contemplative prayer by thomas merton

contemplative prayer by thomas merton represents a profound spiritual
practice deeply rooted in Christian mysticism and monastic tradition. Thomas
Merton, a Trappist monk and influential spiritual writer of the 20th century,
significantly contributed to the understanding and practice of contemplative
prayer. His teachings emphasize the transformative power of silent prayer and
the intimate union with God that it fosters. This article explores Merton’s
unique approach to contemplative prayer, its theological foundations,
practical application, and its relevance in contemporary spiritual life.
Readers will gain insight into the nature of contemplative prayer, how
Merton’s writings illuminate its purpose, and ways to incorporate this
practice into daily life. The discussion also addresses common challenges and
misconceptions surrounding contemplative prayer. The following sections offer
a comprehensive overview of contemplative prayer by Thomas Merton.

e The Concept of Contemplative Prayer by Thomas Merton

e Theological Foundations of Merton’s Contemplative Prayer
e Practical Aspects and Techniques in Merton’s Approach

e The Role of Silence and Solitude

e Common Challenges and Misunderstandings

e Contemplative Prayer in Contemporary Spirituality

The Concept of Contemplative Prayer by Thomas
Merton

Thomas Merton’s understanding of contemplative prayer centers on the deep
inner silence that allows the individual to encounter God beyond words and
thoughts. Unlike vocal or discursive prayer, contemplative prayer is
characterized by a receptive attentiveness to God’'s presence. Merton
describes it as a movement beyond active meditation into silent adoration and
communion with the Divine. This form of prayer is not about petition or
reflection but about being fully present and open to God’s transformative
love. In Merton’s view, contemplative prayer is the heart of Christian
spirituality, a path towards union with God that transcends intellectual
understanding.



Definition and Distinction from Other Forms of
Prayer

Contemplative prayer by Thomas Merton differs fundamentally from other types
of prayer such as vocal prayer, meditation, or intercessory prayer. While
vocal prayer involves spoken words and meditation engages the mind in
biblical or theological reflection, contemplative prayer is a silent
awareness of God’s presence. Merton emphasizes that contemplative prayer is
not a technique but a gift that opens the soul to God’'s direct action. It
moves beyond speaking or thinking to a state of pure receptivity and
surrender.

Purpose and Spiritual Significance

The purpose of contemplative prayer in Merton’s teaching is to foster
intimate communion with God, leading to spiritual transformation and inner
peace. This prayer form cultivates a profound sense of God’s nearness and
dissolves the ego’s barriers. Merton sees contemplative prayer as essential
for spiritual growth, enabling the individual to participate in the divine
life and experience the reality of God’s unconditional love. It is both a
goal and a means in the Christian journey toward holiness.

Theological Foundations of Merton’s
Contemplative Prayer

The contemplative prayer by Thomas Merton is deeply grounded in Christian
theology, particularly the mystical tradition and the teachings of the Church
Fathers. His writings reflect a synthesis of Eastern and Western Christian
spirituality, emphasizing the experiential knowledge of God. Merton draws
extensively from the Desert Fathers, St. John of the Cross, and Meister
Eckhart to articulate a theology that sees contemplative prayer as
participation in the divine nature.

Influence of Christian Mysticism

Christian mysticism profoundly shapes Merton’s approach to contemplative
prayer. He frequently references the mystical union described by saints and
mystics, portraying contemplative prayer as a path to this union. The
mystical tradition emphasizes the “dark night of the soul,” purgation,
illumination, and union, stages that Merton integrates into his understanding
of the contemplative journey. This theological foundation underscores that
contemplative prayer is transformative, purifying the soul and enabling it to
dwell in God’'s presence.



Scriptural Basis

Merton’s contemplative prayer is also anchored in Scripture, particularly
passages that highlight silence, solitude, and God’s immanence. Verses such
as Psalm 46:10 (“Be still, and know that I am God”) and Jesus’ exhortation to
pray in secret (Matthew 6:6) form the scriptural underpinnings of his
teaching. Merton interprets these scriptures as invitations to enter a silent
interior space where God’'s presence is experienced directly. Scripture thus
provides both inspiration and validation for the practice of contemplative
prayer.

Practical Aspects and Techniques in Merton’s
Approach

Thomas Merton offers practical guidance on how to engage in contemplative
prayer, emphasizing simplicity, consistency, and interior openness. His
approach encourages practitioners to embrace silence and stillness while
remaining attentive to God'’s presence. Though contemplative prayer is
ultimately a grace, Merton outlines steps to prepare the mind and heart for
this experience.

Preparation and Posture

Merton advises that preparation for contemplative prayer involves finding a
quiet space free from distractions and adopting a comfortable yet attentive
posture. The physical setting should support stillness, often involving
sitting quietly with eyes closed or softly focused. Preparation includes a
brief period of relaxation and detachment from worldly concerns, allowing the
individual to enter a receptive state.

Techniques for Entering Contemplation

While contemplative prayer transcends method, Merton suggests certain
techniques to aid entry into this state:

Using a sacred word or phrase as a focal point to anchor attention and
let go of distracting thoughts.

Practicing deep, slow breathing to foster relaxation and concentration.

Allowing thoughts to pass without engagement, gently returning to the
awareness of God’s presence.

Maintaining an attitude of surrender and openness rather than striving
for specific experiences.



These practices help in quieting the mind and cultivating the silence
necessary for contemplative prayer.

The Role of Silence and Solitude

Silence and solitude are central to contemplative prayer by Thomas Merton,
serving as essential conditions for encountering God. Merton portrays silence
not merely as the absence of sound but as an interior stillness that opens
the soul to divine communication. Solitude allows the individual to withdraw
from external distractions and the noise of everyday life, creating space for
spiritual receptivity.

Silence as a Spiritual Discipline

For Merton, silence is a spiritual discipline that fosters humility,
attentiveness, and inner peace. It enables the practitioner to listen deeply
to God’'s voice, which is often subtle and beyond words. Silence creates a
sacred environment where the soul can be purified and transformed. Merton
often contrasts this inner silence with the external busyness that can
clutter spiritual awareness.

Solitude and Its Importance

Solitude, according to Merton, is not simply physical isolation but a
purposeful withdrawal to cultivate spiritual focus. In solitude, the
distractions of social interaction and worldly concerns diminish, allowing
the soul to rest in God’'s presence. Merton’s personal monastic experience
highlights solitude as a vital aspect of contemplative prayer, providing the
necessary context for deep interior communion.

Common Challenges and Misunderstandings

Despite its profound benefits, contemplative prayer by Thomas Merton can
present challenges and is often misunderstood. Many practitioners struggle
with distractions, feelings of dryness, or misconceptions about the nature of
contemplative prayer. Addressing these difficulties is crucial for a fruitful
spiritual practice.

Dealing with Distractions and Restlessness

Merton acknowledges that distractions and restlessness are common obstacles
in contemplative prayer. He advises patience and gentle persistence,
encouraging practitioners to return to their sacred word or simply rest in
God’'s presence without frustration. Recognizing that the mind naturally



wanders helps normalize the experience and reduces discouragement.

Misconceptions about Contemplative Prayer

There are several misconceptions about contemplative prayer, including the
idea that it is a form of escapism or that it requires extraordinary mystical
experiences. Merton clarifies that contemplative prayer is a practical and
accessible form of prayer intended for all believers. It is not about
achieving mystical states but about fostering a steady awareness of God’s
love and presence in daily life.

Contemplative Prayer in Contemporary
Spirituality

Thomas Merton’s teachings on contemplative prayer continue to influence
modern spirituality, appealing to those seeking depth beyond conventional
religious practices. His integration of monastic wisdom with contemporary
concerns makes contemplative prayer relevant for today’s spiritual seekers.

Application in Daily Life

Merton encourages integrating contemplative prayer into daily routines,
emphasizing that it does not require extensive time or special circumstances.
Even brief moments of silence and presence with God can nurture the soul
amidst busy schedules. This practice supports mental clarity, emotional
balance, and spiritual resilience.

Impact on Interfaith and Ecumenical Dialogue

Merton’s contemplative prayer also plays a role in fostering interfaith
understanding, as he acknowledged the universal value of silence and
contemplation across religious traditions. His openness to Eastern
spirituality and commitment to dialogue have inspired broader appreciation
for contemplative practices beyond Christianity, making his work significant
in ecumenical and interreligious contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Thomas Merton and what is his significance
in contemplative prayer?

Thomas Merton was a 20th-century Trappist monk, writer, and mystic known for



his influential works on spirituality and contemplative prayer. He played a
significant role in introducing Eastern and Western contemplative traditions
to a broader Christian audience.

What is contemplative prayer according to Thomas
Merton?

According to Thomas Merton, contemplative prayer is a form of silent,
wordless prayer that seeks to experience the presence of God directly, beyond
thoughts and emotions. It is about opening oneself to God in stillness and
attentiveness.

How did Thomas Merton describe the practice of
contemplative prayer?

Merton described contemplative prayer as a journey inward to discover the
divine within oneself, emphasizing silence, solitude, and letting go of
distractions to enter a state of deep communion with God.

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

Key writings include "Contemplative Prayer," "New Seeds of Contemplation,"”
and "The Inner Experience," where Merton explores the nature, practice, and
transformative power of contemplative prayer.

How does Thomas Merton’s approach to contemplative
prayer differ from traditional vocal prayer?

Merton’s approach emphasizes silent presence and receptivity to God rather
than spoken words or petitions. It focuses on being rather than doing,
allowing God to work within the soul without verbal expression.

Can contemplative prayer by Thomas Merton be
practiced by people of different faiths?

Yes, Merton believed that contemplative prayer transcends religious
boundaries and can be practiced by people of various faiths as a way to
connect with the divine presence within and cultivate inner peace.

What role does silence play in Thomas Merton’s
contemplative prayer?

Silence is central in Merton’s contemplative prayer as it creates the
necessary space for stillness, awareness, and openness to God’s presence,
allowing the practitioner to move beyond words and concepts.



How has Thomas Merton influenced modern
contemplative prayer practices?

Thomas Merton has profoundly influenced modern contemplative prayer by
bridging Eastern and Western spirituality, inspiring many to adopt
contemplative silence and mindfulness as a path to deeper spiritual
experience and transformation.

Additional Resources

1. New Seeds of Contemplation

This seminal work by Thomas Merton explores the depths of contemplative
prayer and the journey toward spiritual awakening. Merton delves into the
nature of self, solitude, and the divine presence, encouraging readers to
seek a direct and intimate relationship with God. The book blends philosophy,
theology, and personal reflection, making it a cornerstone for those
interested in contemplative spirituality.

2. Thoughts in Solitude

In this collection of reflections, Merton shares his insights on solitude and
the practice of contemplative prayer. Written during a period of retreat, the
book emphasizes the importance of silence and inner stillness as pathways to
encountering God. It serves as a gentle guide for those seeking to deepen
their prayer life through quiet contemplation.

3. The Inner Experience

Merton's "The Inner Experience" offers a profound meditation on the stages of
contemplative prayer and the transformative power it holds. He discusses the
purification of the soul and the movement beyond superficial spirituality
toward a true union with God. This work is essential for readers interested
in understanding the mystical dimensions of prayer.

4. Contemplative Prayer (by Thomas Merton, compiled edition)

This compilation gathers key writings of Merton focused explicitly on
contemplative prayer. It presents practical advice and theological insights
into the practice of silent, loving attention to God. The book is valuable
for both beginners and experienced practitioners seeking to enrich their
contemplative prayer experience.

5. The Sign of Jonas: Reading Thomas Merton on Contemplation and Justice
While not solely by Merton, this work engages deeply with his contemplative
teachings, connecting prayer with social justice. It examines how
contemplative prayer can inspire active compassion and ethical action in the
world. Readers interested in the intersection of spirituality and social
responsibility will find this book enlightening.

6. Seeds: The Letters of Thomas Merton on Monastic Spirituality
This collection of letters reveals Merton’s personal guidance on
contemplative prayer and monastic life. Through his correspondence, readers



gain intimate insights into the challenges and joys of maintaining a
contemplative practice. The letters provide practical wisdom and
encouragement for those dedicated to spiritual growth.

7. The Way of Chuang Tzu

Though not directly about Christian contemplative prayer, this book by Merton
explores Eastern spirituality and its contemplative traditions. It offers a
comparative perspective that enriches understanding of silence and
meditation. Merton’s reflections invite readers to appreciate the universal
quest for divine union.

8. Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander

In this collection of essays, Merton touches on themes of contemplation amid
the complexities of modern life. He reflects on the role of the contemplative
in a turbulent world and the necessity of prayer for personal and societal
transformation. The book is a thoughtful resource for integrating
contemplative prayer with contemporary concerns.

9. The Climate of Monastic Prayer

This work examines the environment necessary for deep contemplative prayer
within the monastic tradition. Merton discusses the spiritual "climate" that
fosters silence, humility, and openness to God'’'s presence. It serves as a
guide for creating supportive conditions for sustained contemplative
practice.
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