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Thomas Merton and the Quest for the Holy Spirit

By Andy Lord

Introduction – Problem and Quest
Theological studies of Thomas Merton are rare but have been steadily developing alongside 

fresh understandings of the nature of systematic theology and its links with spirituality and praxis. 
Within such studies Christology, the understanding of Jesus, has taken pride of place and is often 
seen as the center around which all else circles. Hence it is extremely rare to find reflections on 
Merton’s pneumatology, his understanding of the nature and work of the Holy Spirit. This article 
seeks to explore why this is the case and trace a rationale for a more integrated approach between 
Christology and pneumatology. It also outlines some of the key aspects of Merton’s understanding 
of the Holy Spirit which provide pointers for future work. I want to suggest that there needs to be a 
fresh quest for the Holy Spirit through the works of Merton.

Work on Merton’s theology has been slow largely because he is seen as a writer on spirituality 
and also because he did not tend to see himself as a theologian. Yet as the nature of theology has 
been re-examined in recent decades so it has been realized that Merton’s work can be profitably seen 
within frameworks of sapiential (wisdom-oriented) or spiritual theology. Such approaches integrate 
better theological, biblical, spiritual and practical reflections in comparison with the traditionally 
more abstract systematic approaches.1 Significant and pioneering in this regard has been the work 
of Christopher Pramuk, who suggests a sapiential approach to understanding Merton’s Christology.2 

This is particularly driven by Merton’s Hagia Sophia and his engagement beyond his own tradition. 
The “hidden Christ” is seen as present in all things and hence the unifier in Merton’s ever-expanding 
engagement with the world. Pramuk builds on some of the earlier works on Merton’s theology and 
Christology, notably that of George Kilcourse.3 Kilcourse also speaks of “the hidden Christ of 
kenosis” (Kilcourse 7) and points out Merton’s preference for sapiential theology. He also notes 
that Christology was undergoing a renewal within theological studies during the time Merton was 
writing and this is the background for his own focus, although he has a wider engagement with 
other theological themes. We might suggest that outside factors have stimulated a Christological 
focus on theological studies of Merton.

It is important to note some of the wider theological studies of Merton although, for most, the 
theological reflection serves other purposes. An early study of Merton’s 
mysticism by Raymond Bailey often considered its topic in relation to 
Christology although that is not its primary aim.4 Mark Quinn sought to 
study Merton’s understanding of God through the themes of transcendence/
immanence and apophatic/cataphatic – traditional approaches to exploring 
the ways God is experienced as far above us and yet close to us, hidden 
from our understanding and yet choosing to clearly reveal Himself.5 This is 
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an important study but does not explore the Trinitarian nature of God in Merton’s thinking. More 
recently Timothy St. Onge has explored divine immanence with respect to Merton and other writers.6 
This takes a sapiential approach, developing that of Pramuk, and turns to Merton’s Christology 
for understanding how God is present in the world through the presence of the cosmic Christ. It is 
significant that these studies of different themes are all notable for their lack of engagement with 
pneumatology and preference for Christology.

It might be thought, on this basis, that Merton had very little to say about the Holy Spirit and 
this is what is guiding the different scholars. It must be admitted, of course, that the Holy Spirit 
does not leap from every page of Merton’s writing and so if the Spirit is significant then maybe this 
is in deep subterranean ways that are best left alone. Yet it can also be said that Jesus Christ is not 
everywhere present in Merton’s writing and there are a number of themes deemed significant that 
are so considered on other grounds. Significance and understanding are not always based on the 
frequency of reference to specific terms.7 What I want to suggest here is that for Merton Christology 
and pneumatology cannot be separated. They come together in his thinking and considering one 
without the other leaves any theology seriously lacking. Of course, they also need to be thought of 
within a Trinitarian framework but this takes us a long way beyond the scope of this article. This 
is recognized in general studies on Merton’s thinking, particularly in terms of the two missions of 
God, Word and Spirit who work together.8 Sadly this has not yet transferred into more theological 
reflections linking Word and Spirit. Hence there remains the need for a pneumatological quest in 
Merton studies.9

This article seeks to be a modest pointer to encourage such a quest into the future. There is one 
significant work which can provide a good basis for this quest, despite the currently limited access 
to it. Enda Cunningham completed in 1995 a doctorate exploring the nature of the Holy Spirit as 
the personal grace of God.10 He suggested that the “Spirit of Christ is ‘uncreated grace’ in Person, 
the self-communication of God as ‘gift’ who establishes communion of human persons with Christ 
and, in and through Christ, with the Father” (E. Cunningham 2). Further, he suggests that this 
understanding of the Spirit is the unifying theme in Merton’s theology, a pneumatological vision 
that mediates Christological realities. Clearly this might be seen as going too far the other way in 
placing Christology under pneumatology, but is a helpful corrective to some current assumptions. 
In the future it would be creative to explore Merton in terms of the kind of Spirit Christology that 
Cunningham’s work is suggestive of, but for the moment the need is to consider what are the key 
insights Merton has on the Holy Spirit.11 It is not possible to present an exhaustive study at this 
point, nor even an outline chronological study. Rather specific key themes that the present author 
has identified will be presented with a particular focus on some resources not usually engaged with 
in Merton studies. These might better provoke further research than exploring again some of the 
more familiar texts.

St. Paul at the Midway Point
I want to start with the lectures of Merton on St. Paul that were given to student monks during 

the 1950s.12 This is a helpful place to start partly because they come midway in Merton’s thinking, 
after he has developed many of his thoughts but prior to his more notable “turning to the world.” It 
recognizes the reality that Merton would have heard the letters of St. Paul being read most days of 
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his life in the monastery. Indeed, as Bonnie Thurston has pointed out, “Merton’s Christian thought 
is startlingly Pauline in its assumptions.”13 Merton’s lectures are entitled “Sanctity in Christ” and 
this is a theme he returns to later, in 1963, in presenting an accessible introduction to the Christian 
life.14 Starting with Merton’s biblical reflections is also a corrective to those who want to spring from 
Merton’s thoughts into a very different mindset without holding onto his biblical engagement.15 What 
I want to suggest is that in Merton’s biblically shaped understanding Christology and pneumatology 
go together. This can be seen in the lectures and resonates with his wider thinking.

In these lectures Merton stresses how St. Paul addresses the most important issue in monastic 
life and represents the “final peak of the ascent of progressive revelation about our union with God” 
(“SESP” 266). St. Paul is writing about sanctity, about the process of sanctification, about the way 
of the Spirit transforming us into Christ. The “pneumatic life” inaugurated by the Resurrection 
forms us into Christ by an “interior, supernatural principle of life” (“SESP” 291). This is the positive 
invitation to life with God that pervades St. Paul’s writings. It requires a personal response of faith 
and results in a growth in charity. In union with God those of faith are able of offer an agape love for 
the world. This is seen in both individual and communal ways – to be united to God is to be united 
to others in Christ. For St. Paul this process is placed within an eschatological framework in which 
by the Spirit the first fruits of the future are seen in the present. Merton’s summary of St. Paul’s 
basic teaching is notable for the way it treats in order sanctification, pneumatology, Christology, 
faith, charity and eschatology. It is the work of the Holy Spirit that comes first in the sanctification 
process because it is by the Spirit that the work, life and love of Christ are made real in the lives of 
believers. Focusing on the Spirit is the natural outcome of the Resurrection.

Merton then goes on to develop the thought of St. Paul within a framework inspired by the 
Fathers, that of “recapitulation in Christ” (“SESP” 301 ff.). This is the way in which God reverses 
the process by which sin infected the earth, and gathers together all creation in a new economy of 
salvation. This reversal is a movement towards the renewal of creation and humanity within it. We 
have here a clear cosmic vision in Merton, prior to his “turning to the world” when he worked this 
out in more detail with reference to particular concerns. Merton draws on St. Basil and St. Maximus 
to suggest that this is seen as a movement of “divinization” through the Spirit, one that we are called 
to participate in and that is made possible because of the death and resurrection of Christ. This 
journey is one Merton refers to elsewhere as a return to “paradise,” to the original unity with God 
at creation.16 The indwelling of the Spirit and the gifts that the Spirit gives, the charisms, are key in 
this transformational and eschatological movement. The saint through this movement “is one who 
lives in and by Christ – who is sanctified and moved by the Holy Spirit” (“SESP” 355). The Spirit 
works alongside Christ in a personal way as part of a cosmic movement of transfiguration.

Merton links the work of the Spirit with grace: grace is another way of seeing “the life of Christ 
in us – beginning with His Resurrection” and the way we are constituted “in the Spirit” (“SESP” 
364-65). The Holy Spirit is a gift whose presence and guiding, in faith, needs attending to if we are 
to be led into maturity in Christ. This maturity is characterized by a true wisdom, the “wisdom of 
the Spirit” (“SESP” 376). It is known only as we allow the Spirit to guide us into the desert, into the 
ways of asceticism. We are to use our free wills to respond positively to the guiding of the Spirit and 
so be led through the challenges of the flesh, opposition and the law, to a greater charity and giving 
of ourselves to others in the way of Christ. There is much more detail given in the lectures and they 
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do not cover the whole of St. Paul. Yet there is enough to support the argument that the Spirit and 
Christ are seen together, for Merton, and both relate to grace and wisdom. To separate them in our 
thinking and practice is to lose the Christian way that St. Paul outlines.

I am suggesting that this integration of the working of the Holy Spirit and of Jesus Christ is 
foundational in Merton’s thinking and rooted in the teaching of St. Paul, the Fathers and general 
Church teaching. If so, then we would expect such an integration to be seen arising in other discussions 
in which St. Paul or the work of the Spirit are not the focus. A few examples can illustrate how this 
is indeed the case. Earlier in the 1950s Merton was trying to put together some writing under the 
general theme of the “School of the Spirit” which he decided not to publish but which is illustrative 
of his thinking. Outlining a similar process to the one we have seen above, but without such reference 
to St. Paul, Merton suggests that there are “two invisible missions in the interior life: the mission 
of the Word and the sending of the Holy Spirit. Just as the Word and Spirit are inseparable, so their 
missions to our souls must take place inseparably.”17 The mission of the Word comes first logically 
but is immediately followed by that of the Spirit. The Spirit is the means by which the image of Jesus 
becomes real in the person of faith. Similar themes are found in Merton’s 1960 essay on a theology 
of creativity. There he suggests that a “theology of creativity will necessarily be the theology of the 
Holy Spirit re-forming us in the likeness of Christ, raising us from death to life with the very same 
power which raised Christ from the dead.”18 In a more meditative work, Merton urges his readers 
to experience Resurrection which “is the life and action of Christ in us by his Holy Spirit.”19 In a 
different style, Merton returns to St. Paul on Galatians to expound a way of Word and Spirit. More 
evidence could be brought to bear but we can see Merton choosing to keep the ministry of Jesus 
and the Holy Spirit together in regard to different themes.

Holy Spirit and Contemplation
The transformational journey in the Holy Spirit is characterized, for Merton, by contemplation. 

Much has been written about Merton’s focus on contemplation from many angles and there is not 
space here to engage with all the studies. Rather it is worth reminding ourselves of some of the ways 
Merton links contemplation with the work of the Spirit. He quotes St. Bernard on the journey into 
charity as “something which can only be had by the special and extraordinary action of the Holy 
Spirit within the wine-cellar of contemplation.”20 The outworking in charity by the Spirit comes 
from a deep awareness of the love within which we are held in God, by the same Spirit. Merton 
speaks of how we realize our “divine sonship” through the Spirit of fire.21 There is an emphasis here 
on the way God freely gives of the Spirit to those who ask, in contrast to a grasping from God that 
is characteristic of what he calls Promethean theology.22 Contemplation is rooted in the belief that 
God longs to give of His Spirit and that our responsibility is to recognize, receive and freely act upon 
the Spirit’s presence and guidance. This is the way of love, with the Holy Spirit seen as “a personal 
principle of love and activity” (IE 45). Such love leads us into truth, into the reality of life, and we 
should desire to become true under the action of the Spirit. For Merton, contemplation is an entry 
into the loving, truthful action of the Holy Spirit who transforms us in the direction of Christ: “The 
foundation of our life is that the Spirit is given and that we are led by the Spirit.”23
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This transformation inevitably means that the Spirit will lead us into the desert where love is 
tested and purified.24 This is a rich work, caught in Merton’s poem “Clairvaux”:

O holy Bernard, wise in brotherlove,
Vintner who train and grow, and prune and tie us
Fast, trim us in sure and perfect arbors of stability and rule:
You have forseen what vintages the Holy Spirit,
Ripening, in our concord, as in vine-vein the strong sun,
Will trample in His press, His charity, in the due day,
To barrel us, His Burgundy.25

This purification is both a self-emptying in the way of Christ (cf. Phil. 2) and also the simple desert 
emptiness of a broken vessel lying open to God’s Spirit.26 It is where we learn to distinguish between 
good and evil within ourselves.27 This is the purifying journey into union with God, “a process in 
which the gift of the Spirit unites the believer to the Son, in whom one is united to the Father.”28 
Or as Cunningham puts it, the Holy Spirit is the personal “agent of sanctification and of union” (E. 
Cunningham 6). Here I have drawn on a variety of Merton sources to illustrate the foundational 
nature of the Holy Spirit (within the Trinity) to contemplative life.

The Holy Spirit Drives Engagement with Other Traditions
Merton’s later years were characterized by a deepening involvement in Eastern religions that 

built in part upon his engagement with Orthodox theology. This is usually seen largely in terms 
of a Christology of the “hidden Christ,” the incarnate Wisdom of God present in all things. It is 
therefore worth looking at some of the ways in which the Holy Spirit is also seen at work by Merton 
in such thinking. This is not an exhaustive analysis but rather aims to provoke the realization that 
something is missing and is in need of further study. An obvious place to start on these themes is 
the work of Pramuk already noted. He bases his work on Merton’s Hagia Sophia and takes Sophia, 
Wisdom, to be Christ. Yet, as Cunningham argues, this can have a more varied interpretation. He 
sees Hagia Sophia as a symbol of grace which has a “multilayered significance – pneumatological, 
creational, personal, and Christological” (E. Cunningham 14). We could also turn to the earlier 
work of Oliver Dufresne, who speaks of Merton’s belief “in some sort of special presence of Christ 
in the cosmos, as in things and events etc. . . . which naturally he termed the ‘Cosmic Christ.’”29 

This approach enables him to speak of the action of Christ independent of Church and Christians, 
although he does consider these also. He argues that Merton affirms Christ’s central place in human 
and cosmic renewal with the Incarnation as the leitmotif of his work and a lived reality in his life 
(Dufresne 103). Again, the issue is not that Christ is involved in the renewal of the cosmos, or can 
be brought together with Wisdom, but rather the consideration of the action of Christ (or Wisdom) 
separate from that of the Spirit which is assumed by Merton. 

Merton’s engagement with Russian Orthodox traditions is also brought to the fore in considerations 
of Christology and Wisdom, and rightly so. Yet we need also to recognize that these traditions also 
highlight the Spirit. Merton’s recognized that Orthodox theologians correctly critique Western 
theology for its lack of pneumatology. He notes that for Eastern Orthodoxy, 

This economy, this plan of God is centered on the fact that man is the image of 
God, and that God comes down to earth and empties Himself to save man, and 
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the restoration of man is the work of the Holy Spirit. So the reality of the Christian 
mystery is precisely the work of the Holy Spirit, and the most important reality 
of the present age, which is the eschatological age, the last age, is therefore that 
everything is in the hands of the Holy Spirit. (TMA 83-84)

It is not surprising, therefore, that A. M. Allchin summarizes Merton’s integration of Russian Orthodox 
thinking in terms of a cosmic transformation in which our lives have “Trinitarian dimensions, a call 
to offer all things to the Father, through the life-giving death of the Son, in the transforming power of 
the Spirit.” All this “is to be done with power, in the freedom which the Spirit gives, as we become 
co-creators working with the Spirit who is the Creator of life.”30 Orthodox thinking emphasizes the 
power of the Spirit in the universal impulse and it is the Spirit that brings together contemplation 
and eschatology. It remains to develop Allchin’s insights alongside the Christological insights of 
others that we might better understand Merton’s approach to cosmic transformation.

This universal impetus is particularly highlighted in terms of Merton’s engagement with Eastern 
religious traditions. Some scholars see this through the lens of the hidden Christ, and others through 
a more general lens of God’s working without a Trinitarian engagement.31 Whilst valuable, again 
I want to highlight the role of the Spirit that remains to be fully explored. When Merton speaks 
of early Jesuit mission engagement in China he notes that Matthew Ricci “in the light granted 
him by the Holy Spirit . . . distinguished what was essentially Christian and truly Catholic – that 
is, universal – from cultural and accidental accretions proper to a certain time and place.”32 The 
Spirit guided the discernment of truth in another culture, just as the Spirit leads individuals into 
truth through contemplation as we saw above. Without such guiding we are in danger of “grieving 
the Holy Spirit” who has asked us to take risks in sharing the Gospel of Jesus. As Brother Ramon 
summarizes, Merton saw that the “work of the Holy Spirit was manifest universally among all 
peoples, cultures and traditions.”33 In terms of peace and non-violence some Buddhist and Hindu 
traditions were seen to understand the language of the Spirit better than the Christian Church in 
a Western capitalist society. The language of the Spirit is one of peace (a fruit of the Spirit) and 
may be heard in surprising places. This is not to undermine the missionary nature of the Spirit in 
witnessing to Christ but rather widening the scope of this witness. Even as early as 1946, in his 
poem “A Whitsun Canticle,” Merton was speaking of how the Spirit is poured out and “we will go 
evangelize the continents” (CP 119). This is quickly followed up with a turn to creation, to minds, 
hills, trees and birds that also proclaim the good news. Spirit draws out witness from all creation, 
an understanding Merton recognized early and later developed in his understanding of mission and 
dialogue.34

Merton’s correspondence with John Wu, a Chinese Christian with whom he dialogued over the 
nature of Eastern religions, is full of references to the Spirit’s work. Merton speaks of joint vocation 
with Wu as willed by God as it has the “marks of the Holy Spirit’s action on it everywhere.”35 He 
links Chuang Tzu to the freedom of the Spirit expounded by St. Paul and prays regularly in his letters 
for the guiding and blessing of the Spirit. The work of the Spirit pervades their letters. Turning to 
Merton’s writings, Cristóbal Serrán-Pagán notes that for Merton “wu-wei is the mode of action of 
the Dao itself which moves spontaneously like the Holy Spirit throughout the universe” (Serrán-
Pagán 38). He suggests that it is hard to translate the term wu-wei, but negatively it means “to act 
without action” and positively it means “to follow the course of Nature which is to be in harmony 
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with the Dao” (Serrán-Pagán 38). This is an “inner activity, the ability to achieve effortlessly that 
which apparently causes an intentional effort” (Serrán-Pagán 39). Here is the start of a refreshed 
understanding of the Spirit through engagement with another tradition. It was also worked out in his 
dialogue with Daisetz Suzuki in which they each seek to use the language of the other to advance 
their understanding. Although Merton’s work here is perhaps limited, it suggests an area for study 
that might engage with wider pneumatological approaches to other faiths.36

Merton’s engagement with people of other faiths was always personal and practical, perhaps 
seen above all in his meeting with the Dalai Lama and their conversation that focused on methods 
of meditation.37 Yet behind the scenes the Holy Spirit was driving Merton’s engagement with other 
traditions, alongside the understanding of Christ as the often hidden wisdom of God. What is needed 
is an exploration of Merton’s approach to religious encounter that is more fully Trinitarian and 
engages with his understanding gained from Scripture and connects with his practical concerns.

The Holy Spirit as Contemplative and Prophetic
It is perhaps surprising that the study of the Holy Spirit hasn’t occupied more space in Merton 

studies since there has been a revival of such study in recent decades. Also, the rise of the Pentecostal 
and charismatic movements has highlighted particular workings of the Holy Spirit in ways that have 
encouraged experience and study of God’s ways. Merton himself went as far as to say that “we are 
Pentecostals without necessarily having all the Pentecostal trimmings” (TMA 76-77). There is a 
shared emphasis on the experience of the Spirit’s leading and the understanding of the Spirit as the 
gift of God. The links here are worth further study although Merton’s contact with Pentecostalism 
was limited. He had contact with some monks who had been involved in classical Pentecostalism 
although not perhaps the most positive examples.38 What Merton seems to have taken from this is an 
understanding of speaking in tongues, the evidence of Spirit baptism for classical Pentecostals, which 
he reflected on and rethought. At the height of the struggle for civil rights Merton sees tongues as an 
outlet for people’s fears and as “an ultimate protest against the inacceptable realities and challenges 
of the historical situation.”39 Merton later links tongues to the problem of language at a time of war: 
when common language is being used to support war how can we protest? He suggests that speaking 
in tongues “is in its own way an expression of a curious kind of radicalism, a reaction to a religious 
language that is (perhaps obscurely) felt to be inadequate.”40 Of course, the limit of tongues is that 
it can bring dialogue to an end because it is hard to speak against. Yet there is something positive 
in a Spirit-given language of protest at times when language, even religious language, has failed.

When the Catholic Charismatic movement started in 1967 this had a focus at the University of 
Notre Dame and people from there regularly visited the Abbey of Gethsemani to try and encourage 
similar experiences of the Spirit.41 There is one tape recording of Merton speaking the day after such 
a visit when he encouraged the monks to share their thoughts and questions.42 Merton, as always, 
seeks to find the positive and notes the encouragement to spontaneous prayer which he has found 
beneficial alongside the set prayer forms they used seven times a day; also the use of guitars in 
worship which he has enjoyed; and a shared desire for purity of heart. There should be “opportunity 
for the Spirit to work in every possible way” although different vocations are given to different people 
and communities. Thus, for Merton, the charismatic movement contains good through the shared 
gift of the Spirit but may not be appropriate for everyone and needs critical reflection. In particular 
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he questions whether Pentecostal practices are appropriate for a structured monastic community – 
there is a danger of demanding the Spirit speak to our timetable. Also, Pentecostals tend to be more 
vocal and the monastic calling is to silence. Hence Merton contrasts Pentecostalism as prophetic to 
monasticism as contemplative – both important, but the Pentecostal charism should not drive out the 
monastic charism. Merton is distinguishing between two ways of the Spirit’s working and seeing 
the monks as within the contemplative stream. This is a contrast also suggested by James Finley 
and is worth further reflection in terms of the nature of the Spirit’s work.43 

Of course, the problem with this analysis is that Merton is usually seen as a prophet who is 
also contemplative! Out of the contemplative practice came the Word of the Lord that needed 
speaking out, often as “the cry of the oppressed.”44 Theologically, Merton has been seen to develop 
a “mystical-prophetic” understanding (see St. Onge 66-70). Revelation of God’s wisdom comes 
through contemplation and is spoken out in prophetic word to others. This is a deeply disciplined 
and prophetic way of life through which the charismatic gift of prophecy is communicated.45 Merton 
lived a disciplined life in which he sought God in contemplative prayer and stressed the need for 
openness to the charisms of the Spirit. The particular gift of prophecy was one that he was given 
that made a significant impact on those who read his writings. Thus the division between prophetic 
and contemplative that he draws when reflecting on charismatic renewal is perhaps aimed at being 
helpful to monks generally rather than describing in full his own situation. Perhaps Merton’s limited 
contact with such renewal limited a more detailed engagement and he was offering some wise 
initial guidance. However, there remains a fruitful overlap between Merton and the understanding 
and practices of the charismatic movement in terms of the gift and presence of the Holy Spirit. 
Developing an engagement with the charismatic tradition brings into focus the gifts as well as the 
fruit of the Spirit (1 Cor. 12 – not just Gal. 5). It was perhaps by the Spirit of love that Merton was 
enabled to see good in a movement that many Catholics struggled with. Ultimately it is perhaps such 
a love that can hold together the contemplative and the prophetic, God’s love for individuals and 
a broken world, the quiet and the speaking, the hidden growth and the sudden inbreaking of God, 
the painful purging in the desert and the dramatic healing of the damaged. The two streams of the 
Spirit are united in love and further exploration of such depths of the Spirit could bring many gifts.

Conclusion
It is widely recognized that studies of Merton’s theology have been limited, for understandable 

reasons, but have benefited from continuing reflection. Current studies have focused on Merton’s 
Christology, particularly as it relates to contemplation and the turning to the world. What is 
needed, I have suggested, is a fresh quest for the Holy Spirit in Merton. Furthermore I have briefly 
outlined a number of sources that might be fruitfully mined in such a quest. The biblical materials, 
particularly the writings of St. Paul, were for Merton the foundation of his life and understanding of 
the Spirit’s work within a Trinitarian framework. These bring together the personal, communal and 
cosmic workings of the Spirit within an eschatological framework. The practice of contemplation 
is grounded in an understanding of the Spirit as gift, the gift of love who transforms us like Christ. 
It is by the Spirit that believers are led on the purging journey of sanctification to union with God. 
The Spirit represents a universal impulse whose power and wisdom drives us ever outwards into 
cosmic engagement, and Merton’s engagement with Orthodox traditions is helpful here. This also 
implies an engagement beyond the Christian world and the work of the Spirit in Eastern religions was 
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a reality for Merton. In all of this the Spirit is granting charismatic gifts, with prophecy significant 
in Merton’s ministry. The overlap between the contemplative and charismatic traditions provides 
rich nourishment in deepening such an understanding of the Spirit.

The quest for the Holy Spirit in and through Merton is on – the Spirit who acts in individuals, 
communities and the world, the Spirit who quietly works, who purges, who gifts, who enables speech, 
who touches the mind and will, the emotions and the heart. This is the Spirit of fire (breaking in and 
purging us), the Spirit of wind (quietly directing and transforming us), the Spirit of water (bringing 
resurrection and new birth), and the Spirit of the earth (speaking through nature and granting 
creativity). Let us take the challenge to explore and live the manifold riches of the Holy Spirit.46
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