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Seven Story Mountain is a profound literary work by Thomas Merton that has
inspired countless readers since its publication in 1948. This
autobiographical book chronicles Merton's spiritual journey from a tumultuous
early life to his eventual embrace of monasticism. It serves as both a
personal memoir and a reflection on the search for meaning in a world often
overshadowed by chaos and uncertainty. Within its pages, Merton explores
themes of faith, identity, and the quest for deeper truth, making it a
seminal text in the field of spirituality and literature.

Thomas Merton: A Brief Biography

Early Life

Thomas Merton was born on January 31, 1915, in Prades, France, to an American
father and a British mother. His early life was marked by the transient
lifestyle of his family due to his father's profession as an artist. After
the death of his mother when he was just six years old, Merton's family
relocated to the United States, where he spent his formative years in New
York City.

- Education: Merton attended Columbia University, where he initially studied
English literature and became involved in various artistic pursuits,
including writing poetry.
- Struggles: His youthful years were plagued by a search for belonging and
identity, leading him to explore various philosophical and religious ideas.

Conversion to Catholicism

Merton's spiritual awakening began in earnest during his college years.
Through a series of profound experiences and influences, he converted to
Catholicism in 1938, a decision that would significantly shape his life and
work.

- Influential Figures: The writings of St. Augustine and the example of
friends who were deeply religious played a pivotal role in his conversion.
- Impact on Life: This newfound faith provided Merton with a sense of
direction and purpose, prompting him to explore the monastic life.

The Content and Themes of "The Seven Storey
Mountain"

Structure and Style

"The Seven Storey Mountain" is structured as a narrative that unfolds in a



chronological manner, detailing Merton's life from his childhood through his
entrance into the Trappist monastery of Gethsemani in Kentucky. The title
itself is metaphorical, representing the spiritual ascent and the various
levels of enlightenment that Merton experiences.

- Literary Techniques: Merton employs a blend of introspective prose and
vivid imagery, making the narrative immersive and relatable.
- Symbolism: The seven storeys symbolize the stages of spiritual growth and
the challenges one must overcome in the pursuit of truth.

Key Themes

Several prominent themes permeate "The Seven Storey Mountain," each
contributing to the book's enduring appeal:

1. Search for Identity: Merton reflects on his struggles with identity,
emphasizing the importance of self-discovery in the spiritual journey.
2. Faith and Doubt: The tension between faith and doubt is central to
Merton's narrative, illustrating the complexities of belief.
3. Isolation and Community: Merton explores the balance between solitude and
community, discussing how each plays a role in spiritual growth.
4. The Role of Suffering: The text delves into the transformative power of
suffering, highlighting how it can lead to deeper understanding and
compassion.
5. The Nature of God: Merton's reflections on God evolve throughout the book,
showcasing his quest to comprehend the divine.

The Impact of "The Seven Storey Mountain"

Cultural Significance

"The Seven Storey Mountain" quickly became a bestseller upon its release,
resonating with a wide audience. Its profound insights into the human
condition and spirituality struck a chord during a time when many were
grappling with existential questions in the wake of World War II.

- Influence on Literature: The book has inspired numerous authors and poets,
solidifying Merton's place as a significant figure in 20th-century
literature.
- Spiritual Awakening: Many readers reported experiencing a spiritual
awakening after engaging with Merton's writing, prompting them to explore
their own faith journeys.

Criticism and Controversy

While "The Seven Storey Mountain" has received widespread acclaim, it has
also faced criticism. Some critics argue that Merton's romanticized portrayal
of monastic life may not reflect the realities faced by monks and nuns.

- Idealization of Monasticism: Critics contend that Merton's narrative may
overlook the challenges of communal living and the rigorous demands of



monastic discipline.
- Evolution of Thought: As Merton's own thoughts evolved throughout his life,
some later writings suggest a more nuanced understanding of spirituality that
contrasts with the simplicity of the early narrative.

Merton's Legacy

Continued Relevance

Today, Thomas Merton's influence continues to permeate various fields,
including literature, spirituality, and social justice. The insights offered
in "The Seven Storey Mountain" remain relevant for contemporary readers
seeking deeper understanding and connection.

- Interfaith Dialogue: Merton's commitment to dialogue between different
religious traditions has paved the way for modern interfaith discussions.
- Spirituality in Modern Life: His reflections on solitude, contemplation,
and the search for meaning resonate in an increasingly chaotic world.

Influence on Monasticism and Spirituality

Merton's writings have reinvigorated interest in monastic traditions for
many. His ability to articulate the significance of contemplative life has
inspired individuals to explore spiritual practices that emphasize stillness
and reflection.

- Contemplative Practices: Merton's advocacy for meditation and contemplation
has led to a resurgence in interest in these practices across various faith
traditions.
- Formation of Communities: His life and work have inspired the establishment
of new communities focused on contemplation, service, and social justice.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Seven Story Mountain by Thomas Merton is more than just a
memoir; it is a timeless exploration of the human spirit's quest for meaning
and understanding. Through his candid reflections on his life, Merton invites
readers to embark on their own journeys of self-discovery and spiritual
growth. The book’s enduring impact lies in its ability to transcend cultural
and temporal boundaries, speaking to the universal human experience. As
readers continue to engage with Merton's work, they are reminded of the
importance of faith, the complexities of identity, and the transformative
power of love and compassion in an often tumultuous world.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'The Seven Storey Mountain'
by Thomas Merton?

The main theme of 'The Seven Storey Mountain' is Merton's spiritual journey
towards faith, exploring his conversion to Catholicism and his quest for a
deeper understanding of God.

How did 'The Seven Storey Mountain' impact the
Catholic Church in the 20th century?

'The Seven Storey Mountain' had a significant impact on the Catholic Church
by inspiring a generation of young people to explore monastic life and
spirituality, contributing to the revival of interest in contemplative
practices.

What autobiographical elements does Thomas Merton
include in 'The Seven Storey Mountain'?

In 'The Seven Storey Mountain,' Thomas Merton includes autobiographical
elements such as his early life, struggles with identity, and the spiritual
crises that ultimately led him to embrace monasticism.

Which literary style is predominant in Merton's 'The
Seven Storey Mountain'?

The predominant literary style in 'The Seven Storey Mountain' is reflective
and contemplative prose, infused with poetic language that captures the
emotional and spiritual depth of Merton's experiences.

What role does nature play in 'The Seven Storey
Mountain'?

Nature plays a significant role in 'The Seven Storey Mountain' as Merton
often reflects on the beauty and tranquility of the natural world, using it
as a backdrop for his spiritual awakening and insights.

How has 'The Seven Storey Mountain' been received by
readers and critics since its publication?

'The Seven Storey Mountain' has been widely acclaimed by readers and critics,
often regarded as a classic of spiritual literature, praised for its honesty,
depth, and the way it resonates with the search for meaning.

What influence did Thomas Merton have on modern
spirituality?

Thomas Merton had a profound influence on modern spirituality by promoting
interfaith dialogue, emphasizing the importance of contemplation, and
encouraging individuals to seek personal experiences of God beyond
institutional boundaries.
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