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 The People   

This workshop on Thomas Merton and Vocation has been designed to be delivered to all 

university level young adults of St. Ansgar Lutheran Church (students from other churches 

in the area are also invited according to availability). While all are welcome, an RSVP is 

required by attendees as attendance for this workshop is limited to twenty individuals.   

 

The facilitator of this session will be Albert Romkema, a passionate collector of the writings 

of Thomas Merton, and a lifelong learner in the area of vocational search and following 

one’s heart.   

  

The Situation 

Students in upper level graduate and undergraduate studies often carry significant angst in 

identifying a vocation which best suits them.  These students would benefit from an on-

going exploration on how what they love and what they do well can be intentionally 

directed toward viable vocational choices. 

 

Thomas Merton is a wonderful spiritual resource for students seeking vocational direction.  

Learning to read Merton’s vocational passages in a contemplative manner can help students 

gain spiritual insight into the deeper desires of their hearts. 

 

As a result of this self-reflective and personally engaging in-class and at-home workshop, it 

is expected that students will be able to do the following (so that – what will change): 

 

� identify and verbalize their unique interests and skills 

� name which of their skills and interests could conceivably translate into viable vocation 

� listen more carefully to their deeper inner voices to help direct their vocational choices  

� use the writing of Thomas Merton as a vocational resource 

� use a Vocational Journal to track their insights and progress along their vocational path. 

 

The Time and Place 

This workshop will be 1.0 hours in length. It will run from 9:00-10:00 a.m. on a Wednesday, 

November 12, 2014. Weekly at-home readings, reflections and journaling assignments will 

be given to students to follow as desired. 

The learning space used will be a classroom setting, with chairs and tables arranged in a 

circle to assist in easy dialogue. AV and Wi-Fi availability required. 
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The content The achievement-based objectives 

By the end of this in-class and at-home 

workshop, students will have… 

  

Vocational Bliss Model 

 

 

Used the Model of Vocational Bliss to 

determine their vocational interests 

the spiritual writing of Thomas Merton as 

relates to vocation 

 

Analyzed the spiritual writing of Thomas 

Merton as it relates to vocation 

 

contemplative reading Practiced reading spiritual writing in a deeper, 

more contemplative way 

 

a vocational journal 

 

Created and personalized a vocational journal 

both through workshop participation and 

through take-home tasks.  

 

 

NOTE: The above learning design was created with the aid of – 

Goetzman, M. D. (2012) Dialogue Education Step by Step: A Guide for Designing Exceptional 

Learning Events. Montpelier, VT: Global Learning Partners, Inc. 

 

 
 

Task #1 – The Model of Vocational Bliss / Be Who You Are 
 

1A    Introduce yourself to the person sitting next to you and then reflect together on the 

differences between the words vocation and career.   

 

Next, take the Vocational Journal that you have been given and write a temporary title 

inside the front cover, related to your search for vocation.  We will revisit this towards 

the end of the workshop.  
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1B    Below is the Model of Vocational Bliss that we will be discussing together. Take a few 

minutes to view its component parts:  

 

 

 

  

The law of our life can be summed up in the axiom ‘be what you are’. 

-Thomas Merton, The New Man, 236 

 

 

 

What you 
love

What 
the 

world 
needs

Your place in 
the world

What 
you 
do 

well

Creative Freedom        Invitation Response

BLISS 
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1C In view of Merton’s Law of our life quote in the above model: 

 

Discuss, in pairs, a time when you took action based on staying true to who you were – 

and what the effect of this action was?  

 

Then, if you wish, discuss with your partner a time when you failed to stay true to 

yourself or your beliefs. 

 

A question to the larger group:  

� Can the statement “be what you are” be connected to you vocational search in a 

similar way as it can be connected to other life choices? How so? 

1D 

 

 

Merton discovered that for himself the life of a monk was his path to freedom.  He wrote:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Questions for the larger group: 

 

� Which activities of your life produce gratitude, confidence and freedom? 

� How do those activities relate to what you love to do and what you do well? 

What 
you 
love

What 
you do 

well

We know when we are following our vocation when our soul is set free from preoccupation 

with itself and is able to seek God and even to find Him, even though it may not appear to find 

Him.  Gratitude and confidence and freedom from ourselves: these are signs that we have 

found our vocation and are living up to it. 

- Thomas Merton, No Man is an Island, 140 
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Task #2:  

BLISS BLISS BLISS BLISS BLISS BLISS BLISS BLISS BLISS  

6A   As we read this passage aloud, underline those words, phrases or sentences that have 

some meaning related to your vocation or simply words or phrases that stand out for 

you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

� Reflect and/or journal on - which of your gifts must you use in order to feel fulfillment 

in your life? 

� Reflect and/or journal on - which vocations could satisfy this need?  

 

Father Stephen - The Gardener  

There was an old Father at Gethsemani - one of those people you get in every large 

community, who was regarded as sort of a funny fellow. Really he was a saint. He died a 

beautiful death and, after he died, everyone realized how much they loved him and admired 

him, even though he had consistently done all the wrong things throughout his life. He was 

absolutely obsessed with gardening, but he had an abbot for a long time who insisted he 

should do anything but gardening, on principle; it was self-will to do what you liked to do. 

Father Stephen, however, could not keep from gardening. He was forbidden to garden, but 

you would see him surreptitiously planting things. Finally, when the old abbot died and the 

new abbot came in, it was tacitly understood that Father Stephen was never going to do 

anything except gardening, and so they put him on the list of appointments as gardener, and 

he just gardened from morning to night. He never came to Office, never came to anything, he 

just dug in his garden… 

            On the feast of St. Francis three years ago, he was coming in from his garden about 

dinner time and he went into another little garden and lay down on the ground under a tree, 

near a statue of Our Lady, and someone walked by and thought, "Whatever is he doing 

now?" and Father Stephen looked up at him and waved and lay down and died.  

- "The Life that Unifies" in Thomas Merton in Alaska, 148 
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Task #3 – Seeds of Liberty 

 
3A Listen to Merton’s 6-minute talk (on YouTube), “Merton Renunciation Contemplation 9 

9 09 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMY68vNcLT8) 

 

- Begin at 5:50, “What is God’s will…”  (approximately 3 minutes running time) 

 

Questions for the larger group: 

�  What does Merton’s conversation about your freedom imply regarding you 

choosing your vocation? 

 

Under the heading Invitations, do some journaling related to invitations you have 

encountered in your life which have led you in the direction of finding tangible, enduring 

interests, and how these could lead to vocation.   

 

 

In Conclusion 

 
 

3B Review the title that you gave your Vocational Journal at the beginning of this 

workshop.  

� How might you change it to reflect your learning today? Let’s take a minute to 

make any necessary changes.  

 

3C How to use the Vocational Journal: 

� Complete the weekly at-home journaling exercises described below. 

� Copy inspirational texts related to your vocation/call that you come across. 

� Add appropriate clippings. 

� Write thoughts, questions and prayers that arise related to your vocation. 

� Review past entries periodically. 

 

Creative Freedom        Invitation Response
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Task #4 (at home exercise week 1) – What you love to do/do well 
 

Naming and understanding what our skills and interests are can help develop an impulse of 

vocation, a pathway, for us to follow when selecting from various vocational choices.  

 On your own, turn to a fresh page in your Vocational Journal and create a T-chart like 

the one below. 

What I love to do What I do well 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Complete this chart as honestly and fully as possible. After a few minutes, label your top 

4 from each column to be shared on the chalk board.  

 

Notice those things that are common to both columns. 

Questions for the larger group: 

� What did you notice while completing your T-chart? 

� Where was there some struggle in creating these lists? Why may this have been? 

 

 

On your own: 

� In your journal, reflect on how it would feel to be doing those things each and 

every day?   
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Task #5 (at-home exercise week 2) – What the world needs 

4A Reflect on the following question in your Journal: 

When you think of the connection between your place in the world and what the world 

needs, what comes to mind? 

 

 
 

4B Merton wrote the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Take a few moments to write in your journal how this selection of writing strikes you as 

relates to your vocation and to what extent, if any, it validates your relationship with 

the world.   

� Reflection - How might knowing this change your vocational pursuits? 

What 
the 

world 
needs

Your 
place in 

the 
world

We must begin by frankly admitting that the first place in which to go looking for the world 

is not outside us but in ourselves. We are the world… Through our senses and our minds, our 

loves, needs, and desires, we are implicated, without possibility of evasion, in this world of 

matter and of men, of things and of persons, which not only affect us and change our lives 

but are also affected and changed by us…The question, then, is not to speculate about how 

we are to contact the world – as if we were somehow in outer space – but how to validate 

our relationship, give it a fully honest and human significance, and make it truly productive 

and worthwhile for our world. 

- Thomas Merton, Love and Living, 120 
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Task #6 (at home exercise week 3) – Freedom and Invitations   

 
5A Read the following quote: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflect on the points below with your partner in relation to “seeds” planted by God’s will: 

 

� What does this quote say about the choices you are to make?  

� Is there only one path to follow? 

 

Under the heading of Seeds Planted, discuss in your journal the key points of your 

reflection above. 

 

 

5B Merton wrote: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Under the heading of True Identity, discuss in your journal what parts of your/His true 

identity God is revealing to you right now in your life?   

 

� Reflection - What does this “working with God to create your true identity” 

remind you of?  

 

 

 

 

Our vocation is not simply to be, but to work together with God in the creation of our own 

life, our own identity, our own destiny.  We are free beings and sons and daughters of God.  

This means to say that we should not passively exist, but actively participate in His creative 

freedom, in our own lives, and in the lives of others, by choosing the truth.  To put it better, 

we are even called to share with God the work of creating the truth of our own identity. 

 

- Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation, 32 

 

The seeds that are planted in my liberty at every moment, by God's will, are the seeds of my 

own identity, my own reality, my own happiness, my own sanctity. 

 

- Thomas Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, 27 
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Task #7 (at home exercise week 4) – Prayer 

 

Copy the following Merton prayer into your journal: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot 

know for certain where it will end. Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think I am 

following your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that the desire to 

please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. I hope 

that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know that if I do this you will lead 

me by the right road, though I may know nothing about it. Therefore I will trust you always 

though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. I will not fear, for you are ever 

with me, and you will never leave me to face my perils alone. 

 

- Thomas Merton, Thoughts in Solitude, 83 
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