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Abstract

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method to investigate the ontological
status of silence in the thought of Thomas Merton. From Merton's perspective,
silence is the "language of God" and the ground of creation, analyzed on three levels:
ontologically, silence is pre-linguistic and precedes the "Word" (Logos);
psychologically, it is the condition for discovering the "true self" and eradicating the
"false self"; and socially, it is both a tool for authentic communication and a form of
resistance against the "violence of speed" and consumerism of the modern era. The
findings indicate that revisiting Merton's ideas can provide an approach for spiritual
living in the modern age and a framework for interreligious dialogue.
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Statement of the Problem
The contemporary world is defined by characteristics such as increasing
acceleration, mass production, and excessive consumerism. In this clamorous
environment, "'silence" has become a paradoxical and marginalized phenomenon. On
one hand, the dominant system of modern civilization rejects silence as something
passive, unproductive, and unattainable, saturating human living space with a
plethora of sounds and information. On the other hand, these very conditions have
instilled in modern humans a kind of "longing for silence" — a longing that regards
silence as a rare gift for self-recovery, inner solitude, and imparting meaning to life,
making it more sought after than ever before.
Amidst this, Thomas Merton (1915-1968), a Trappist monk and one of the most
influential spiritual writers of the twentieth century, developed a profound and
multidimensional theology of "silence." This theology is not only rooted in the
Christian monastic tradition but is also enriched by a critique of the modern world
and dialogue with Eastern mysticism. His view of silence transcends mere moral-
mystical advice, becoming an "ontological approach" and a "social strategy." For
Merton, silence is not merely the absence of sound; rather, it is a language for
dialogue with God, the ground of creation, a necessary condition for discovering
authentic human identity, and even a form of resistance against the dominating
structures of the modern world.
Despite the richness of Merton's thought and the widespread publication of his works
in the West, adequate scholarly attention has not been paid to his ideas in the Persian-
speaking academic sphere. This research gap becomes more apparent, especially
when confronting the spiritual and cultural crises of the present age, which Merton
aptly foresaw.
The main question of this article is: What is the status, function, and meaning of
silence from Thomas Merton's perspective across the three levels of "ontological,"”
"psychological-mystical,” and "social-critical"? And how can this intellectual
framework provide an answer to the fundamental problems of contemporary humans
in the "clamorous modern world"?
Subsidiary questions underlying this main question include:
1. How does Merton, by re-reading Christian theological texts (such as the Gospel
of John), redefine silence as a pre-linguistic reality preceding the "Word"?
2. What is Merton's distinction between the "false self" and the "true self," and
what central role does silence play in transitioning from one to the other?
3. How does Merton extend silence beyond the individual sphere, transforming it
into a tool for criticizing the "violence of speed," consumerism, and superficial
communication in modern society?
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4. Can revisiting Merton's ideas on silence provide a framework for a "spiritual
way of life" in the present era and also a basis for "interreligious dialogue"?
By systematically analyzing these questions, this research seeks to demonstrate
the transformative potential of Merton's thought for contemporary humanity.

Method

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method with a qualitative content
analysis approach to examine the views of Thomas Merton. In this process,
comparisons between Merton's views and other mystical traditions are occasionally
drawn, and, when necessary, a critical perspective is also adopted. The primary
sources for the research are Merton's private notes, letters, and published works.

Research Findings

The findings of this research, presented in more detail than the abstract, indicate that

silence in Merton's thought has the following three dimensions:

e Ontological Level: At this level, silence is interpreted as the "language of God"
and the ground of creation. Interpreting the Gospel of John, Merton considers
silence to precede the "Word" (Logos) and establishes a paradoxical relationship
between the Father (Silence) and the Son (Word). God is known as "Infinite
Silence," and the Word speaks forth from within this silence (Merton, 1979, pp
38-45; Idem, 1981, p 94). Silence is a truth flowing through all existence, and
the beginning and end of existence return to silence (Idem, 1973, p 112).

e Psychological-Mystical Level: In this dimension, silence is the necessary
condition for distinguishing between the "false self" (egoistic and social
constructs) and the "true self" (the image of God within the human). The "true
self" is a point of nothingness in the depths of human existence that can only be
discovered in silence (Idem, 1966, pp 140-142). Merton calls this transformative
process the "baptism of silence," which entails passing through layers of physical
silence, psychological silence, and ultimately reaching mystical silence (union
with God) (Idem, 1957, p 159; Idem, 1961, p 287).

e Social-Critical Level: At this level, silence has two main functions: First,
silence is a tool for authentic communication and fostering empathy, such that
the deepest level of communication occurs in "shared silence,” revealing the
"primordial unity" of humans (Idem, 1971, p 47). Second, silence is a form of
resistance against the crises of the modern world. Critiquing the "violence of
speed," consumerism, and superficial communication, Merton sees silence as a
revolutionary act and a form of disobedience against systems that turn humans
into passive beings (Idem, 1966, p 73; Idem, 1968, p 5).
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