Thomas Merton Zen And The Birds Of
Appetite

Thomas Merton Zen and the Birds of Appetite In exploring the spiritual journey of Thomas Merton, one
encounters a profound synthesis of Zen Buddhist philosophy and Christian mysticism, often illustrated through
metaphors such as "the birds of appetite." This phrase encapsulates the human tendency towards desire,
distraction, and the restless pursuit of fulfillment—elements that Merton grappled with throughout his contemplative
life. Understanding how Merton integrated Zen principles with Christian spirituality offers valuable insights into the
nature of desire, silence, and authentic spiritual awakening.

Who Was Thomas Merton?

Thomas Merton (1915-1968) was a Trappist monk, writer, theologian, and mystic whose work has had a lasting
impact on Christian contemplative practice and interfaith dialogue. His writings explore themes of solitude, prayer,
social justice, and the search for divine union. Merton’s interest in Eastern philosophies, particularly Zen Buddhism,
was rooted in his desire to deepen his understanding of spiritual truth beyond the confines of Western Christianity.

Understanding Zen and Its Relevance to Merton

Zen Buddhism: A Brief Overview

Zen Buddhism emphasizes direct experience, meditation (zazen), and the realization of one's innate Buddha nature.
It advocates for a mindfulness that is free from conceptual thinking and attachment, encouraging practitioners to see
reality directly and fully. Key principles include:

1. Mindfulness and presence in everyday life
2. Non-attachment to desires and thoughts
3. Direct insight through meditation

4. Acceptance of the present moment

Merton’s Engagement with Zen

Thomas Merton's engagement with Zen was not superficial; he studied Zen texts, practiced meditation, and fostered
dialogue between Christian and Buddhist traditions. His writings often reflect a recognition that Zen’s emphasis on
silence, emptiness, and direct insight resonated with Christian contemplative practices.

The Birds of Appetite: An Analogy for Human Desire
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Origin of the Metaphor

The phrase "birds of appetite" originates from Merton’s reflections on desire and the human condition. It vividly
illustrates how our cravings—whether for material possessions, pleasure, status, or even spiritual experiences—are
like restless birds constantly fluttering around, never fully satisfied.

The Nature of Desire in Merton’s Thought

Merton viewed desire as a natural part of human existence, yet he recognized that unchecked appetite leads to
distraction, discontent, and spiritual imprisonment. These "birds" can distract us from the pursuit of divine truth,
trapping us in cycles of longing that never truly quench our thirst.

Zen’s Approach to Desire and the Birds of Appetite

Non-Attachment and Letting Go

Zen teaches that attachment to desires fuels suffering. By observing the "birds" without feeding or chasing them,
practitioners learn to cultivate a state of equanimity. This process involves:

1. Seeing desire clearly
2. Allowing thoughts and cravings to pass without judgment
3. Practicing meditation to develop inner stillness

The Practice of Zazen and Silence

Through seated meditation, Zen practitioners aim to quiet the mind, observing the restless "birds" without getting
caught up in their flight. This silence opens the door to direct insight and liberation from craving.

Christian Contemplation and the Similarities to Zen

Contemplative Prayer and Silence

Merton’s Christian tradition emphasizes contemplative prayer—silent, wordless communion with God—mirroring
Zen’s emphasis on meditation and silence. Both traditions recognize that true understanding arises from stillness
and openness.

Desire and the Heart’s Rest

While desire is natural, Christian mystics like Merton suggest that ultimate fulfilment comes from union with the
divine, transcending the "birds" of appetite. This aligns with Zen’s teaching of awakening beyond desires and
attachments.



Integrating Zen and Christian Mysticism in Merton’s Thought

The Synthesis of Practices

Merton’s exploration of Zen did not diminish his Christian faith; instead, he saw it as a complementary pathway. His
writings often highlight:

1. The importance of meditation and prayer
2. The necessity of inner silence
3. The recognition that both traditions seek the same ultimate truth

Overcoming the Birds of Appetite

By engaging in practices rooted in both traditions, Merton believed that individuals could tame the restless birds,
cultivating a heart free from craving and open to divine love.

The Modern Significance of Merton’s Teachings

Spirituality Beyond Boundaries

In today’s fast-paced, desire-driven culture, Merton’s insights offer a pathway to inner peace. Recognizing the "birds
of appetite" in our own lives can motivate us to seek silence, presence, and authentic fulfillment.

Practicing Mindfulness and Contemplation

Modern mindfulness practices echo Zen’s teachings and can be integrated with Christian contemplation, fostering a
holistic approach to spiritual growth.

Conclusion: Embracing the Silence Beyond the Birds

Thomas Merton’s reflections on "zen and the birds of appetite” serve as a powerful reminder of the importance of
silence, presence, and inner freedom. Whether through Zen meditation or Christian prayer, the goal remains the
same: to transcend restless desire, quiet the inner birds, and discover the peace that lies beyond craving.
Embracing this journey can lead us toward a deeper understanding of ourselves and the divine, ultimately guiding us
to live more conscious, fulfilled lives.

References and Further Reading

- Thomas Merton, The Way of Chuang Tzu - Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation - David R. Loy,
Nonduality: A Study in Comparative Philosophy - Thich Nhat Hanh, The Miracle of Mindfulness - Robert Aitken,
Taking the Path of Zen By exploring these texts and practices, seekers can better understand how the teachings of
Zen and Christian mysticism converge in the quest to tame the birds of appetite and find lasting peace.
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Thomas Merton Zen and the Birds of Appetite: An Investigation into the Monastic Spirit and Human Desire

In the realm of spiritual inquiry, few figures have managed to bridge the worlds of Christian monasticism and Eastern
contemplative traditions as seamlessly as Thomas Merton. His work, particularly the exploration of Zen Buddhism
and its intersections with Christian mysticism, has continued to resonate with spiritual seekers and scholars alike.
Central to this dialogue is the evocative phrase “the birds of appetite,” a metaphor-rich concept that captures the
human longing for fulfillment and the spiritual discipline required to tame such desires. This article delves into
Thomas Merton’s engagement with Zen, the symbolism of the birds of appetite, and what their interplay reveals
about the monastic pursuit of inner peace.

The Life and Thought of Thomas Merton

Before exploring the thematic core, understanding Thomas Merton’s background is essential. Born in 1915 in
France and raised in the United States, Merton was a Trappist monk of the Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky. His
early life was marked by a restless search for meaning, which led him through various philosophical and spiritual
explorations—including Catholicism, existentialism, and eventually Zen Buddhism.

Merton’s prolific writings—ranging from autobiography to theology, poetry, and contemplative essays—reflect his
deep engagement with the spiritual traditions of East and West. His openness to Zen, particularly, was part of a
broader 20th-century movement seeking dialogue between Christianity and Eastern philosophies. Merton believed
that such cross-fertilization could enrich the Christian contemplative tradition and help address the universal human
condition.

Zen Buddhism and Christian Mysticism: Points of Convergence
The Philosophy of Zen and Its Relevance

Zen Buddhism, with its emphasis on direct experience, meditation (zazen), and the dissolution of dualistic thinking,
presented a compelling spiritual paradigm for Merton. Unlike doctrinal religions that emphasize belief systems, Zen
underscores “mindfulness” and the immediate realization of enlightenment beyond words and concepts.

Merton’s Approach to Zen

Thomas Merton approached Zen with openness and respect, often emphasizing the shared goal of awakening or
enlightenment. His writings highlight several key themes:

1. The importance of silence and stillness
2. The recognition of the “no-self” or egolessness
3. The pursuit of direct experience over intellectual understanding

The Challenges and Critiques
While Merton was enthusiastic about Zen, he also acknowledged differences and potential pitfalls:

1. The risk of cultural appropriation
2. The challenge of integrating Zen’s non-theistic approach with Christian theology
3. The danger of reducing Zen to a mere technique rather than an authentic spiritual path

Despite these concerns, Merton’s engagement with Zen remained rooted in a sincere quest for spiritual depth,



viewing it as a complement rather than a contradiction to Christianity.
The Birds of Appetite: Symbolism and Significance

The phrase “birds of appetite” is a poetic and evocative metaphor that appears in various contemplative traditions,
often symbolizing human desires and the restless mind. In Merton’s context, it refers to the myriad
cravings—worldly, emotional, and psychological—that distract us from spiritual fulfillment.

Origins and Literary Usage
The phrase draws from poetic and philosophical sources:

1. The biblical “birds of the air” symbolize fleeting, worldly pursuits
2. Western literature often employs bird imagery to depict longing, aspiration, or the soul’s desire
3. Eastern traditions, including Zen, speak of attachment and craving as roots of suffering

The Birds of Appetite in Merton’s Writings

Merton uses “birds of appetite” to illustrate the human tendency to chase after transient pleasures, possessions, or
status—"“birds” that flit away just as they appear within reach. This metaphor underscores the difficulty of taming
desire:

1. The desire for fame, comfort, or power
2. The craving for emotional validation
3. The pursuit of sensual pleasures

The Spiritual Challenge

For Merton, the key challenge is not the existence of desire itself but our attachment to it. The birds of appetite
symbolize the restless mind that resists stillness and peace. The monastic life, with its disciplined practices, aims to
quiet these birds, allowing the soul to rest in a state of contemplative silence.

Zen Practices as a Response to the Birds of Appetite
Meditation and Mindfulness

Zen meditation, or zazen, involves sitting in silent awareness, observing thoughts without attachment. This practice
helps to:

1. Recognize the birds of appetite as fleeting thoughts or cravings
2. Develop detachment and non-attachment
3. Cultivate a state of presence that transcends desire

Koans and Direct Insight

Koans—paradoxical riddles used in Zen practice—serve to jolt practitioners out of conceptual thinking and
attachment. They challenge the mind’s tendency to cling to ideas and cravings, fostering direct realization.

The Discipline of Simplicity
Zen emphasizes simplicity and austerity, which serve as external practices to support internal detachment. For
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Merton, such discipline echoes the monastic vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, all aimed at reducing the
influence of “birds of appetite.”

The Intersection: Christian Monasticism and Zen as Complementary Paths
The Practice of Detachment
Both Christian monasticism and Zen stress detachment from worldly desires:

1. Monastic vows to renounce possessions and ego
2. Zen’s emphasis on non-attachment and “no-mind”

The Role of Silence and Contemplation
Silent prayer and meditation serve as tools to quiet the birds of appetite:

1. Christian practices include contemplative prayer, Lectio Divina, and hesychasm
2. Zen relies on seated meditation and koans

The Goal: Inner Liberation
In both traditions, the ultimate aim is liberation from the cycle of craving and suffering:

1. Christian salvation through union with God
2. Zen enlightenment or satori—sudden awakening

Merton believed that these paths, while culturally distinct, shared a common core: the aspiration to transcend desire
and realize a deeper spiritual reality.

Critical Reflections and Contemporary Relevance
The Value of Cross-Tradition Dialogue

Merton’s openness to Zen exemplifies a broader movement towards interfaith understanding. His recognition of the
birds of appetite as a universal aspect of human experience underscores the importance of contemplative practices
across cultures.

Challenges and Limitations
While the integration of Zen and Christian mysticism offers rich insights, it also raises questions:

1. Can non-theistic practices fully align with theistic faith?
2. Does focusing on desire risk spiritual materialism?
3. How can practitioners avoid cultural appropriation?

Modern Applications

Today, mindfulness-based therapies and secular meditation owe much to Zen principles. Merton’s insights into the
birds of appetite remain relevant in addressing modern issues such as consumerism, anxiety, and spiritual
emptiness.

Conclusion: The Monastic Path as a Way of Taming the Birds



Thomas Merton’s exploration of Zen and the metaphor of the birds of appetite offers a profound lens into the human

condition. It highlights the universal struggle to quiet the restless mind and find peace amid desire. Both Christian

monasticism and Zen Buddhism, through their disciplined practices, provide pathways to tame these birds, leading

to a state of inner freedom and spiritual fulfillment.

In the end, Merton’s work reminds us that the journey inward—whether through prayer, meditation, or silent

contemplation—is a vital pursuit in transcending the fleeting and attaining the eternal. The birds of appetite, once

seen as enemies, can become teachers, guiding us toward a deeper understanding of ourselves and the divine.
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Note: This article is an analytical exploration intended for scholarly or review purposes, offering a comprehensive

examination of Thomas Merton’s engagement with Zen and the metaphorical significance of the birds of appetite.

Questions & Answers About thomas merton zen and the birds of
appetite

No

Question

Answer

1

What is the main theme of Thomas
Merton's 'Zen and the Birds of
Appetite'?

The main theme explores the intersection of Christian mysticism
and Zen Buddhism, particularly focusing on overcoming worldly
desires ('birds of appetite') through spiritual discipline and inner
stillness.

influence his understanding of
Christian mysticism?

2 How does Merton compare Zen Merton draws parallels between Zen meditation's emphasis on
practice to Christian contemplative silence and direct experience with Christian contemplative
traditions in the book? practices like prayer and contemplative prayer, highlighting their

shared goal of inner union with the divine.

3 What does Merton mean by 'birds of The 'birds of appetite’ symbolize human passions and desires that
appetite' in the context of the book? distract us from spiritual growth, which Merton urges readers to

transcend through discipline and mindfulness.

4 Why is 'Zen and the Birds of Appetite' | The book remains relevant because it addresses universal themes
considered relevant today? of desire, mindfulness, and spiritual seeking, resonating with

contemporary interests in meditation, mindfulness, and integrating
Eastern philosophies into Western spirituality.
5 How does Merton's exploration of Zen | Merton's exploration of Zen deepens his appreciation for direct,

experiential knowledge of the divine, emphasizing the importance
of stillness, presence, and surrender in both traditions.
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6 What role does nature, specifically
birds, play in Merton's discussion of
spiritual appetite?

Birds symbolize the natural, instinctive aspects of human desire;
Merton uses them as a metaphor for how these 'birds' can either
distract or be tamed through spiritual practice, reflecting harmony
with nature and the divine.

7 Are there practical exercises or
insights in 'Zen and the Birds of
Appetite' for modern spiritual
seekers?

Yes, Merton offers insights into meditation, mindfulness, and the
importance of silence and simplicity, encouraging readers to
cultivate inner stillness and observe their desires without
attachment as spiritual disciplines.

Thomas Merton, Zen Buddhism, birds of appetite, contemplative spirituality, Christian mysticism, silence and
solitude, spiritual awakening, nature and spirituality, inner transformation, monastic life
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