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Flashback: Breathing Deeply Out of Both Lungs 
 

Thomas Merton has been on my mind for two days. The following flashback comes from the 
January 3, 2016 Journal. 
 

“Our thought should not merely be an answer to what someone else has just said. Or what 

someone else might have said. Our interior world must be more than an echo of the words of 

someone else. There is no point in being a moon to somebody else's sun, still less is there any 

justification for our being moons of one another, and hence darkness to one another, not one of us 

being a true sun.” 

 - Thomas Merton 

Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander  
 

In his journals, Thomas Merton wrote: “I write to allow life to live itself in me. For me to write is 

to think and to live, [and] even, to pray.” My dear friend Jonathon Montaldo said,  
 

“Writing eventually became one of Merton’s major spiritual exercises. Writing became 

his way of breathing deeply out of both lungs. Writing journals was a significant 

dimension of Merton existing in and dialoguing with God. Writing journals gave flesh 

to his inner experiences. By writing journals he documented God’s epiphanies to him in 

ordinary daily life. By writing journals he intended his writing to be an epiphany of 

himself to God. Writing journals for Merton was a way of praying that gave him access 

to a center in himself, to what he called it, le point vierge, a ‘virgin point’ where he would 

experience fleeting but unobstructed communion with God.” 
 

Through perseverance and tenacity, Merton transcended the limits and boundaries that separate, 

divide, quantify, and define existence on our material plane. He boldly dared to wander outside 

the coral of life, slipped into greener pastures, and found outside the bounds a freedom he had 

never known before, a kind of new world. He documents his inner journey in his journals and 

manuscripts. He fuses material and spiritual in the creation he brought forth. His writing was 

both a conduit to the holy and yet was from the holy. 
 

Thomas Merton’s writings never fail to teach me, to push me into new ways of seeing things, 

push me into thinking more deeply. I’m not sure why I’ve forced myself to document so 

thoroughly my post-conversion life and struggles, but I see how in doing so I was able to look 

back over the last twenty years of notebooks and slowly reach a better understanding of myself 

and the ways in which God may be working in my life. Each day offers us little epiphanies. Yet, 

all too often these little flashes of insight get blown away by the whirlwind of life. Jotting them 

down on paper gives them a chance at permanence, and over time they collectively open the door 

to a larger epiphany and, perhaps, a deeper, clearer understanding of our lives. I’m a long way 

from reaching the “virgin point” of which Merton wrote, but hopefully, in this year-long journal, 

I might take some baby steps in the right direction. It is my hope that my personal writings will 

help others who are lost in the darkness that shrouds so much of life today. SCCC is about more 

than the kids in Haiti. 

 



The Unexpected Epiphany 
 

The hallmark of Merton’s prayer life was his ability to keep vigil in silence with his heart’s eye on 

the horizon of the next moment. The next moment could reveal in light or in shadow the presence 

of the Beloved he so eagerly awaited. He kept his mind’s eye open for the unexpected epiphany. 

Waiting without projecting his own needs into the next moment became a dark form of hope for 

him. Down through the ages, mystics of all faiths understood that silence is the place where time 

and eternity embrace. 
 

Like us, Merton had no idea where he was going on his journey to God. Unlike most of us, he 

simply followed where he thought God was leading him, trusting that if he was mistaken, God 

would gently give him a course correction…and all would be well in the end, no matter where 

he ended up. Not to know where his life was going was always to begin again in Merton’s journey 

to love learning and desire God. Ignorance acknowledged was a stimulus to new experience. 

Awareness of the darkness kept Merton sober and watchful, though never perfectly, so that he 

might miss a gate to the rose garden. He didn’t just see things, he saw God in everything.  
 

It does not matter where I am going if I am not going to heaven. 

 

Flashback: An Impossible Story 
 

This is from the January 11, 2016 Journal. 
 

A 13-year-old boy showed up late today. Two staffers spent over an hour with him. Here is his 

tragic story. He is the second of seven kids. A year ago, the mother was killed in an accident that 

was related to a thunder storm. Care for the five younger kids fell on the shoulders of the two 

older boys. One was 12 at the time, the other 14. The seven kids were on their own. They had no 

concept how to care for their two-month-old infant sister. Within two months, the baby sister 

died. I can’t even begin to imagine that scene. Kids forced to deal with the death of sibling on 

their own. 
 

The kid who showed up today works all day selling little plastic bags of water. The older brother, 

who is now 15 years old, works as a “burro,” a slang name for people who haul large amounts of 

goods, such as charcoal, through the streets on wooden carts with big wheels. Together the two 

teenage boys care for their three younger brothers and younger sister. These are the kinds of kids 

we need to help. The four younger kids will start coming tomorrow. We will pay for the 13-year-

old to go back to school so he can get off the streets. An uncle who has no education and who is 

also a “burro” has given the kids space to sleep at night but has no means to support them beyond 

that. The uncle and all the kids will come tomorrow.  

 

 


