
anybody else in the twentieth century” (78). As we enter into Fr.
Louis’s reflections on Anselm we are exposed to an impressive
response to this man’s thinking, the insights of Étienne Gilson,
Paul Evdokimov, R. W. Southern, David Knowles and others.
One is impressed by the thoroughness of Merton’s research, his
capacity for scholarly work when this took him still further along
the spiritual journey. This is one instance among many where we
see how Merton’s own horizons were ever widened while maintaining at the same time a depth of insight that reveals his own
inner experience.
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While the Bible, liturgy and reading of the Fathers are essential for the monastic life of contemplation, Merton tells us they
are meant to bring us to “encounter the life-giving and creative
Spirit who, in full continuity with the ‘old,’ is able to ‘make all
things new’ and indeed to fuse the old and the new in an original
and entirely creative unity” (113). Whether one is a monk, a lay
member of the Church or a seeker responding to Merton’s ever-broadening ecumenical outreach, he would have us open up to
an ever-new and more living sense of the life of the Spirit in our
world today. This invitation is as challenging now as it ever was.
Fr. Louis’ treatment of the little-known figure of Guigo the
Carthusian is particularly intriguing and revealing. Here is someone dedicated to the solitary life, a life for which Merton himself
had a great longing and desire. He writes: “To love solitude is
to love truth, for in solitude one is compelled to grapple with
illusion. The solitary life is a battle with subjectivity in which
victory is to be gained not by the subject, but by Truth” (158).
And isn’t this the desire and often desperate search of every human heart?
Turning to the early Cistercians, as he presents the sermons
of Blessed Guerric of Igny and the life and thought of St. Aelred
of Rievaulx, one does not have to be from Kentucky, the bourbon
capital of the world, to appreciate the way Fr. Louis is able to
distill what is most precious and invigorating from these authors
so as to give his readers ready access to their wisdom. We receive
fresh insight into the early Cistercian love for the mystery of the
Incarnation, filling them, and us, with gratitude for God’s immeasurable love for humanity, as revealed in Guerric’s sermons. Then
in Aelred we are given the opportunity to explore this mystery as
it touches on every aspect of our life together in community or
as members of the human family. Merton’s study of Aelred’s life
and particularly his commitment to serving his brethren as Abbot
of Rievaulx makes real for us the transformative power of God’s
taking on our human flesh. Though Aelred was influenced by the
teaching of St. Bernard, he takes us to a whole new level of hope
for what can take place in the human family by his loving witness to the power of spiritual friendship when it is fully explored
and experienced. True to the Cistercian charism, Aelred lived the
Christ-life to the full as “poor and obscure, a life of suffering and
labor and hardship, embraced … for the love of God” (260). In
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the final selections, on Isaac of Stella and Adam of Perseigne, we
see Merton’s ability to be formative not only of the monks he instructed but of all those who will take the time to read his works.
We find in the tradition they exemplify not only a literature rich
in biblical culture, but “a genuine theology and a humanism full
of psychological insight with plenty of relevance for our own
day” (394), a real “feast of freedom” (447).
The lives of all of us are being continually formed with each
new day. Walking in the path of wisdom of these great masters,
as Fr. Louis would have us do, will affirm us in our ability to continually grow into that freedom for which we were created. This
rich collection of essays and conferences, marked by Merton’s
own deep wisdom and perceptive insights, helps to make such a
journey possible.					
Michael Casagram, OCSO
Prior, Abbey of Gethsemani

Introduction
From January 1963 through early August 1964, Thomas Merton
gave a series of conferences to the novices and newly professed
monks at the Abbey of Gethsemani entitled The Cistercian Fathers and Their Monastic Theology.1 Despite the title, however,
the focus of this course presented by the novice master was almost exclusively the life and teaching of the greatest of these
early Cistercians, St. Bernard of Clairvaux. The series was a revision and expansion of a set of conferences delivered earlier
under the title “The Life, Works and Doctrine of St. Bernard,”
and while the new title, along with the fact that it opens with the
subheading “Part I: Saint Bernard,” strongly suggests that Merton’s intention was to include substantial discussion of the work
of Bernard’s significant Cistercian contemporaries and immediate successors, in the event the revised version of these lectures
developed in a different direction, adding extensive discussion
of Abbot Peter the Venerable of Cluny, the Carthusian Prior Guigo I and the controversial theologian Peter Abelard, in the context of their relationships to Bernard and his writings, as well as
considerably expanded attention to the writings of the Abbot of
Clairvaux himself, rather than material about his fellow Cistercian authors of the twelfth century. William of St. Thierry,2 the
most significant Cistercian theologian and spiritual writer after
Bernard himself, appears in the text only as Bernard’s biographer, composer of the first book of the Vita Prima of his friend
(13-31), and as fellow antagonist of Abelard (173-83). Of the two
other figures grouped as the so-called Four Cistercian Evangelists, Aelred of Rievaulx receives just a couple of brief mentions
in passing, and Guerric of Igny appears only in the third of the
seven appendices to the main text (313-20), in which his sermon
1.
2.

Thomas Merton, The Cistercian Fathers and Their Monastic Theology:
Initiation into the Monastic Tradition 8, ed. Patrick F. O’Connell, Monastic
Wisdom vol. 42 (Collegeville, MN: Cistercian Publications, 2016).
On William, see the biographical profile in Thomas Merton, In the Valley
of Wormwood: Cistercian Blessed and Saints of the Golden Age edited
by Patrick Hart, OCSO (Collegeville, MN: Cistercian Publications, 2013)
327-37.
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