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Foreword

Seasons of Celebration was published in 1965. The date is 
important, for 1965 marks the ending of the four-year Vati-
can II Council—arguably the most significant church coun-
cil since the mid-first century “Council” of Jerusalem. For as 
that earlier council had done, Vatican II moved the Church 
in strikingly new directions. Like many of his co-religionists, 
Thomas Merton was swept up in the spirit of euphoria gen-
erated by the council.

The fifteen chapters that make up this book include ad-
dresses given at Gethsemani and articles published earlier in 
various journals: seven of the chapters date from the 1950s, 
eight from the 1960s (1950 being the earliest, 1964 the latest).

In Seasons of Celebration, Merton writes about the renewal 
and reform of the liturgy envisioned by Vatican II. In the first 
and last chapters of this book, he highlights specific insights 
from the council’s Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy. This doc-
ument was approved by the council fathers in 1963 and was, 
therefore, available for him to quote from before his manu-
script went to publication. This he does in the first and last 
chapters. These two chapters may be thought of as two lit-
erary bookends dealing explicitly with the very nature and 
meaning of liturgy. They enclose thirteen additional chapters 
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that in one way or another can be related to an understanding 
of liturgy, some more closely than others. (Chapter 3, “Time 
and the Liturgy,” though written in 1955, is probably the clos-
est to these two.) Of the thirteen other chapters, six have to do 
with the two great seasons (or cycles) of the liturgical calen-
dar: three about the Advent-Christmas cycle; three others, the 
Lent-Easter cycle. The remaining chapters develop themes 
that can easily be linked with the spirit that should charac-
terize liturgy.

This book is but one example of the amazing contempora-
neity of Thomas Merton’s writings. For what he wrote about 
liturgy continues to speak meaningfully to women and men 
today, more than forty years after the close of the Second Vati-
can Council. I guarantee that anyone reading this book today, 
whatever their knowledge of liturgy may have been before, 
will emerge from the reading with their grasp of liturgy and 
the cycles of the liturgical year expanded and deepened.

Liturgy, Merton emphasizes, is not a performance by “a 
group of specialists in the presence of passive spectators.” We 
could put it this way: liturgy is not the priest’s “thing” that 
the rest of us watch. It is rather the celebration of the whole 
Body of Christ, priest and people. It would be an overstate-
ment to say that the Second Vatican Council took the Mass 
away from the priest and gave it back to the laity. It would be 
fair, however, to state that it did end what might be called the 
liturgical “monopoly” of the priest. In the liturgy we who are 
baptized into Christ—all of us—celebrate our participation in 
the mystery of Christ’s redeeming presence. We celebrate not 
simply that we are saved, but the love that saves us. Liturgy is 
also the experience of enlightenment regarding the mystery of 
Christ and our oneness with him and in him with one anoth-
er. At the same time liturgy helps in the process of our being 
transformed into the likeness of Christ.

The guarantee I offered earlier for this book I would ap-
ply in a special way to the chapters that deal with the two 
great liturgical cycles: Advent-Christmas and Lent-Easter. 
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They are the parts of this book that I find myself returning to 
with some regularity. Let me quote a few “gems” from these 
chapters. “The fact that the world is other than it might be 
does not alter the truth that Christ is present in it and that His 
plan has been neither frustrated nor changed: indeed, all will 
be done according to His will. Our Advent is the celebration 
of this hope.” “Christ is born. . . . Today eternity enters into 
time and time, sanctified, is caught up into eternity. Today 
Christ, the eternal Word of the Father . . . enters into the world 
which He created in order to reclaim souls who had forgotten 
their identity.” “Lent is not a season of punishment so much 
as one of healing.” “Penance is conceived by the Church less 
as a burden than as a liberation.” “The God of Ash Wednes-
day is like a calm sea of mercy. In Him there is no anger.” 
“The power of Easter has burst upon us with the resurrec-
tion of Christ. Now we find in ourselves a strength which is 
not our own, and which is freely given to us whenever we 
need it, raising us above the Law, giving us a new law which 
is hidden in Christ: the law of His merciful love for us. Now 
we no longer strive to be good because we have to . . . but be-
cause our joy is to please Him who has given all His love to 
us. Now our life is full of meaning.”

*******

In 1967 Merton made a graph evaluating his books. Sea-
sons of Celebration (with two other works) he classified as 
“Poor.” It is difficult to understand his reasons for so low a 
classification for Seasons. Perhaps the reason may have been 
his expressed feeling that he had written too much. In a let-
ter to James Baker, written in 1968, he said of his writings: 
“I must admit I really wish I had never written most of it.” 
That same year he wrote to Sister Joan Marie: “Looking back 
on my work, I wish I had never bothered to write about one-
third of it. . . . ”
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Certainly Merton had every right to classify his writ-
ings as he chose. But I strongly disagree with his classifica-
tion of Seasons of Celebration as “Poor.” Its value is such that 
it deserves a far better rating than he was willing to give it. I 
am confident, moreover, that others who read this book will 
agree with me.

Quite satisfied with my critique of Merton, I was some-
what taken aback when a colleague came up with another 
graph—also from 1967—that Merton had drawn up. In this 
graph two of the three books that had received a “Poor” eval-
uation remained in that category. The third one, however, 
Seasons of Celebration, was given a new designation. It was 
listed as “Good”!
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