
Writing from the Margins: Writing as

a Contemplative Practice in the

Notebooks of Thomas Merton and

Virginia Woolf

Citation
Abolafia, Aliza J.  2023.  Writing from the Margins: Writing as a Contemplative Practice in the
Notebooks of Thomas Merton and Virginia Woolf.  Master's thesis, Harvard Divinity School.

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37376585

Terms of use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made
available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set
forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFlOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story

https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=16465828-750d-4caf-83f6-d5b4c5742b54


 

 

 

 

Writing from the Margins 

Writing as a Contemplative Practice in the Notebooks of 

Thomas Merton and Virginia Woolf 

by 

Aliza Abolafia 

 

Supervised by Professor Stephanie Paulsell 

Seminar Teaching Fellow Harry Hall 

Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of Master of Divinity 

Harvard Divinity School 

Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

May 2023 

 

 

  



Abolafia 2 

Preface 

During my six semesters at Harvard Divinity School contemplative literature has 

anchored my learning, especially the literature of the Christian contemplative tradition. This rich 

body of texts gave me access to the kinds of mystical thinking and writing which I had never 

before read and never imagined myself the inheritor of while growing up as an observant Jewish 

woman. The inner life of the contemplative practitioner is rich with possibility and revelation. As 

a student of religion and literature I am fascinated by the power of writing and the act of reading 

to transport and transform the reader and the writer. Writing is a mystical act, one that seeks to 

express the meaning of transcendent daily experiences that happen all around us all the time. The 

advantage of the mystic is her attunement to their active role in the world, that is, she notices the 

sacred within the mundane and the mundane within the sacred and then perhaps even is bold 

enough to trouble that distinction. Virginia Woolf and Thomas Merton were both mystically 

inspired writers who were able to do this, over and over, baring the intimacies of a life carefully 

observed. In their journals and diaries, they contemplated a life’s worth of meditations in which 

they explored the mysteries of the soul, the world around them, and humanity itself. 

I am interested in the relationship between the powerful interiority of the human soul and 

the soul’s love for the exterior world within which it exists, what I think of as “creation”. The 

delicate equilibrium of the modern contemplative depends on being able to find solace in interior 

solitude, while never disengaging from the vibrant divinity of the world as it is. The safety of our 

planet and of humanity depends on it. As it has for thousands of years, today the contemplative 

life offers important spiritual tools to help find wholeness amid so much that is broken, and 

carves out a path to examine and explore our interior landscapes so that we can be more attuned 

to the world around us as well. In this paper I will examine the writing of two modern 
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contemplatives who used their writing to explore the mysteries that they faced both within and 

without and who saw this exploration as squarely within a framework of political action for a 

better world.  

I am fascinated by contemplative literature because it encompasses both action and 

product. The acts of writing, reading, and interpreting blur together in a nonlinear progression. I 

have always believed that my academic study of literature stems directly from the religious 

exegesis in which I was immersed my entire life as a religious Jew. Contemplative literature is 

always in process and can be viewed from every angle, just like the Torah. I approach text as a 

sacred meditation for the writer and for the future readers who meet this meditation and 

transform it into something new. The contemplative approach to literature transforms the 

definition of what a sacred text is, a qualifier which I have been interested in my entire life and 

which is at the heart of my learning at HDS. For me, the journal is a sacred text because it is a 

manifestation of the inner life of the human soul, and the human soul is the most sacred text 

there is.  

For a long time, exploring mystical literature felt like a taboo that I could never break 

while remaining a part of my religious community. Reading mystical texts, even from religions 

other than Judaism felt deeply transgressive to me. Mystical Jewish literature is traditionally 

male authored, gatekept, and esoteric. It wasn’t until I had taken several classes in which I read 

Christian mysticism, a large portion of it written by women, that I started to recognize my own 

inheritance within the Jewish mystical tradition. I share a name, and a history, with the renowned 

Jewish mystic Abraham Abulafia. According to family tradition we are descended from him, as 

well as other Golden Age Iberian poets, rabbis, philosophers, and commentators who bear our 

family name. I am the inheritor of a legacy from a long line of creative, impactful, and 
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sometimes rebellious spiritual leaders, poets, and mystical innovators who have shaped the 

person that I am today. The contemplative instinct is in my blood and in my soul. Exploring the 

landscape of Christian contemplative tradition and literature has given me the tools to start 

charting my own map towards mysticism both spiritually and intellectually.  

 I am only now beginning to understand that it is no accident that I feel so drawn, over and 

over, to literature that is mystically inclined, either formally or informally. In my undergraduate 

coursework I majored in English literature, choosing to narrow my focus on British Romanticism 

and having the pleasure of diving into the exciting worlds of Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley, Byron, 

and Keats, among others. Eventually, the focus of my work would narrow further onto British 

Romanticism and spirituality, writing about the religious and spiritual undercurrent, and 

oftentimes blatant overcurrent of Romantic poetry and writing. Only much later, as I turned to 

graduate work in religion and literature and started working on what would become this project, 

would I learn that Thomas Merton wrote his own undergraduate thesis on William Blake at 

Columbia University and was deeply influenced by Blake’s mystical poetics, just as I was as an 

undergraduate student. The role of the poet prophet, one that was so important to the Romantic 

poets, is alive in Merton’s writing as well. I do not aspire to be a poet prophet, but I do feel 

called to a life of spiritual service, and part of that service is writing.  

 Much has been written about Virginia Woolf and mysticism, for which I am extremely 

grateful. There is no controversy in calling Woolf a deeply spiritual writer even though she was 

famously an atheist. When I first read Mrs. Dalloway in my late teens, I was immediately 

enthralled by Woolf’s prowess in expressing the majesty of everyday transcendence. I felt 

transported and somehow also seen and understood, as if a kindred spirit had written these words 

just for me with a wink and nod. I picked the book of the shelf at a friend’s childhood home and 
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from then on Woolf became a co-conspirator in making every day meaning out of the rapturous 

experience of being awake to the world around me and within me. I have always been a sensitive 

person, keenly aware of both my inner and outer experience and deeply susceptible to the moods 

of the world around me. I see my own moments of overwhelm depicted with sincerity and 

empathy in Woolf’s treatment of her characters and their narratives in her fiction.  

 I have kept a journal since I was very young, around eight years old. It served as an 

important spiritual practice for me as I grew up and still does today as I continue to move 

through adulthood. My writing takes various shapes in my journal, but it has always felt like the 

receptacle for an overflow of powerful emotion and experience. This is one of the main reasons 

that I feel so drawn to reading other journals, and why I feel compelled to place them within the 

genre of contemplative literature. Today more than ever, the act of writing in a journal is a 

sensory writing experience that is becoming increasingly unique since more and more reading 

and writing is mediated through the ubiquitous keyboard and electronic screen. Writing in a 

journal is still mostly done by hand with a pen and a notebook. This kind of writing is slower, 

involves the resistance of pen against paper, and leaves a mark in the world that cannot be 

deleted with the press of a button. A written journal is much more book than it is personal blog, 

and that is significant for understanding journaling as a uniquely contemplative medium in our 

contemporary landscape of social media, sharing, and over-sharing of personal information. The 

question of privacy is certainly live in my exploration of Merton and Woolf’s journals, since they 

were originally private, however they are certainly separate from the instantaneous and widely 

accessible publishing of content that the modern social media landscape depends on.  

For the journaler, there is a life-long compulsion, a rope pulling the diarist towards the 

documentation and reflexive practice that occurs in the pages of the private notebook, 
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disconnected from the demands of audience. The diarist writes in the diary and at the same time 

is self-consciously writing about writing in a diary. We, the readers of such intimate books can 

learn much from the inconsistencies and the minutia of formatting in the same way that a literary 

critic can make reams of meaning out of a textual inconsistency in a manuscript. The absences 

and white spaces on the page of a journal are as significant and informative as the ones crammed 

with handwriting. The resonances within the absence are evocative of the negative theology 

which guides some of the most important Christian mystics like the anonymous medieval author 

of The Cloud of Unknowing, and Teresa of Avila’s student and protégé St. John of the Cross. For 

the diarist, choosing to write at all is in and of itself significant and should be noted by readers as 

a moment of heightened spirituality. Writing in one’s diary may be the last step in a process of 

intense feelings and experience.  

 My own practice of writing in a diary has been mostly consistent over the course of my 

life, with noticeable gaps here and there. For example, during the first year of the Covid-19 

pandemic I barely wrote at all, perhaps out of a sense of fear of what I would have to confront 

bubbling up from inside myself and externalized on the unforgiving page. Just as a journal bears 

witness and keeps record, it also formalizes and provides proof for an interior life which is not 

always legible to the public consumer, or even to the writer. This is certainly true for the private 

notebooks of Woolf and Merton. Athough they both wrote consistently in their journals over a 

long period of time, they did not write every day, and they did not write with the goal of 

capturing every moment of their lives. For them, keeping a diary is less about faithful 

documentation of the events that make up their schedule, and more about the fleeting 

experiences and feelings that more accurately represent the totality of their inner lives. Part of the 

uniqueness of a diary is its faithful representation of time. The absences within the diary speak to 
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something important about human interiority and echoes the negative theology that locates the 

meeting place of the hidden divine and the longing human partner within the soul.  

I started reading volume six of Merton’s journals a few months after I renewed my own 

journaling practice during the Covid-19 quarantine, before vaccines were readily available. 

While reading Merton’s journals, I experienced a palpable shift in the way that I wrote in my 

own journal. I began to pay more attention to the world around me even while I turned inwards 

towards myself. While I wrote, I grounded myself in my body and in the natural world, listening 

for the sounds of birds and checking in with the floor beneath my feet. I opened each journal 

entry with commentary on the weather and the backyard wildlife I saw through the window. I 

sometimes stepped out onto the porch, moving outside for perhaps the only time that day, just so 

that I would know what to write in my journal. I began thinking about how my body was in 

relationship with my soul, which eventually led to me returning to a neglected yoga practice. I 

became more aware of my feelings of loneliness and detachment that had been festering 

throughout the lockdown. Each day when I sat down to journal, it felt like a renewed 

commitment to being alive to the world.  

I look to journal writing not only as a life affirming spiritual practice for times of grief 

and upheaval, but as a daily exercise in becoming attuned to the hidden beauties of life. 

Journaling is the lifelong practice of noticing and documenting the world, a spiritual 

representation of where the inner and outer seas of experience meet in the brackish waters of 

contemplation.   
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Introduction 

The words journal and diary both share the etymological root of dies meaning day in 

Latin and related to the Latin word deus meaning God and the Greek word dios meaning 

heavenly (“Deity”). This etymology lends support to Pierre Hadot’s explanation that the 

contemplative life is based in daily spiritual exercises founded and performed by classical 

philosophers seeking to transform themselves from the inside out. When these exercises were 

later adopted by Christian contemplatives, they adjusted well to the needs of the theologically 

minded practitioners who saw the interiority of the soul as the location of human and divine 

interaction. It is not a stretch to claim then that both journal and diary, words stemming from the 

daily rituals of the classical period, are tools of spiritual devotion which come to the 

contemplative tradition by way of Greece and Rome.  

Throughout this paper I use both journal and diary as words to describe the intimate, 

personal, and consistent writing that Merton, and Woolf did in their private notebooks. There is a 

gendered component to contemporary associations with these words that I would like to mostly 

sidestep, however it is worth noting that Merton’s notebooks are described as journals and 

Woolf’s notebooks are described as diaries. The journal is associated with masculine and serious 

writing such as a publication where scholarly articles can be found. The diary may bring to mind 

more feminine, and seemingly inconsequential writing where a social calendar for keeping 

appointments might be found. As such, I will be using the two words mostly interchangeably 

when not referring to the specific writings belonging to Woolf or Merton, where they personally 

referred to their notebooks as diary and journal respectively.  

Merton saw his journals as worthy of publishing and even prepared and edited them for 

eventual publication before his death. While Woolf imagined her diary to be a testing ground for 
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writing that could perhaps find its way into her other published writing, she did not mention an 

eventual publication of her diary entries or make an effort to prepare them for public 

consumption. In fact, she often writes of rereading her diaries and reflecting on them, but 

seemingly for her own personal edification. Leonard Woolf, Virginia’s husband and editor, was 

one of the first to edit and publish her diaries. He titled the compilation A Writer’s Diary, 

preemptively marketing and prioritizing this limited collection of entries as uniquely 

demonstrative of the inner workings of a writer, and thus separating Woolf the writer from 

Woolf the individual. It is very possible that this would have pleased Woolf but as a reader of her 

diaries, I need the unfiltered, and uncensored contemplations of Woolf the writer and Woolf the 

multi-faceted human being. The parts of the diaries that are removed and neglected are often the 

most personal, and therefore, they are the pieces that can give the most insight into the interiority 

of the author. To treat the diaries of Merton and Woolf as relics of a transformative spiritual 

exercise that fostered devotion and sparked revelation, it is impossible to separate the intellect 

from the soul nor the sacred from the mundane. The totality of experience and the particularities 

of life must be taken together to access and understand the mystical unity sought and perhaps 

achieved by the spiritual seeker through their contemplative practice.  

Though much can be gained by reading thoughtfully edited collections of journal entries 

like The Intimate Merton and A Writer’s Diary, they lack the most fundamental pieces of what 

make the complete manuscript the product of a contemplative practice. The basis of the practice, 

built on consistent and unmediated writing, is undone by the artificial structure of the edited 

volume, with its culled entries and shortened ramblings. The most fascinating part of reading 

journals is their idiosyncrasies and inconsistencies, their imperfect vulnerability and their 

unfiltered humor. These elements of imperfection and humanity help us to understand a more 
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holistic side of the contemplative writer. The frequency with which they write, what they choose 

to write about most, what details they chose to add and how long they dwell on those details, 

how they complain, how they imagine, dream, go about their daily routines, and create meaning 

from the moments that make up their daily existence are all core elements of how the 

contemplative can be discerned within the writing.  

Pierre Hadot explains that the spiritual practice of early Christian monasticism is 

influenced by and rooted in classical philosophy and “the philosophical act is not situated merely 

on the cognitive level, but on that of the self and of being” (83). The word most representative of 

such an act is “spiritual” and so Hadot argues that the work of the philosophers to fully actualize 

themselves in the world and make themselves better people was spiritual work. The 

transformative nature of this kind of work, this spiritual exercise, which requires consistency and 

commitment lends itself to the contemplative life. The legacy of this classical tradition 

transcends the boundaries of theology and religion and is found in the lives of creative and 

independent thinkers, inspired by but not bound by the strictures of the way things have always 

been. 

Virginia Woolf, an English writer born in 1882, and Thomas Merton, an American monk 

born in 1915, never met, however they shared contemplative habits and spiritual intensity that 

make them a fascinating pair to examine as 20th century writers. Woolf was not affiliated with 

the church, or any organized religion and Merton took solemn vows, joining a Trappist 

monastery, but they both found solace in withdrawing from the business of society and reaching 

for language to describe the seemingly indescribable. In this way, the mystical joins with the 

Modernist and their writings sit on the literary continuum which stretches across the twentieth 

century. Their writing uses the language of the interior life, of the soul, to express itself through 
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careful examination of nature and sensory experience, and the simple, yet profound observations 

of daily life.  

They also both kept journals, faithfully and consistently, throughout their lives even as 

they continued to produce book after book for a public audience. I would like to argue, that they 

could not have produced their most beloved works, or any of their published writing, without 

their private journaling practices. Writing journals for Merton and Woolf, was a contemplative 

practice which grounded them in their spiritual lives and allowed them to fully actualize 

themselves in the world. Without this practice, they could not have given us the writing that they 

did. Behind these public writers are private ones. This dynamic of public versus private, seen 

versus unseen, revealed versus hidden is a theme that is central to mystical literature across 

religions. The absent divine exists in the realm of the unknowable and the unseen. By reading the 

journals of these two authors engaging in writing as a contemplative practice, much is revealed 

about the spiritual interiority of them and their project. 

In Christian tradition, autobiographical writing has long been an important literary mode 

for contemplatives and their theology. Starting most famously perhaps with Saint Augustine’s 

Confessions, this public facing writing was a tool that could be used to inspire, vindicate, and 

teach. Journals are not autobiography and although there are some important parallels between 

the spiritual work of autobiography and diary writing, ultimately the practice of writing a journal 

is more akin to the work of prayer than the external commitment one is making when publishing 

a highly edited and curated depiction of one’s own life with the benefit of hindsight and time. 

Writing in a journal commits the writer to engaging consistently to mediating their internal 

landscapes with the world around them.  
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 When conceiving of a modern diary as a contemplative practice, it is helpful to root this 

practice of writing within the Christian monastic tradition in which the repetition of reading and 

writing are the grounding frameworks for contemplative practices like lectio divina and the 

liturgy of the hours. What makes journaling different than other kinds of writing that twentieth 

century writers like Woolf and Merton were creating is that instead of writing down their 

thoughts and sharing a perfected version of them with the public, the writer is turning inward, 

writing for themselves, to themselves via an ecstatic process which allowed them to balance their 

contemplative and active lives. The writing is not necessarily to produce an outcome but is a 

means within itself, a means of contemplation. “The history of monasticism shows that 

contemplative wisdom often brought with it a prophetic sense of responsibility for the 

community, both civil and ecclesiastical” and in this way, both Merton and Woolf are writing 

within this tradition, addressing society from the margins and “inviting their listeners and readers 

to more authentic forms of living” (McGinn 166-167).    

Woolf and Merton were as much readers as they were writers, and parts of their journals 

read like an informally written and annotated bibliography, shining a light onto the scholarship 

and literature that animated their thoughts and influenced their ideas in key moments of their 

lives and over time. By looking at these records of prolific reading it is possible to better 

understand how their writing was influenced by what they read. It is an ambitious list and 

highlights the devotion with which they read and the importance in which they held other 

writers. Both writers read a great deal of personal writing from other authors, whether it was 

journals, autobiographies, or diaries. This attunement to and privileging of diary writing in their 

own reading practices demonstrates their respect and special interest in this kind of writing and 

what unique information it can offer to the reader.  
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Woolf rhetorically asks in one of the early diary entries which Leonard includes in A 

Writer’s Diary, “what sort of diary should I like mine to be?” and her answer comes as a stream 

of ideas so all-encompassing that it could easily be described as a receptable for her very soul, 

the interior made somehow, exterior and alive. She wants her diary to be 

something loose knit and yet not slovenly, so elastic that it will embrace anything, 

solemn, slight or beautiful that comes into my mind. I should like it to resemble 

some deep old desk, or capacious hold-all, in which one flings a mass of odds and 

ends without looking them through. (12) 

Woolf’s diary is to be as expansive as her imagination and capable of holding onto contradictory 

ideas that need no formal organization, unlike 

 her published writing. In fact, she imagines a future in which the magic of time will work on her 

diary writing such that its wildness and capaciousness will have “sorted itself and refined itself 

and coalesced, as such deposits so mysteriously do, into a mould, transparent enough to reflect 

the light of our life” (13). This writing is not to be reviewed in the newspaper or parsed through 

for hidden meaning by critics. This writing is an extension of her mind and will do the work of 

processing her most mysterious and fleeting creative sparks. 

Woolf imagined her diaries as both a repository and a quarry, a closet filled with old, 

forgotten clothes that she can rediscover and create fantastic outfits from. One of the spiritual 

lessons of her diaries can be found in her constant examination and re-examination of her 

writing. She writes and re-writes, sets up ideas and transforms them, uses the diary as a 

playground on which to write, un-write, and re-write the constant flux of her inner world. 

Merton kept his journal faithfully, usually writing in it multiple days per week alongside 

his many other writing projects. He uses his journal to reflect on his intense experience of the 
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natural world. He writes that “to go out to walk slowly in this wood – this is a more important 

and significant means to understanding, at the moment, than a lot of analysis and a lot of 

reporting on the things ‘of the spirit’” (J:6, 23). To be immersed in the outdoors, to move slowly 

through the world around us, is the greatest theological lesson in Merton’s journals. His 

reflections on the natural world, interspersed with his intellectual and personal ideas, is the way 

that he makes meaning out of a life crowded with uncertainty and responsibility.  

The scope of this essay is limited to focusing on volume three of Woolf’s diaries and 

volume five of Merton’s journals. These volumes document important periods of creativity and 

transformation in the authors’ lives. Examining the interior lives that they documented in their 

journals helps us to get a better sense of the role that diary writing played in their spiritual lives. 

Woolf wrote of her experience of an increasing level of professional recognition and success that 

promised to allow her to chart new territory in the development of her self, her solitude, and  her 

language. Merton meanwhile increasingly rejected o the communal cenobic life of the monastery 

in favor of his hermitage where he was able to direct his contemplative practice and pursue his 

vocation of writing and meditative prayer.  

As the contemplative writer moves through their life with writing as a grounding 

exercise, the writing itself changes and becomes a kind of externalized character. The book takes 

on a life of its own. As this process unfolds, the writer and the journal transform each other and 

their relationship to the world that they inhabit.  
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Freedom in Solitude 

Merton and Woolf’s commitment to and longing for solitude is a repeated theme in their 

private writing. For both writers, extracting themselves physically from company and 

community is a core element of their spiritual and intellectual lives. In solitude, Woolf finds the 

serenity and boundless depth of her creative mind and Merton finds a more truthful and 

developed relationship with God. For both Woolf and Merton, solitude was freedom and 

established a sense of wholeness in them. This is clear in their journals where they wrote 

longingly of spaces where they were free to turn inwards without the distractions of community 

and the demands of society. Allocating physical space for themselves in which they can commit 

fully to their vocations and better themselves is a strong imperative in their journals. Hadot notes 

that the spiritually engaged contemplative life “raises the individual from an inauthentic 

condition of life, darkened by unconsciousness and harassed by worry, to an authentic state of 

life, in which he attains self-consciousness, an exact vision of the world, inner peace, and 

freedom” (Hadot 83). For Woolf and Merton, the freedom that came with being alone in an 

intentional way was a grounding force in their lives as writers.  

Merton uses his journal as a way to work out his ideas about the life of solitude that he 

feels is willed for him by God. He writes that he is aware of the “dangers” of solitude but that 

more than anywhere else there is also “confrontation with the word, and with God, and with the 

only possibilities that are fully real” (J:5 272). The meeting that takes place in solitude between 

the soul and God is at the center of Merton’s journal writing as he mediates on solitude as a 

contemplative attitude. Merton’s journal is a sacred, private space in which to address and 

grapple with the most significant issues in his heart, which for many years means meditating on 

his belief that it is God’s will that he withdraws from his role as novice master so that he can 
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pursue his life in the hermitage. Merton is able to meet himself, his full self, on the journal 

page—a connection which fosters an inner self-knowledge—in a way he does not in his 

published writing of the same period. 

In New Seeds of Contemplation, Merton writes that solitude is “necessary for anyone that 

wants to lead a contemplative life” but also that it is “nothing more than a means to an end” (80). 

He is careful to define what solitude is and is not; it is less a place than a state of being. Solitude 

is a practice that one cultivates inside of oneself as well as in relationship to one’s surroundings, 

and the goal is to become closer to God by coming to recognize the divinity within other people. 

He writes that “the only justification for a life of deliberate solitude is the conviction that it will 

help you to love not only God but also other men” (41). Merton believes that retreating from 

society will allow him to go beyond the external and experience the freedom to love and to know 

the unique, internal holiness of another individual.  

For Merton, his life in the hermitage represents freedom from having to justify himself 

and his religious work. He writes that the trees don’t need to explain who they are and why they 

act the way they do, a tree serves God just as a tree should. Yet, he finds that in community, 

especially his monastic community, there is a “desperate, maddening obsession with explanation, 

formulation, declaration, justifying our excellence, infallibly defining our own rightness” (J:5, 

197). By writing in his journal, Merton frees himself from needing to be correct, to be externally 

recognized, or even legible to those around him. He turns from the legibility of the communal 

life to the esoteric immutability of a life that is directed inward. He vents his frustration onto the 

page and makes room for magnanimity in his interior life. Though he publishes his writing in 

widely read outlets and increasingly steps into the role of a public figure as his message 
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resonates with a larger audience, these are not the acts that fundamentally bring him into 

relationship with God.  

As his relationship to the monastery changes, his relationship to prayer his shifting as 

well. He complains that “the longer and more difficult the offices are, the less it is possible to 

experience them as a dialogue with God,” (J:5, 6) and spends more and more time in silent 

meditation and other forms of contemplative practice. Merton is more readily embracing diverse 

forms of prayer to meet his spiritual needs and facilitate his communion with the divine.  

The inviting blank page of the open, accessible journal becomes a landscape wherein 

Merton’s new orientation towards the solitary life is drafted and codified before he ever needs to 

publicly address this shift. He no longer needs to justify or explain his life as a contemplative, 

what is left—ironically—is to act on it. Merton’s journal is an important tool in helping him to 

bridge the gap between the world of the active life and the contemplative life while living as a 

monk, a teacher, and a writer. By choosing a life of solitude, Merton seeks to give up his will to a 

force that he does not fully understand. He trusts in the wisdom of his spiritual senses to guide 

him towards a path that is inexplicable even to him, writing “my heart tells me that in this 

question of the solitary life there is for me a truth to be embraced which is not capable of a fully 

logical explanation” (J:5, 156). The consistent use of the journal is an extended meditation on 

the mystery of what his heart already knows, and his intellect can only seek to grasp.  

The solitude of his hermitage and the land around it allowed Merton to gain perspective 

on his relationship to his writing and his vocation. “For the first time I can see how this can be 

reduced to a “normal” and non-obsessive role in my life! And I face the prospect with relief and 

joy.” (J:5, 23) It wasn’t until he started to spend time in the hermitage and found himself living 

in fellowship with the land around him that Merton could understand these pieces of himself, and 
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this revelation shows in his journals. It wasn’t just about the solitude; it was about solitude in the 

embrace of God’s creation. Writing, which until this point has played a larger-than-life role in 

Merton’s experience as a monk (and will continue to do so) is balanced with the powerful force 

of solitude in nature. In the hermitage Merton felt the freedom of self-actualization. After 

spending a day at the hermitage, he writes “I have come to see that only these days in solitude 

are really full and ‘whole’ for me” (J:5 250). When Merton finally moved into his hermitage 

full-time in late August 1965, stepping down from his position as novitiate master in which he 

taught and guided prospective monks, his sought a transition that would bring balance to his 

writing and to his life.  

Woolf famously wrote of the importance for women to have economic independence and 

space for their work in her book length essay A Room of One’s Own. In her diary, she exults in 

her ability to remove herself from the crush and obligation of society “unobserved,” writing with 

her characteristic dry humor that “this diary shall batten on the leanness of my social life” (D:3, 

140). In the heart of London bustling with humanity and connection, Woolf’s solitude is in deep 

relationship with the world around her without her having to commit to any one interaction. She 

allows the world to flow over her like waves of sensory information and maintains a sensitivity 

to the everyday moments of living a social life. Nothing is mundane, every moment is cherished.  

 Though solitude for Woolf meant taking space and time away from the society of other 

people to work, it did not exclude the busy life of observing and becoming one with the natural 

world.  At the end of a stay in the country with Leonard she writes: 

I don’t in the least want to hurry up & finish the time here. I want to go to Seaford 

& walk back over the downs; to go & see the house at East Chiltington; to breathe 

in more light & air; to see more grey hollows & gold cornfields & the first plowed 
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land shining white, with the gulls flickering. No: I dont want anyone to come here 

& interrupt. I am immensely busy” (D:3, 107) 

Woolf’s busyness is completely within the limits of her own rich interior experience. This is a 

credit to her writing and enables her to move freely in and out of the role of wife and friend when 

she wants to and is able to. The inner world that Woolf inhabits is populated with the characters 

and ideas of her creative and mystical visions and so the solitude of the exterior world is both 

necessary and artificial.  

For Woolf, solitude did not require sequestering herself in a hermitage and committing to 

a particular way of living. Instead, she became expert at finding and seeking out spaces of 

solitude within her life. When Woolf and Leonard are unable to buy a house in the country with 

small cottage that she used as a writing room, she writes “God knows, I wish we could buy the 

terrace, & have a garden all round the lodge—but this is not a serious diminution of joy” (D:3, 

108). Woolf carves out solitude for herself wherever and whenever she needs it, a sacred 

separation that does not require her to distinguish too strictly between what is vocation and what 

is life. Her strictest separations are political and mostly have to do with money. Her class 

allowed her the freedom to disengage when she needed to.  

In the solitude of Woolf’s writing room, the world of imagination opened around her and 

in the solitude of her diary she wrote at a gallop without pause. The possibilities became endless, 

and the diary was the perfect place to try on different versions of her creative writing. Woolf uses 

the conditional mood to think through her most experimental and transformative literary ideas in 

her diary. As she sketches out ideas for what will become her novel, The Waves, she writes in 

lurching, pause filled clauses and question of what might or should happen. 
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“Now the moths will I think fill out the skeletons which I dashed in here: the play 

poem idea: the idea of some continuous stream, not solely of human thought, but 

of the ship, the night&c, all flowing together: intersected by the arrival of the 

bright moths. A man & a woman are to be sitting at table talking. Or shall they 

remain silent? It is to be a love story: she is finally to let the last great moth in. 

The contrasts might be something of this sort: she might talk, or think, about the 

age of the earth. 

The idea is in its infancy on the page but has already gestated for a significant amount of time in 

her mind. The page of the diary is the liminal space between the imagination and the novel. In 

conveying this entire passage, instead breaking it up into quotations, we see how one idea flings 

into another and another. Solitude cultivates attention and Woolf uses the independence which 

solitude brings to flit from idea to idea, using her sensitivity to her own inner life to move 

effortlessly between possibilities in her unborn fiction. By remaining on the untethered raft of the 

conditional mood, Woolf can examine short bursts of ideas that pass in waves and currents and 

eventually coalesce into a more vibrant and full description of a vividly felt experience.  

While describing the loneliness of solitude and freedom of success, Woolf connects her 

solitude with a dizzying feeling of possibility. She writes, “if I could catch the feeling, I would: 

the feeling of the habitable world; the sense that comes to me of being bound on an adventure; of 

being strangely free now, with money and so on, to do anything” (D:3 260). This freedom to 

write and to commit herself to contemplation opens Woolf up to being in solidarity with the 

whole world and all its inhabitants. Her experience of being united with the “habitable world” is 

fleeting and impossible to catch, but through her writing she tries to contain some portion of the 
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experience of being untethered from every obligation except of being in relationship with the 

world around her.   

For Woolf and Merton, the life of contemplation in solitude is generative for their 

vocations as writers, but it can also lead to isolation and longing. These competing forces are 

bound up in their continued pursuit of a freedom and wholeness that they hope will lead them 

towards the mysterious and unknowable divine. 

  



Abolafia 22 

Pain, Pleasure, and the Body 

The body in pain is a consistent and recurring theme in the writing of Christian 

contemplatives throughout history. Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila, Simone Weil and others 

wrote about their physical pain and bodily ailments as central to many of their most important 

mystical experiences. Many of these writers who were afflicted with chronic pain also made 

theological meaning out of it in their writing. For Woolf and Merton, acute pain was a regular 

part of their lives and their treatment of it in their journals is a window into the ways that the 

contemplative writer brings the physical act of writing into their spiritual life, grounding their 

spiritual and physical experiences on the page. This involves blurring distinctions “between body 

and mind, between rational and non-rational” (Groover 4).   

Pain and pleasure are useful metaphors when documenting and experiencing the spiritual 

life, and for Merton and Woolf their illness and gratification at being able to write again are 

mixed together and equally present. Kristina K. Groover notes that some cases of Woolf’s 

illnesses “provide entry to otherwise inaccessible insights,” (4) and the same can be said of 

Merton when he returns from a stint in the hospital where he was finally able to sleep, eat, read 

and return home with new insight into his solitary life (J:5 277). Where Woolf seems to accept 

her illness as a part of the writing process, Merton is resistant to acknowledging his pain and 

discomfort, giving few hints that he experiences chronic pain until it is too extreme to go without 

care. When he writes a journal entry saying, “I am not even disturbed at the thought that when I 

call Dr. Ryan…he might want me in the hospital for a few day,” the reader may wonder when 

things got to be so serious, but Merton subsumes this admission of serious illness under a larger 

theological framework of freedom: “Who cares? It is God’s will and his Call. The same freedom 

is everywhere” (277). Submitting to his illness and its accompanying discomfort is the same as 
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submitting to the will of God which Merton strives for in his vocation of writing and his life at 

the hermitage.  

Merton reflects sparingly on his pain and bodily needs in his journal and when he does 

so, it is sometimes to bring those needs to heel such as when he describes a snowstorm in which 

there was “sleet, wind and cold, queer frozen surface on the new snow, sleet like the manna in 

Exodos, but useless. And after I had ploughed my way around among the pine trees in a walk 

before Vespers, with snow fluing into my eyes, my neck began to hurt” (J:3 60). He describes the 

sleet as the biblical manna, a portion of physical and spiritual nourishment on which the 

Israelites survived while wandering in the desert. His walk before the evening Vespers prayer 

may be a contemplative habit of his, but it is dampened by his frustration in the face of a lack of 

control. By the end of it his neck is in pain and the precipitation which had the potential to be a 

cherished gift from God is turned into a sour obstacle. Merton’s body itself seems to be an 

obstacle for him, one that he has not begun to fully investigate or overcome.  

This back-and-forth tension between his physical capacity and the all-encompassing force 

of nature highlights Merton’s stubbornness and his resilience. “My hands have been afflicted 

with poison ivy for two weeks,” he writes, continuing from there to nonchalantly describe the 

gory details of his blisters, bursting boils, and flaking skin (J:5 35). He makes no mention of 

contracting poison ivy at any point in the journal entries of the previous fortnight and only the 

reader is left to wonder: How has he been writing all this time? How is he writing even now? He 

sits at mass in the “infirm benches” with ointment coating his hands and after that we don’t hear 

from him for four days. It is in this absence that we sense the despair that the poison ivy has 

caused him. His communion with nature, with his beloved trees, is stymied by the rash that keeps 

him from writing, perhaps even from sleeping or meditating. Through a close reading of his 
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journal, we see Merton leave writing briefly to endure a forced sabbatical with the limits of his 

body.  

Physical pleasure is the subtext of Merton’s eventual relief from pain but is rarely 

discussed on its own merit. When he writes that there was a “lovely wind blowing through the 

dark novitiate chapel before dawn,” (J:5 135) we can understand that the breeze was refreshing 

and brought him pleasure in the way it brushed his skin and cooled the room. He finds release in 

his interactions with nature which are so irrefutably embodied and in touch with the physical 

world. In the episode with the poison ivy, he longed to be among the trees, not simply walking 

and observing, but touching and feeling. He had to force himself to stay out of the woods until he 

had finally seen a doctor so that he would not be tempted to get too close to the foliage. The 

tactile interactions that he had in nature brought him pleasure and comfort, and he could not 

locate himself in the world of creation without this physical closeness.  

When Merton invokes the “crisp snow” and “cold, happy stars,” he alludes to a world of 

sensory experience in which he finds meaning (J:5 74). The crunch of the crisp snow under foot 

and the bright light of stars visible on a cold night set the scene for Merton’s spiritual 

engagement with the natural world and subverts Merton’s perceived negative relationship with 

his body as expressed in his journal entries. The rich detail with which Merton describes his 

proximity to the natural world depicts a much more developed sensory awareness than that 

which he extends to his body in pain. While Merton lets chronic illness and pain fester until he 

can ignore it no longer, he is alive to the sensation, and the pleasures of the natural world. 

For the contemplative writer, the practice of writing itself brings them into spiritual 

proximity with themselves, and with their souls which are located within the body. Woolf 

understood this well, as she often suggests that her physical exhaustion comes from the effort of 
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writing her fiction. Woolf might be described anachronistically as a social introvert; she was a 

lively and attentive socializer, but it drained her to the core. “I am writing these words because 

Lyn…is reading in the garden & and I am talk-dried & cant begin the Moths as I should,” and so 

Woolf turns instead to her journal. The pleasure and satisfaction of writing in her journal, even 

when all other mediums felt impossible to her, allowed her to delve deep into herself and create a 

spiritual environment in which both the writing and the soul together could be a joint container 

for contemplation without expectations. The journal writing quiets her overstimulated mind even 

as the product of that overstimulation seems to be some of her most compelling Modernist 

writing. Woolf’s compulsion to write consistently in her diary stems from the internal 

equilibrium and stasis that it brings to her body and her spirit.  

Chronic illness had a direct impact on Woolf’s writing, and she did not shy away from 

the demands of her body in that way that Merton did. Groover explains that “in writing of her 

own illnesses, in particular, Woolf often depicts illness as a liminal state that offers a heightened 

form of ‘knowing’” (4). Being ill is not necessarily a deterrent to her vocation, but a crucial part 

of the process. “Perhaps I have been writing too hard in the morning to write here also. Three 

weeks wiped out by headache” (D:3 138) To write in her diary, Woolf had to turn off other kinds 

of writing and sacrifice her own idea of perfection for a more meaningful spiritual exercise. 

“Woolf thus locates her creative power not in a disembodied mind, but a mind specifically 

connected to an ill body” (Groover 5).  

Like most categories, the labels “active” and “contemplative” buckle under Woolf’s 

treatment and so too do the categories of public and private, diary and novel. She describes 

getting down to the work of writing “like a person walking, who has seen the country stretching 

out before” and claims that she doesn’t want to write anything that she doesn’t enjoy writing (A 
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Writer’s 25). If we take her at her word, then this assertion proves that writing in her diary was to 

some extent an act of pleasure for Woolf, something she did because it brought her joy. Her 

advantage of owning a press means that she actually does create her own journals with care and 

precision. Either way, once again Woolf asserts that she believes writing should be something 

enjoyable. Writing for her is “always difficult”, but she is always pursuing the flow state when 

she can let loose, and gallop along with her prose and her imagination.  

The line between body and soul is blurred in Woolf’s diary. “The idea has come to me 

that what I want to do now is to saturate every atom,” invoking the scientific term for the 

smallest unit of matter, the most fundamental expression of physical existence. She continues, “I 

mean to eliminate all waste, deadness, superfluity: to give the moment whole” (D:3 209). The 

sloughing off of externality to reach the interior kernel of truth is a mystical idea which is 

heightened by her physical understanding of how the spiritual penetrates the physical and the 

physical is at its core bearing the weight of the spiritual.  

When Woolf cannot write for the public sphere, she writes for herself, knowing that some 

iteration of what she writes might one day be integrated into her public legacy. Her diary 

mediates between the silence of illness and the symphony of creative writing that commences 

upon recovery. It is a liminal kind of writing which is personal and selfish and generative and 

secret. In her diary she makes resolutions about who she is as a writer and what the work 

involves. “I have resolved to shut down my fiction for the present. My head aches too easily at 

the moment; I feel The Moths a prodigious weight which I can’t lift yet” (D:3 256). The work of 

writing fiction can be turned off in favor of diary writing and to preserve the creative energy 

which is re-charged through writing in her diary. The writing of fiction is active, it leaves the 

body and the mind exhausted, while diary writing in contrast is contemplative for Woolf. The 
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contemplative writing practice of her diary brings Woolf into equilibrium with herself, it renews 

and recharges, it heals. Her head aches with the weight of carrying The Moths and her diary 

comes to ease that burden. Woolf understands the somatic and corporeal dimensions of the 

spiritual life. No matter how inconvenient, the body and the spirit are bound up in the 

contemplative life.  

The idea that writing should be enjoyable and pleasurable is at the center of Woolf’s 

framework for writing, even as it is constant relation to her illness and pain. Writing is her way 

of attuning herself to the beauty and depth of personal experience and the world—the basis for 

her spiritual life. Writing pleasurably produces the kind of writing worth creating and writing 

worth creating should only be the product of joy. 
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Attention and Creation 

Attention is at the center of all contemplative practice and for both Woolf and Merton, 

the root of their attention can be found in the natural world. This is what Pierre Hadot calls “a 

complete reversal of our usual way of looking at things” (83). “We are to switch from our 

‘human’ vision of reality, in which our values depend on our passions, to a ‘natural’ vision of 

things, which replaces each even within the perspective of universal nature. Such a 

transformation of vision is not easy, and it is precisely here that spiritual exercises come in. Little 

by little, they make possible the indispensable metamorphosis of our inner self” (Hadot 83). For 

the contemplative, to give attention to something is to see it the spiritual sense.  

Woolf diligently and lovingly uncovers what is hidden from speech by a seeming lack of 

language and reflects the everyday brilliance of whatever she sees and describes in words which 

expresses devotion and reverence. This is Woolf at her most spiritual and as Groover writes, “to 

overlook Woolf’s frequent use of religiously inflected language and her invocation of a world 

both enchanted and ensouled is to disregard a persistent pattern in her work” (2). In Woolf’s 

diaries as well as in her most mystical fiction writing, the reader is aware of her complete and 

unparalleled attention to the world around her. Objects and backdrops come alive under her 

careful treatment. This is an important part of the spiritual character of her writing. “The look of 

things has a great power over me,” Woolf reflects in her diary. “But what a little I can get down 

with my pen of what is so vivid to my eyes, & not only to my eyes but to some nervous fibre or 

fan like membrane in my spine” (D:3 191). Woolf locates the indescribable knowing of her 

potent experience in her body. This is a kind of knowing that defies explanation, though Woolf 

does her best to express it using her stream of consciousness, Modernist language which works 

to encompass the awesomeness of experience in the natural world.  
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In his book Thoughts in Solitude, Merton writes that “living is not thinking.” He 

continues, “thought is formed and guided by objective reality outside of us. Living is the 

constant adjustment of thought to life and life to thought in such a way that we are always 

growing, always experiencing new things in the old and old things in the new.” This idea, that 

the act of living is a dynamic relationship between our thoughts and our surroundings is 

represented in Merton’s journals through his documentation of his world through nature and the 

thoughts that flow from it. To live fully, Merton finds that he must orient himself towards living 

out his thoughts through action. “We are one body and soul” he writes, “and unless we live as a 

unity we must die” (16). Merton’s vocation as a writer goes hand in hand with his need to be 

grounded in the physical reality of the world around him. For Merton, this unity is ultimately 

best achieved in solitude, which heightens and magnifies his attention to and praise of God’s 

creation.  

Merton’s descriptions of and attention to nature and Woolf’s commitment to capturing a 

fleeting, but truthful experience on the page are spiritually significant themes that come in their 

notebooks over and over. For Merton, these passages have blatant theological importance for his 

own relationship with the divine. For Woolf, they are at the core of the spiritual exercise which 

helps her to make meaning in her life through her writing. Attention to the natural world and the 

world of experience are both central to the devotional writing practices of Merton and Woolf. 

The spiritual act of writing in their notebooks “correspond[s] to a transformation of our vision of 

the world and to a metamorphosis of our personality” (Hadot 82). The spiritual function of 

contemplative reading is primarily about spiritual attunement. The writer briefly tastes the 

experience of ecstatic attunement to the natural world, a kind of paradise on earth. The realm of 
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the writer’s inner world is refracted through the page of the notebook and back out into the world 

shining with new meaning.  

Many of Merton’s journal entries begin with his observations about the weather and other 

details so seemingly banal that one might be tempted to skip over them in search of meatier 

assertions. His treatment of nature, be it the nighttime sky or the birds he spots from the porch of 

his hermitage, is actually at the essence of what he is trying to make space for in his journals and 

in his life. It is a statement about what is at the core of his daily experience. “Dark. Cold. 

Thermometer crawling to zero,” (J:6 11) reads the beginning of one entry dated from January, 

before moving on to some thoughts on Merton’s most recent reading. Merton is not only 

describing the weather pattern, but he is also situating himself and by extension us in the sensory 

reality of the moment. We can begin to imagine the setting and scene that is the context for his 

writing, and especially for his contemplative writing, not as incidental but as central to his 

practice.  

While living at the hermitage, Merton was able to direct his attention even more 

successfully to the natural world. “One has to be in the same place every day, watch the dawn 

from the same house, hear the same birds wake each morning to realize how inexhaustibly rich 

and different is ‘sameness’” (J:5 251). Merton cultivated a relationship to his familiar 

surroundings through attention. Woolf echoes this idea when she writes that “nothing is so tiring 

as a change of atmosphere…the tremendous gear changing that has to take place grinds one’s 

machinery to bits” (D:3 253). In order to be alive to the world around them, Woolf and Merton 

found that they needed a certain amount of stability to ensure that they were able to retreat from 

the banalities of the world and focus on the insights that only they could draw forth.  
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Though Merton journal is full of internal monastery politics and his own personal 

struggles as a monk, it is his descriptions of the snow and heat that evoke the most tender and 

careful chronicling. It is as if every other topic is secondary and perhaps even tangential to his 

deep devotion to the natural world. While he was often occupied with the social and the political 

events in his life, there is an undeniable seam of wonder for the physicality and spirituality of the 

outdoors which runs through his journal entries. I often thought as I read, that in Merton’s 

aspirational and most perfect version of himself, these journals would be filled with nothing but 

his observations of deer and migrating birds and his love for God’s creation. For Merton, 

documentation of the seasons passing, and the temperature changing, and the foliage 

transforming is a deep kind of devotional work for him that fosters closeness with God. There is 

an intimacy in it that is so central and yet perhaps very subtle to a reader interested in more 

legible forms of intimacy and love.  

The quality of attention in Merton’s journals shifts as he spends more and more time in 

the hermitage. The solitude that it brings and his increased proximity to “these pines, this mist” 

are the “chosen locus of freedom” in his life and alongside which he seeks unity with the will of 

God (J:5 276). The consistency of his reflections on nature throughout the journals transforms it 

into a kind of liturgy, written out as reminder and countervailing force to his public life. There is 

no break in the narrative between an update on a thunderstorm and his feelings about Dom 

James’s latest trip to Europe. The form of a journal is such that everything moves abruptly and 

satisfyingly from one idea to the next, just as it does in the mind of the writer. This lends a 

unique transparency to the way that nature fits into Merton’s own consciousness. It is not 

sequestered by theme or even necessarily by paragraph, it is the framework through which all 

other thought takes place.  
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In one entry from August 15, 1963, Merton begins with his two most theologically 

resonant literary tools: an evocation of creation and a classical liturgical framing. “Cool. Cows 

lowing in the mist. Long rich night office. Maria optimam partem eligit. [Mary has chosen the 

better part.] Love for the great responsories” (J:5 9). Here is a perfect example of Merton’s 

customary turn to the natural world as an entryway into his own inner and most theological 

thoughts. The night office is both the cows lowing and the liturgy of Mary’s better part, which is 

the contemplative life. This passage, found in Luke 10:38-42, is foundational for Christian 

contemplative writers who interpret the story as Jesus as showing a preference for the 

contemplative life represented by Mary, as opposed to the active life represented by her sister 

Martha. 

This quick two-line prologue to his journey entry, seemingly so separate from the rest of 

what he writes about it this entry, says much about how Merton experiences the natural world, 

liturgy, and the contemplative life. Through his journal writing the experience of the cool mist 

unites with the Mary’s contemplative example. The liturgy becomes transformed by the syntax 

of the journal entry. This section of text itself becomes a responsory, first the lowing of the cows 

and then the answer, Mary has chosen the better part. Mary has chosen to sit at Jesus’s feet, 

which is to say, to meditate on the cows lowing in the cool mist. This observation become 

liturgical poetry in Merton’s hands. The use of a personal poetic liturgical framing is certainly 

not unique to Merton’s writing. It can be found in the mystical writings of medieval Spain in 

Jewish, Muslim, and Christian liturgical poetry. In his personal, and what I argue is devotional 

writing, Merton draws again on the mystical literature of medieval and pre-modern forms that 

developed across faith traditions and informed his thinking in important ways.  
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Merton and Woolf both use their diaries as receptacles for ideas that were unpolished and 

sometimes even unwelcome. Writing in the diary helped to focus the inner tension of the creative 

life before it exploded out into the public sphere. This kind of writing gets things flowing, 

externalizes the brilliance or sometimes the cloudiness of the mind by releasing the pent up 

clutter of a mind striving for clarity. Writing as a contemplative practice makes writing a kind of 

prayer, and both true prayer and true writing can be allusive to the practitioner when hidden by 

the daily machinations of life. In his Chapters on Prayer, the fourth century Christina monk 

Evagrius Ponticus wrote that “happy is the spirit that attains to perfect formlessness at the time of 

prayer” (75). It is the absence of understanding and perception that brings the person who prays 

closer to God and as such the most fervent diary writing for Merton and Woolf takes place at a 

time of release and renunciation.  

When Woolf writes she is groping and experimenting in the dark while she waits for 

gleams of light to illuminate her act. “These premonitions of a book—states of soul in creating—

are very queer and little apprehended” (D:3 253). These gleams of light are mysterious and 

spontaneous bursts of inspiration that seem to come from the darkness itself, the darkness that is 

within herself. First comes the act of speech, and only after can begin the production of 

something dazzling. Woolf’s process of writing a novel is one that evokes the power of creation, 

of creating something from nothing. “I am going to hold myself from writing till I have it 

impending in me: grown heavy in my mind like a ripe pear; pendant, gravid, asking to be cut or 

it will fall” (D:3 209). Woolf describes her fiction writing as a ripening fruit, weighted down 

with the potential energy of language. Her diary writing in contrast bears no such weight, though 

it holds and remembers the daily intimacies of her life. As a feminist writer, Woolf steps into the 

role of creator and where her attention is felt, creation blooms.  
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In Woolf’s diary there is a familiarity, an informality, with which she projects her 

attention to the world around her, as if her acute descriptions of nature and sensation are 

happening by accident. “So I hardly notice that chestnuts are out—the little parasols spread on 

our window tree; and the churchyard grass running over the old tombstones like green water” (A 

Writer’s 24). In passages like this one, Woolf is both practicing her craft and making space for 

herself to step into the role of omniscient narrator of a world that she makes with such 

decisiveness that it barely leaves a mark. There is humor and irony in what she has written here: 

she “hardly” notices a little detail of nature and then proceeds to expound upon it in elegant and 

poetic prose which makes it impossible to believe that she didn’t notice it. In fact, it seems more 

likely that she might have studied it in great detail but wanted to capture the sense of a 

momentary glance out the window. Here we get to see Woolf’s deep and abiding love for the 

world through observation. To observe is to elevate, separate, bestow meaning upon and to show 

respect and love. Woolf writes about nature with the attention and love, taking pains to craft each 

detail so that it is faithful to the ineffable experience of every moment.  

Writing demands attention and it takes time. While writing The Waves, Woolf finds 

writing in her diary to be a counterweight to the intense concentration that she uses to write her 

new novel. “I’m not reeling it off; but sticking it down” she writes, expressing her frustration at 

her struggle to create on paper something which “which keeps close to the original design & 

admits of movement” (D:3 259). Once again, Woolf uses her diary to express her desires without 

fully actualizing them. The diary is a space of wonder and possibility, which holds the nuance of 

ideas yet to be fully understood. The attention that Woolf gives to her fiction writing is supported 

by her attention to her inner struggle to complete her mission. Her diary provides a platform on 
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which Woolf can return her attention to the world without letting go of her serious attempt at 

creating something new in her fiction.  
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Conclusion 

In Religion Around Virginia Woolf, Stephanie Paulsell writes that for Woolf, the practice 

of reading “had nurtured in her the capacities that made life worth living; it was a source of 

creativity and communion with others” (98). For the contemplative, reading and writing are 

bound up with one another, as the writer reads, and re-reads and the reader is inspired to write. 

Thomas Merton and Virginia Woolf filled their diaries with ruminations and meditations that 

helped them to understand themselves and the world around them. Their notebooks are filled 

with the kind of writing that defies genre and illuminates the inner lives of the writers. In the 

solitude of personal reflection, their spiritual honesty had room to expand and take shape within 

confines of the diary.  

Woolf values her diary for its informality and inexhaustibility. The pace of the diary can 

always keep up with the pace of her mind without any need to perfect, edit, censor, or be self-

conscious about what she is writing. She writes in her diary to ground herself and to engage her 

senses through the cultivation of her inner voice. “I note my own withdrawal…my absorption in 

what I call, inaccurately, ideas”, Woolf writes, describing her careful observation of the world as 

a kind of approximation (D:3 217). Writing is a useful vehicle through which the contemplative 

explores the depths of their interior life and tests their ability to see the world truthfully. In her 

everyday descriptions of teatime and walks with friends, Woolf employs the exquisite details 

which define her Modernist prose. Using words like “transcendent” and “depth” to describe 

Woolf’s language is somewhat misleading, because the geography of mysticism is necessarily 

obscure, and while Woolf’s own writing seeks to penetrate that obscurity, we must not imagine 

Woolf’s spiritual life as existing above or below. Woolf’s language of spiritual interiority 

transports her not outward into space, but inside of the words into which she pours herself. 
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Merton’s journal is the manifestation of his conviction that he was a work in progress. He 

felt himself to always be growing and changing, always striving to be a son to God the Father. 

Merton’s journal embodies his search for answers and for understand. In his journal he writes of  

the need for constant self-revision, growth, leaving behind, renunciation of 

yesterday, yet in continuity with all yesterdays (to cling to the fact is to lose one’s 

continuity with it for this means clinging to what was not there. My ideas are 

always changing, always moving around the one center, always seeing the center 

from somewhere else. I will always be accused of inconsistencies—and will no 

longer be there to hear the accusation. (J:5 67) 

Merton anticipates a future in which his legacy will encompass the struggle and seeking of his 

life and feels that this is a legacy of which he can be proud. His journals bear witness to that 

human and sacred struggle which was so central to his relationship with God. Merton is at his 

most human and most humble in his journals. His comfort with inconsistency made him a 

compassionate teacher of novices and student of life. In her novel Parable of the Sower, Octavia 

Butler writes that “God is Change,” and for Merton, God was the center around which he 

changed.  

Writing was a vocation for Woolf and Merton, and they worked hard at it. Though they 

were resentful of authorities which critiqued or misunderstood their work, they also longed for 

feedback and public acknowledgment of what they were creating and sharing with their 

audience. Woolf writes extensively about tracking each review of her book and each reaction 

from friends and acquaintances. At the back of Merton’s journal there is a list of names of people 

along with indications of whether they acknowledged and responded to the writing that he sent to 

them. At the root of their passion for writing is the attention that they bring to it. Where there is 
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attention there is care and just as they brought attention to the everyday miracles of life that 

animated them, they longed for that attention to be brought back to them.  

Woolf and Merton leave the most vulnerable versions of themselves on the pages of their 

journals, freeing them to make extensive impacts on the world of writing without exhausting 

their spiritual selves. For these two ambitious writers, the diary is a vessel of refuge. It needs no 

validation, nor does it really require a reader. Though ultimately these notebooks did find their 

way in front of a broad readership, that was not their original purpose. Their original purpose 

was served in the moments during which they were filled with ink by hand and in their 

continued, unaltered testament to the experience of the writer. It is the moment of writing that is 

the most crucial for the diarist, the moment of reflexive authenticity. The keeping of a diary 

facilitates the release of tension and a practice of discerning the sacred inner truth from the 

seemingly mundane facts of life. 

There remains much to be discovered in these journals and diaries as reservoirs of 

contemplative wisdom. This paper offers a perspective on how the daily ritual of writing for 

oneself has the transformative power to bring one closer to spiritual unity with the world as it is. 

Virginia Woolf and Thomas Merton, as Modernists and as mystical writers, domesticate the 

ineffable by finding language for the everyday fantastical. With the publication of what was once 

private devotion, we bear witness to Woolf and Merton’s contemplative meditations in writing, a 

new kind of wisdom literature born of experience and vision.  
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