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Th omas Merton to Catherine de Hueck

 St. Bonaventure College

October 6, 1941
Dear Baroness and everybody else,

First, thanks very much for letting me stand around Friendship House 
for a couple of weeks of evenings: I hope I can do that more often. I liked 
most of all the clothing room, but wasn’t there much. I think the 
“cubs” are certainly very smart fine kids, and think about them a 
lot . . .

You will be interested in this one: I have a nun in a freshman Eng-
lish class (one from the kitchen here—the only nun I’ve got in regular 
classes for this year), and she wrote an essay about St. Bonaventure 
in which she listed all the things that had impressed her since she had 
first come here. Baroness de Hueck was outstanding on this list: the sister 
was very impressed with what you said, and although she didn’t go 
into details, evidently agrees with you. Well, I nearly gave her an A 
on the strength of this, but I didn’t. Charity is one thing: art another. 
In heaven they are identical, on earth too often distinct. A for charity, 
B-plus for technique was what I gave the sister, only the first grade re-
mained unspoken, and that was just as well too, because today she gave 
me a big argument about some obscure point of grammar.

For a couple of minutes I talked to a Quaker woman who was pass-
ing through here. She had spent the summer in Kansas working among 
Negro sharecroppers, not without some guarded hostility on the part 
of the local authorities. She had with her a lot of students from Allegh-
eny College, Meadville. I talked of you and Friendship House and got 
a smarter and more enthusiastic reaction than you get from the average 
Catholic . . .

Right now besides my work I am doing a lot of reading and studying 
and meditation, and a little writing but nothing systematic, just notes on 
what I am thinking about, when I am thinking about anything that doesn’t 
look disgusting as soon as it gets on paper.

Mostly it has something to do, in general, with the question of lay vo-
cations, both in an academic sense and in a personal one too. Th e academic 
sense is maybe more interesting. Th ere is one problem about lay vocations 
that interests me a lot, and it is obviously very important to Friendship 
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House too: except that you probably have it all doped out to your satisfac-
tion. I haven’t yet. Th e problem is this: where does Catholic Action stop 
and politics begin?2

First of all, it seems to me that you yourself illustrate the proper bal-
ance between them. Th at is: Catholic Action, which is another word for 
Charity, that is Love, means, for one thing, feeding the poor, clothing the 
needy, and after that, saving souls. A person who is really interested in 
that must also necessarily be interested in certain political movements 
which tend to help feed the poor, clothe the needy, etc. Also, a person 
who is charitable, and really loves the poor, realizes just how little pure 
political action, without any charity behind it, really means.

If you make laws to provide the nation with old age pensions and 
the nation is populated by people who beat up their grandmothers, your 
old age pension law doesn’t mean much.

If you make a law (and this time nobody is being funny) providing the 
unemployed with unemployment insurance, and then refuse to employ 
certain classes, or types, or races of people in any decent job, your law is 
never going to eliminate unemployment . . .

When you get down to it, Catholic Action means not voting 
for anybody but going out and being a saint, not writing editorials in 
magazines, even, but fi rst of all being a saint.

I said it was a problem. In any place where people are engaged 
in doing things, as you are at Friendship House, for the love of the 
poor and, through them, God, there isn’t much of a problem. Where it 
comes in with me is trying to explain guys like Franco, or some of the Me-
dieval Popes, in whom Catholic Action (or what they imagined to be 
that) got totally submerged in a completely materialistic and political 
struggle between certain social and political groups. Th e problem I am 
getting at is, is it possible for there to be a completely Catholic govern-
ment? Is there any point in these Catholic political parties, like the 
ones that used to exist in Germany and Italy? and so on.

If a Catholic gets into a position of power in a country where 
the political atmosphere is made up of struggles between a lot of irre-
ligious and frankly selfi sh minorities, how can he ever do anything at 
all except by compromising with religious principles, or, worse than 
that, fooling himself that he is leading a crusade, and then turning the 
country upside down in the name of religion, the way Franco did, or 
the way the Third and Fourth Crusades did to Europe. I think the Ref-
ormation was a divine punishment for the Fourth Crusade, in which the 
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businessmen of Venice inveigled the whole army of Crusaders (recruited 
with promises of plenary indulgences if they died in battle) to conquer, for 
Venetian business, the Christian empire at Constantinople!

On the other hand, I believe there is only one free and just state in 
the world, and that is the Vatican City: but that is less a state than a 
glorifi ed monastery. Now assuming all the people in a given country were 
good Catholics, it might be possible for that country to be ruled the 
way the Vatican City is ruled: that is, politics would be, all down the line, 
subordinated to salvation, and ordered to the salvation of souls as 
its ultimate end. Th en you would have real freedom, real justice, and 
everything else.

Which brings us back to the same conclusion: the first thing to do 
is to feed the poor and save the souls of men, and in this sense, feeding 
the poor means feeding them not by law (which doesn’t do a damn bit 
of good), but first of all at the cost of our own appetites, and with our 
own hands, and for the love of God. In that case, feeding the poor and 
saving them are all part of the same thing, the love of our neighbor . . .

And when it comes to saving souls, once again writing and talking 
and teaching come after works of love and sanctity and charity, not before. 
And the fi rst thing of all is our own sanctifi cation, which was the lesson I 
got out of my retreat at the Trappists [in Holy Week, 1941] and keep 
finding out over and over again every day . . .

If I can only make myself little enough to gain graces to work out 
my sanctifi cation, enough to keep out of hell and make up for everything 
unpleasant, in time, the lay vocation, as far as I’m concerned, presents 
no further problems, because I trust God will put in my way ten million 
occasions for doing acts of charity and if I am smart maybe I can catch sev-
enteen of them, in a lifetime, before they get past my big dumb face.

At this point I realize that this letter is disordered and obscure 
and badly written and probably extremely uninteresting to every-
body. But even if it doesn’t make sense, the very fact that I used up 
so many words talking about lay vocations and writing means that 
I think I am finding out something about writing and about the lay 
vocation for me: which is that my vocation is probably to go on find-
ing out this same thing about writing over and over as long as I live: 
when you are writing about God, or talking about Him, you are doing 
something you were created to do, even if you don’t feel like a prince 
every minute you are doing it, in the end it turns out to be right: but 
when you are writing or talking about some matter or pride or envy 
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to advance your own self, you feel lousy while you are doing it and 
worse afterwards and ten times worse when you read the stuff  over a 
week later . . .

Meanwhile, I hope you will come up here again and make some 
more speeches. Th e seminarians could do with some ideas about Har-
lem. I understand the clerics (who have now long ago returned to Wash-
ington) are still in a ferment. I’m going to write to one of them and 
find out, anyway. By the time I get to writing to him, I will probably 
have thought up another dull and complicated treatise instead of a letter!

But I think a lot of Harlem, and I’ll tell you the one reason why: 
because Harlem is the one place where I have ever been within three 
feet of anyone who is authentically said to have seen visions—what was 
the old lady’s name? I have forgotten. But believe me when the angels 
and saints appear among us they don’t appear in rich men’s houses, 
and the place I want to be is somewhere where the angels are not only 
present but even sometimes visible: that is slums, or Trappist mon-
asteries, or where there are children, or where there is one guy starv-
ing himself in a desert for sorrow and shame at the sins and injustice of 
the world. In comparison with all these, St. Bonaventure occasionally 
takes on the aspects of a respectable golf club, but then again I won’t 
say that either, because the place is, in spite of everything, holy, and 
when you live under the same roof as the Blessed Sacrament there is 
no need to go outside looking for anything . . .

This letter is being written not according to plan, but according 
to the clock, and now it is time for me to wind up and turn in. Maybe 
you are lucky. But anyway, God bless everybody in Friendship House 
and in Harlem and hear all your prayers, and please pray sometimes 
for us here  .  .  .

Tom Merton
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Catherine de Hueck to Th omas Merton

Pax
October 14, 1941

Dear Tom,

Your letter of October 6th was a little gem all its own. I did enjoy its 
rambling ways, and here is an attempt to answer some of the portentous 
questions you raise. You will have to forgive my typing. It is rotten, to say 
the least, but here goes.

It is we of FH that really owe you a vote of gratitude for coming to 
FH. You were of more help than you ever will suspect. God bless you, dear 
friend. Yes, the Clothing Room is interesting, though one hardly can call 
“interesting” the laying naked of human need, the opening of a social ulcer 
of such magnitude, that it crushes you to watch the operation.

Th e Clothing Room is a very hard place to be in. One has to have 
nerves of steel to behold man’s inhumanity to man—all day, every week of 
the year, and bow before it helplessly. We apply only palliatives to the vast 
problem of the Naked Christ. For what is the use, one thinks at times, of 
writing, lecturing, and speaking on ideals and principles, primary or sec-
ondary, of Christianity, of Society, of Finance and social works and set ups, 
when millions of people in the heat and cold of the day stand patiently be-
fore many such Clothing Rooms as ours, waiting to be given a dress, a coat, 
that has already been worn by the more fortunate ones of this world long 
enough to be stretched at the seams.

In this aff air one of the primary human rights is being challenged. 
Th erein is proof positive that even such simple truths as the fundamental 
rights of men to food and shelter and clothing are not met in our modern 
“progressive” and tragically inadequate civilization. But from the point of 
view of the cold-headed scientist in social problems, the Clothing Room 
is interesting.

Th e Cubs? Yes, they are interesting too, and fairly smart kids if by smart 
you mean the worldly, and almost bordering on lawlessness, smart. Th e Cubs 
to me are such a source of sorrow and pain that I rarely speak of them at all. 
Th ese little children are the Magnifying Mirror of what Harlem really is. 
Th ey do not know what a clean wholesome home is like. Th ey never or sel-
dom have seen God’s green earth and its fruits and fl owers. Th eir main job 
is to survive amidst the fi lth and immorality of Harlem, and they become 
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tough as leather. Evil is their constant companion. And when it does not get 
hold of them it is a miracle, and a fi rst class one at that.

Such words as discipline (self or otherwise), fair play, sportsmanship, 
etc., are not in their vocabulary. And for each of those little and precious 
souls God died. And look what we whites and society in general is doing to 
them!!!!! No wonder there are Hitlers in this world today. God often allows 
events to take their course, and faces man with the net result of his follies. 
Th e year of grace 1941 is such a “result.”

How very nice of the darling Sister, but it really wasn’t the Baroness. 
What good ever comes from my lectures is the great miracle of the Holy 
Ghost using this poor inadequate instrument that is I. Yet I am glad that 
she liked me, because what I had to say had to be said, and damn the con-
sequences. Yet, it is a gift that some of them are bearing fruit. Too bad the 
A was not forthcoming.

Yes, in Fr. Hubert you people have a giant.3 I hope you know it. I also 
hope that chemistry, or whatever he is teaching, is not going to make him 
hide his spiritual light under a bushel. He is too big, I guess, to do that. By 
the way, tell him when you see him that he owes me a letter. His letters are 
like a breath of fresh air in an atmosphere heavy with storms. Tom, I am 
getting more frightened by the minute about USA Catholics. Th ey are the 
ones I know best. What, oh what, is going to wake them up to the fact that 
in their sinful hands they hold the heart of the world, ITS LIGHT AND 
SALVATION, but that the only way to teach it is by example?

Th e Quaker Woman is typical. I speak a lot at the Protestant places 
and always fi nd them wide awake and raring to go. How tragic that so 
much good will and energy is often taking the wrong turn.

My spiritual director has advised the same program to me. He wants 
me to leave the details of FH to the crowd whom he knows and considers 
ready for the responsibilities of running the FH daily routine. And I am to 
pray more, meditate more, and write down everything I think of—when I 
am thinking—even if it looks disgusting on paper and send it on to him, 
which is what I am trying to put into being now. So I know, in a small 
way, just how you feel. Yet prayer and meditation are such a great help. I 
meditate best in writing, by the way. And already I have about 18–20 thick 
exercises books on my meditations. One thing I am glad about is that they 
never shall see the light of day.

Ah, here you touch me to the quick: LAY VOCATIONS. Th at is my 
dream, my goal, my whole hope. Do not misunderstand me, I am all for 
the religious vocations, especially that of the priesthood. I think they are 
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the crux, the nucleus, of the Church’s life. But on lay vocations I am on 
fi re. For don’t you see that that is the only way to leaven the masses. Th e 
“Comrades” have the right idea there. A select few Comosols just turn the 
rest of the Community inside out with their enthusiasm and their ability 
to carry on in the face of all obstacles and opposition. Th ink of what WE 
CATHOLICS could do if we took our lay vocation seriously, and started 
with daily mass and communion. Lord have mercy on us for not seeing 
that the two last Popes have been killing themselves, calling in season and 
out of it for just that sort of a vocation.

Academically one could write books and books on it. Factually and 
actually, it is the most adventurous, exciting thing going. But you won-
der how to reconcile politics and lay vocations. Th at question has been 
thrashed out in Belgium re the Jocists and by the Cardinal Patriarch of Lis-
bon when I interviewed him.4 May I rather clumsily and condescendingly 
give it to you!

First, Catholic Action is never political action. Th e Catholic Actioneer, 
the cell, the heart of the members of that movement, the inside ring, as it 
were, of leaders, never take part in political action. Th ey indoctrinate oth-
ers as to the primary principles that govern clean Christian political ways 
and workings. But since the leader is also a person and lives in a State, in a 
country, he in turn must apply to himself his indoctrination.

Example.
Th e Jocists were the fi rst leaders in Belgian Catholic Action. At the 

same time they were workers in factories. So, when conditions in one fac-
tory became intolerable, they AS WORKERS struck. But while they were 
striking as workers, they applied to themselves all the Catholic principles 
of a just strike. Th e same applies to voting. 

Summing up: a Catholic Leader of Catholic Action takes part in po-
litical action when it concerns him as a person or individual, in the legal 
meaning of the word “person.” But he does not take part in such political 
movements that are not a matter of his personal relationship with society. 
He indoctrinates others—lawyers, politicians, heads of States, capitalists 
and labour, judges and doctors, generals and privates—on their conduct 
and principles in the matter. Get the point? Have I made myself clear?

For, like all vocations, the lay vocation will develop into what one 
could call, for lack of a better simile, choir people and lay religious, the 
Marys of the movement, and the Marthas. And then there will always be 
with us the multitudes that will follow the leaders. I hope that is clear. Ask 
me more questions if it is not.


