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Thomas Merton was a celebrated writer of Catholic spirituality and poetry in the 20th Century. When 
Pope Francis visited the United States and addressed the Joint Session of Congress, Merton was one of the 
four Americans he presented in his speech. After his conversion to Catholicism in the 1940’s, and entering the 
Trappist monastery in Kentucky; Merton wrote his spiritual autobiography entitled The Seven Story 
Mountain.   

 
Reading Merton’s autobiography, one senses a certain spiritual superiority in his understanding of his 

life’s vocation. Merton’s conversion to Catholicism and vows as a Trappist monk lead him to believe his calling 
somehow “separated” himself from the rest of humanity. The monastic life, especially the life of a Catholic 
Trappist monk created a “separateness”, a certain higher level of spiritual life of which other people, even 
other Catholics simply could not relate to or connect with. However, the superior calling of his life and the 
lives of brother monks were important to everyone else’s salvation. 

 
Some years later, on March 15, 1958, the abbot assigned Merton and another monk to purchase some 

needed supplies, and Merton left the grounds of the monastery for the first time in years. The two monks 
stopped at a café on the corner of Fourth and Walnut Streets for a cup of coffee. While there, Merton, looking 
out the window at other shoppers and folks on the streets, encountered the Spirit of God in a completely 
startling, awesome and remarkable manner.  

 
In his later book, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, Merton described his experience. "In Louisville, at 

the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the 
realization that I loved all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one 
another even though we were total strangers. It was like waking from a dream of separateness, of spurious 
self-isolation in a special world, the world of renunciation and supposed holiness.  

 
“The whole illusion of a separate holy existence is a dream...There is no way of telling people that they 

are all walking around shining like the sun.... I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of 
their hearts where neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the core of their reality, the person 
that each one is in God’s eyes. If only they could all see themselves as they really are. If only we could see each 
other that way all of the time."  

 
Merton’s experience can only be described as an “epiphany”, a manifestation of God at a moment 

least expected, opening his eyes to truths least considered, and radically changing his own interpretation of 
the spiritual life in ways least anticipated. He completely rejected the tone of spiritual superiority prevalent in 
his previous writings, including The Seven Story Mountain. This experience was so dramatic in his life, and 
Merton became a kind of celebrity in Louisville, Kentucky; that street corner is now officially called “Thomas 
Merton Square” and a posted sign contains some of the quote from Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander. 

 
The tone of his writings changed from that moment on. He began to address the pressing issues facing 

America during the late 1950s and early 1960s, from civil rights to war and violence, to materialism and the 
pushing away any need for God. But he wrote as one among those he was writing for, and not above those he 
wanted as an audience.  

 
The Magi are also encountering God’s Spirit in, for them, unexpected and earth shattering ways. As 

pagan intellectuals, they were used to studying the formation of the stars and heavenly lights indicating the 
movement of the gods. This heavenly light was an entirely new moment for them. The star that lead them to 
Christ was not leading them to yet another god, one god among many other gods. Rather, this light revealed 



the truth of the One and only God. The star revealed the birth of the only Son of God embracing the fullness of 
the human condition. 

 
 Even their journey did not lead them to a palace or mansion or any outward indication of a reigning 
monarch or princely presence. Rather, the star led them away from Jerusalem and toward the humblest of 
homes and among the simplest of circumstances. This God was not living a life separate from the people in 
some spiritual superiority. Rather, this God chose to live among his own people, experiencing the humblest of 
beginnings and the challenges of a hard and difficult life. God lived the daily life of the poorest and hardest 
working of The Israelites. 

 
Accepting the humble circumstances of this “God made flesh” required a great deal of humility on their 

own part. They had to let go of all their previous religious understandings to embrace this newly revealed 
truth. Thomas Merton also required humility to renounce aspects of his previous writings to better relay a 
deeper understanding of revealed truth made known to him. 

 
 These two epiphany experiences of Merton and the Magi are highly dramatic and life changing. Most 
all of us will not be granted such dramatic experiences manifesting God’s presence among us. But, in the 
ordinary of daily living there are epiphanies going on all around us. God moves to break through the narrow 
categories of faith that can keep us bound. Like Thomas Merton, our personal categories will seem completely 
rational and acceptable. But something unexpected coming into our life will expand our understanding of God, 
while shattering the ideas and concepts of God we had held in our own faith life.  
 
 It might be an article in a religious magazine or a book given as a gift. It might be a visit from someone 
you had never met, or someone you might wish you had never known at all. It will come as a surprise and will 
serve to challenge the ways we think about our faith and live our faith. 
 
 Let me be clear. There is no added revelation to what has already been revealed in the person of The 
Lord Jesus Christ. The “fullness of truth” is revealed in the birth, life, death and Resurrection of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ. The creeds are still in effect and won’t change and there will be no additional texts added to The New 
Testament. These are not just the truths of the Church. They are the truths of God given to the Church that are 
unchanging. So there will not be any new “truths”. Rather, epiphanies are deeper journeys into the truths 
already revealed. 

 
 God cannot be bound by a creed, or all the words of The New Testament, or all the teachings handed 
down in the Church’s Tradition. As Pope St. John XXIII said on his death bed, “It is not that the gospel has 
changed. Rather, it is that we understand it better.” Pope Francis wrote in his Apostolic Exhortation The Joy of 
the Gospel, “Jesus can also break through the dull categories with which we would enclose him and he 
constantly amazes us by his divine creativity. Whenever we make the effort to return to the source and to 
recover the original freshness of the Gospel, new avenues arise, new paths of creativity open up, with 
different forms of expression, more eloquent signs and words with new meaning for today’s world.”  
 
(a personal note: Although The Seven Story Mountain contains some indications of a spiritual superiority and 
perhaps triumphalism, it is still one of the classic Catholic literary writings of the twentieth century. It is 
masterfully written and a beautiful account of one man’s path from unbelief to faith rooted in the love of God. 
Having read the book while in graduate school, it had a profound impact on my life and vocation.) 
 
 
 
 


