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IIntroduction

It’s an understatement to say that, at the present time, Catherine de 
Hueck Doherty is not as well known as Th omas Merton. In a letter to Fr. 
Louis (Merton’s religious name), February 6, 1950, she says, referring to 
his quite prominent mention of her in his autobiography, “You have made 
me famous in a strange fashion.” However, Catherine was not always less 
famous than Merton.

In 1941 “Tom,” as she called him then, was hardly known at all to the 
public, and probably not at all in the Catholic world, whereas Catherine 
de Hueck had a fairly high profi le in North America for her work with the 
poor in Canada and for interracial justice in Harlem. In the late 1930s, 
and throughout the 1940s, she was being invited to many parts of North 
America to speak about her work in Harlem.

Books about Merton abound, but there are relatively few about Cath-
erine. My main interest in presenting their correspondence is to make their 
relationship better known. It’s important to keep history alive. Most of my 
generation fi rst heard about Catherine in that autobiography of Merton’s, 
Th e Seven Storey Mountain (SSM), one of the most providential books of 
the twentieth century in America. Th e present younger generation may 
know something about Merton, less about Catherine, and probably noth-
ing at all about their friendship. A few biographical details about them may 
be helpful.

Catherine was born in Russia in 1896. Raised in a deeply Christian 
Orthodox and fairly wealthy family, she had to fl ee the country with her 
husband during the Revolution. Making their way through Finland and 
England—where they entered the Catholic Church—the young couple ar-
rived in Canada in 1921. During the Great Depression, Catherine opened 
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soup kitchens and clothing rooms in several Canadian cities. She called this 
network Friendship House (FH). In 1938 she opened Friendship Houses 
in Harlem and other U.S. cities, concentrating especially on interracial 
justice.

In 1947 she returned to Canada to serve Christ in the rural aposto-
late in Combermere, Ontario. A group of laymen, laywomen, and priests 
joined her in this work. She called the new community Madonna House. 
Catherine died in 1985. She is probably best known for her books Pous-
tinia and Th e Gospel Without Compromise. Her cause for canonization is in 
progress.

Th omas Merton was born in Prades, France, in 1915. After attending 
Cambridge University in England, he moved to New York to live with his 
grandparents, completing his education with an English degree at Colum-
bia. He converted to Catholicism and taught English at St. Bonaventure 
University (at that time, St. Bonaventure College) in Olean, New York. He 
entered the Trappist Order at Gethsemani, Kentucky, in December 1941, 
taking the name of Louis; he was ordained a priest in 1948.

Merton wrote more than fi fty books, two thousand poems, and nu-
merous essays, reviews, and lectures. He died suddenly, being accidentally 
electrocuted by a malfunctioning fan in his room while he was attend-
ing his fi rst international monastic conference near Bangkok, Th ailand, 
in 1968. Th rough his writings, he is probably the most famous Catholic 
monk in the world.

Merton fi rst met Catherine when she spoke at St. Bonaventure in 
1941. He had heard about her work in Friendship House when he lived in 
New York City, but he had never met her. On that very evening, after hear-
ing her powerful and inspiring talk, he was moved to ask if he could come 
to Harlem. (How many others had asked and had never come!) Catherine 
said yes. He spent “two weeks of evenings,” as he put it, at Friendship 
House in Harlem. He met Catherine again later that same year at St. Bo-
naventure when she came for another talk.

For the rest of that year he struggled to discern whether he had a call 
to Friendship House or to the Trappists. It’s signifi cant that Merton trusted 
Catherine for discernment about his vocation. In his recently published 
unedited journal, Run to the Mountain (RM), he wrote: “It is beginning to 
seem that when the Baroness came and told me again to get out of here and 
come to Harlem, it was right, it was time for me to go. . . . If the Baroness 
came back and told me to stay, I’d stay, until somebody, who knew as much 
as she, came along with some other idea” (November 4, 1941, p. 451). 
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Th us, certainly in 1941, he owed Catherine encouragement and spiritual 
guidance at a time when he was really adrift and without too much clarity 
as to what his next vocational step should be.

In a talk at the University of Memphis, June 8, 2007, Jim Forest said 
about Merton: “When the Franciscans turned him away due to his check-
ered past, his next vocational attraction was to be part of a community of 
hospitality. People like Catherine de Hueck Doherty and Dorothy Day in-
spired him. He found it extremely diffi  cult to choose between Friendship 
House and the Abbey of Gethsemani—between a life shaped by the works 
of mercy and a life centered in prayer.”

It may be of interest to point out a few common themes in their think-
ing and spirituality. Not being a Merton scholar—but perhaps a mini 
Catherine scholar—I will confi ne myself to several of the themes that are 
expressed in these letters. Indeed, since both wrote prodigiously, a compar-
ative study of their spiritualities would make a good book.

Th ere is a passage from Run to the Mountain, November 29, 1941, that 
succinctly contains the several themes I will briefl y consider here. It is a 
signifi cant passage in that the intensifi cation and importance of the gospel 
values Merton mentions in this passage fl ow directly from his experience 
of Catherine’s gospel way of life in Harlem. Catherine’s witness and apos-
tolate revealed to him the kind of gospel life he wanted to live.

Th ere is no question I can’t stay at Saint Bonaventure any more: I 
must go and fi nd Christ where He really is—in real poverty and real 
sacrifi ce. . . . But then, what about Friendship House: it has this one 
great thing: it is real poverty, it is real sacrifi ce; it is real love of Christ 
in the poor. It is holy. Th e work is holy. Th e Baroness is a saint. Har-
lem is full of saints. And in Harlem there is no doubt a possibility 
even of martyrdom, in which my sins would all vanish at once and I 
would be certain of pleasing God, and coming to Him as His child, 
spotless, clean and holy and a saint! (RM, p. 464)

Harlem was one of the places where he could give everything to God: 
“After all, there are certain points where the crisis is acute, and there the 
Christian is called to be—one is the cloister, the other, Harlem, any slum” 
(RM, p. 466).

I will reserve the most important theme mentioned here—holiness—
for my afterword, since it forms the heart of the question I ask there: 
“What did Merton owe to Catherine?” I treat briefl y here the theme of real 
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poverty, and add two others: the importance of silence and solitude for the 
modern world (“cloister”), and writing as an apostolate for the Church. 
Th is last was not central for Merton in 1941 as he was seeking his voca-
tion, but writing was a gift that both he and Catherine would dedicate to 
the fostering of the kingdom.

Real poverty was one of Merton’s desires, as he wrote to Catherine:

When you came along, everything you said made perfect good sense, 
and I was glad to think that perhaps this was what I had been praying 
for. I saw FH, and liked it: what actually inspired me was the idea of 
complete, real poverty, without security. (p. 21) 

He lives in us, and through our poverty He must reign. And I need 
not tell you how poor He makes us in order to reign in us. If we knew 
how poor and desolate we would have to be when we begin to follow 
Him, perhaps we would have fallen back. (p. 35)

Catherine had a passion for personal poverty, and a realization of the 
special presence of Christ in the poor. As a very young girl in Russia she 
used to go with her mother “into the people” as part of a movement among 
the wealthy to bridge the gap between the rich and poor. But it was in the 
lives of Christ and St. Francis that she saw identifi cation with the poor as 
an ideal for the Christian life. In Harlem, Merton witnessed her joy and 
spirit of adventure in such a way of life.

With regard to solitude and silence, as Merton was moving towards 
solitude and the hermetical life later on in his own monastic vocation, he 
was very enthusiastic when Catherine told him of her introduction of the 
poustinia into North America. Catherine is probably best known world-
wide for her book Poustinia. A tradition from Holy Russia, a poustinia 
(desert) was a cabin where a person lived a life of solitude, prayer, and 
penance. It was a sort of “hospitable” approach to the desert: the person 
was available for visits, and for helping with the manual work needs of the 
community.

In 1962, Catherine introduced this tradition in Combermere, mostly 
to pray for the ongoing Second Vatican Council. But we now have on our 
grounds in Combermere twenty or thirty such cabins, and many members 
of the community often spend a day there in prayer, solitude, and penance. 
Catherine wrote Merton about this new venture. He replied:
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I was deeply moved by the Poustinia project. Th at is ideal. It is just 
right. It will be a wonderful contribution. It is the kind of thing that is 
most needed. And though it is certain that we must speak if and when 
we can, silence is always more important. Th e crises of the age are so 
enormous and the mystery of evil so unfathomable: the action of well-
meaning men is so absurd and tends so much to contribute to the very 
evils it tries to overcome: all these things should show us that the real 
way is prayer, and penance, and closeness to God in poverty and soli-
tude. (November 12, 1962, p. 72).

Merton’s many writings about silence and solitude are well known. He 
had some longings to be a Carthusian; eventually he got permission to be 
a hermit on the grounds of Gethsemani, a signifi cant development in the 
community-centered spirituality of the Cistercians.

At the close of her talk to the community at Combermere upon Mer-
ton’s death, Catherine said: “Th ere are some very beautiful passages about 
many things in our letters. We corresponded through the years. You know 
that he was seeking a poustinia. Finally his superior allowed him to live in 
one. He was so happy about that.”

In my correspondence with Brother Patrick Hart, a monk of Gethse-
mani who served as Merton’s secretary in the fi nal year of Merton’s life, in 
the course of compiling this book, I wrote: “I think Merton would have 
liked the book Poustinia, don’t you?” (It wasn’t published until 1975, seven 
years after Merton’s death.) He replied: “Yes, I think Louie would have 
loved Poustinia, since it was, in a way, a response to something of his writ-
ings on the contemplative life for lay people, and not just something for 
monks and nuns.”

Catherine, during all her apostolic life, saw writing as one important 
form of the apostolate. She was ecstatic when, after starting her own apos-
tolate, she came across Dorothy Day’s Catholic Worker.1 It inspired her to 
start her own social action newspaper, Th e Social Forum. She had a news-
paper in Harlem, and then in Combermere. Currently she has over twenty 
books in print. She married a newspaperman, the journalist Eddie Do-
herty. One of the most interesting things that I found in these letters is her 
early encouragement of Merton to write. He probably would have gone 
on to become a great writer without Catherine’s encouragement, but I’d 
like to think she gave him a good push when he was starting to doubt his 
talents! In one such passage, Catherine reassures Merton that his writing is 
not a form of pride:
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Pride? No, that is strange. I would never have associated pride with 
you. If writing is your vocation, go ahead and write. But always with 
a prayer in your heart and diffi  dence in your soul, for a written word 
is such a potent weapon for evil and good. Th ere cannot be any con-
nection between talent of any sort and pride. Real talent is very hum-
ble because it knows its origin, and also its terrifi c burden. For each 
talent received, one has to render an account. And such a gift as writ-
ing or painting, why, that is 100 talents, and hence a hundred in re-
turn. (October 14, 1941, p. 11).

Limiting the play of my imagination as much as possible, I will now 
simply let the letters speak for themselves—the “facts” of their relationship, 
as Cardinal Newman said, the “inside” of them. When Merton fi nally de-
cided upon the Trappists, Catherine was one of the fi rst persons to whom 
he wrote of his decision: 

I entered the community as a postulant this afternoon. After that it 
will no doubt be hard, but at least I will know there is nothing keep-
ing me from God any more—I can belong entirely to Him by simply 
consenting to each trial as it presents itself, and that is enough! It is 
everything. I only want to belong entirely to Him. I will never for-
get FH in my prayers! And pray for me! And write, sometime! Merry 
Christmas. (December 13, 1941, p. 26)

Th ey would never meet again, but they did “write sometime.”


