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Praise for                            
THE DUTY OF
                Delight


“These diaries embody Dorothy’s powerful conviction, lived over many decades, that true holiness is found in the most ordinary aspects of our daily life, and that grace is always present in the midst of struggle. The deeply human side of Dorothy that comes alive in these pages is a sign of great hope for all of us who seek to live a faith-filled life in a complex world.”

—SR. MARY SCULLION, RSM, COFOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF PROJECT H.O.M.E




“Dorothy Day is perhaps the most significant figure in Western Christianity during the twentieth century. And there is no greater caretaker of these personal scrap-notes and journals than Robert Ellsberg. This book is bound to become a classic, just as Dorothy has become a legend. But let us not forget, Dorothy’s famous line: ‘Don’t call us saints … we don’t want to be dismissed that easily.’ She was just as ordinary as she was radical, and that is part of her charm. Let her life disturb and inspire you … not to become her—but to become you.”

—SHANE CLAIBORNE, ACTIVIST, FOUNDING MEMBER OF THE SIMPLE WAY AND AUTHOR OF THE IRRESISTIBLE REVOLUTION




“The Duty of Delight is an astonishing ‘act of community’—a chronicle so lovingly and carefully edited by Robert Ellsberg that each entry comes soaked with the heart of the Gospel and the power of transformative love. The sacred is present in every ordinary recounting.”

—GREGORY BOYLE, S.J., FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF HOMEBOY INDUSTRIES AND AUTHOR OF TATTOOS ON THE HEART




“No Catholic has inspired me more than Dorothy Day. When I awakened to the struggles of the poor, she was there. When I first committed my life to nonviolence, she was there. When I first thought of writing about my experiences on death row, she was there. When I struggle to pray and stay close to the suffering Christ, she’s still there.

“What a spiritual treasure in this intimate record of the sturm und drang of Dorothy’s spirit—her passionate loves and losses, confusions, and daily struggles to serve the unwashed, unfed, and often, un-sober of America’s streets. There’s a starkness to her soul. She even talks about delight as a duty. You sense in her a steel-ribbed, relentless will, and yet on every page is her acknowledgment of God’s saving grace and tender mercies—the two magnetic poles of Dorothy’s vibrant life.

“Thank you, God, for giving us this gospel of Dorothy.”

—SISTER HELEN PREJEAN, CSJ, FOUNDER OF THE MORATORIUM CAMPAIGN AND AUTHOR OF DEAD MAN WALKING




“The Duty of Delight is an enlightening read. Robert Ellsberg has done a magnificent job of editing Dorothy’s journal entries from the 1930s to her death in 1980. Here we discover the extraordinary vision and work of the Catholic Worker movement through the ordinary daily events of a woman who worked tirelessly as a devout Catholic and servant of the poor. I recommend it highly to those who want to appreciate more fully the life of a radical follower of Jesus Christ.”

—TIMOTHY DOLAN, ARCHBISHOP OF NEW YORK




“To read these diaries is to enter the world of Dorothy Day, to see that world as she did, and to hear firsthand her conversations with herself and God. The reader is privileged to be invited into this intimate dialogue.… Dorothy Day’s life speaks for itself, and here in these diaries it speaks loudest of all, confirming what she believed: Duty expressed in love gives joy and delight.”

—DANA GREENE, NATIONAL CATHOLIC REPORTER




“This is a volume that is full of surprises and bound to become a classic of Christian literature.… These diaries are a reminder that holiness always makes its home in humanity, and they show how rewarding can be a life dedicated to the Gospels. The Duty of Delight enables the reader to feel closer to a remarkable woman, closer to the poor, and, in the end, closer to God.”

—THE TABLET




“It is [the] utter lack of self-absorption that elevates Dorothy Day’s journals to classic spiritual literature. Just as she was sustained by reading and re-rereading beloved novelists, saints, and teachers, so this precious book will sustain unknown others who will be moved to faith by her awe, reverence, adoration, and praise.”

—SPIRITUAL LIFE




“There are all kinds of reasons to delve into this remarkable work. It is informative, inspiring, even entertaining. It is the study of the life of a saint, the surprising struggles, the small victories, the great disappointments, the dramatic adventures on the world’s stage, the deeper adventure of the interior life, a journey of faith, a journey of prayer.”

—DALE AHLQUIST, PRESIDENT OF THE AMERICAN CHESTERTON SOCIETY




“This is a precious book—one that will teach the reader on multiple levels. Not only do we get much greater insight into the life of the Catholic Worker—the people, places, intrigues, and obstacles of the movement—we find emerging a far more personal account of the spirituality of the everyday and, indeed, of Day’s acceptance of self-sacrifice that is the ‘duty of delight.’ It promises to be an important contribution to the history of American Catholic life and thought.”

—CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE




“I have never read the journals of any saint (or soon-to-be-saint) that are so unflinchingly honest. Some were written for publication. Others were sanitized to be more ‘edifying.’ Here, though, is an achingly human testament in which Dorothy frankly discusses the joys and sorrows at the Worker, her affection for a vast network of friends, and her complicated reactions to a period of volcanic change in her beloved Catholic Church. In short, this is one of the most powerful works of Christian spirituality I have ever read.”

—JAMES MARTIN, S.J., AMERICA
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“Today I thought of a title for my book, The Duty of Delight, as a sequel to The Long Loneliness. I was thinking how, as one gets older, we are tempted to sadness, knowing life as it is here on earth, the suffering, the Cross. And how we must overcome it daily, growing in love, and the joy which goes with loving.”

—DOROTHY DAY, FEBRUARY 24, 1961
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Dorothy Day’s diaries are part of the special Dorothy Day–Catholic Worker Collection housed at Marquette University’s Raynor Memorial Libraries in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. According to Day’s wishes, these personal papers were to be sealed for twenty-five years after her death. As that anniversary approached in November 2005, I received an invitation from the university to serve as editor of these writings—both her diaries and the letters that will be the focus of a future volume. Over the course of the next year I received a total of eleven CDs containing scanned versions of all of Day’s extant journals from 1934–1979. These disks contained many thousands of files—each consisting of a single scanned page of handwritten text. When transcribed, this material amounted to over a thousand single-spaced pages, which I subsequently reduced by about half to arrive at the present volume.

The opportunity to read and work on this text has been a great privilege, for which I owe special thanks to Matt Blessing, Head of Special Collections and Archives at Marquette, and Phil M. Runkel, the redoubtable Marquette archivist, who has devoted thirty years to this collection. My own engagement with this work has felt, at times, like the culmination of an assignment that began over thirty years ago when Dorothy Day asked me to serve as managing editor of the Catholic Worker newspaper. Although I performed that job for only two years (1976–78), it was an appointment that would prove decisive for the rest of my life.

Embarking on this project, I was grateful for my early familiarity with Dorothy’s handwriting. But the task of deciphering and transcribing her minuscule script was only the beginning. The greater challenge was selecting what to omit. This was relatively easy in the case of shorthand notes on her travels, random lists of facts (especially the comings and goings of her fellow Catholic Workers), quotations from books, and summaries of retreats and lectures. A good deal of what remained was simply a kind of log: a record of what time she rose; the temperature and weather forecast (a subject of exceptional interest); what time she went to Mass; what she ate for breakfast; who she met (though rarely what they discussed); what she read; if she traveled, the timetable of her departure and arrival and notes on the conditions of the road. For the most part this was of limited interest.

And yet the very dailiness of this record tells an important story of its own. Dorothy Day’s life at the Catholic Worker was marked by a number of remarkable episodes, and she was a witness or participant in many of the most significant social movements of the twentieth century. But by and large, her life was spent in very ordinary ways. Her sanctity—if one wishes to call it that—was expressed not just in heroic deeds but also in the mundane duties of everyday life. Her “spirituality” was rooted in a constant effort to be more charitable toward those closest at hand. And she was sustained in this practice—as her diaries make clear—by a regular discipline of prayer and worship.

These diaries provide a unique window on Dorothy’s inner life, her ruminations, and even her dreams. And yet they are not a complete reflection of her life and times. Writing for herself alone, she did not bother to describe or introduce most of the people she wrote about, and she made only passing reference to the headlines of the day. To help put these writings in context, I have found it necessary to fill in some of the gaps, whether through footnotes, parenthetical asides, or occasional insertions from the Catholic Worker. Nevertheless, the writing here—intimate, at times confessional—conveys an impression not always present in her public writing. Even readers intimately familiar with her books and her CW columns are likely to encounter new and unfamiliar dimensions to her personality. At least they may come to a better appreciation of what was implied in her favorite phrase, “the duty of delight.”

My thanks are due to many people, including Patrick Jordan, Frank Donovan, Jim Forest, and Tom Cornell, who clarified a number of references; my son Nicholas, and my wife, Peggy Ellsberg; Jim Martin; Rachelle Linner; Andrew Tallon of Marquette University Press; Matt Blessing and Phil Runkel of the Raynor Memorial Libraries; the Archdiocese of New York and Marquette University’s Edward Simmons Religious Commitment Fund, both of which provided generous support. I am grateful to Trace Murphy of Doubleday for agreeing to publish this abridged edition.

I noted that the original diaries, as I received them from Marquette, extended only through 1979. As Phil Runkel explained, regretfully, the Archives had never received any diary for 1980, the last year of Dorothy’s life. This was disappointing, though I doubted there was anything to be done about it. Dorothy’s room at Maryhouse had already been swept several times for her personal papers, and it seemed unlikely that anything had been overlooked. Nevertheless, I consulted Frank Donovan, the longtime CW office manager and, toward the end of Dorothy’s life, her most devoted assistant. My query prompted him to look in the drawer of Dorothy’s bedside table. And there he found it: a small red-leather diary from 1980, unread by anyone for more than twenty-five years, the final entries written just a week before she died.

To hold that small book and to transcribe its contents brought this project to a fitting conclusion. But for me it closed a more personal circle, recalling memories of her voice, and of the stories she told, and of our last meeting in that room—which marked both an end and a beginning.
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In The Long Loneliness, Dorothy Day described her early habit of keeping a diary: “When I was a child, my sister and I kept notebooks; recording happiness made it last longer, we felt, and recording sorrow dramatized it and took away its bitterness; and often we settled some problem which beset us, even while we wrote about it.” Though somewhat irregularly, she maintained this habit throughout her life. Sometimes her reflections were prompted by happiness, and sometimes by sorrow. But mostly her diary entries were an expression of her intense interest in life, her need to observe and take note of what was happening around her and to track her own responses.

Unfortunately, the diaries from her early life were lost. Thus, we have no contemporary record of the years described in her memoirs or in an earlier (and much regretted) autobiographical novel. That part of her life included a mostly happy childhood in New York, Oakland, and Chicago; a brief college career; a return to New York in 1916, which put her in touch with many of the leading radical journalists and activists of the day; her arrest with suffragists in Washington and her friendship with an assorted lot of socialists, anarchists, and literary Bohemians; her association with the playwright Eugene O’Neill; an unhappy love affair; and what she later described as years of restless searching. She acknowledged, in her books, that there was much that she left out. As she later noted in her diary, “Aside from drug addiction, I committed all the sins young people commit today.” Though that story lies outside the scope of this volume, the memories and associations from her early years would continue to surface and shape the rest of her life.

In her first memoir, From Union Square to Rome (1938), she quoted verbatim from a journal she kept while living on Staten Island in 1925 with her “common-law husband,” Forster Batterham. From that text, later revised in The Long Loneliness (1952), we get an immediate impression of the peace and happiness that preceded her conversion to Catholicism.


I have been passing through some years of fret and strife, beauty and ugliness, days and even weeks of sadness and despair, but seldom has there been the quiet beauty and happiness I have now. I thought all those years I had freedom, but now I feel that I had neither real freedom nor even a sense of freedom.



She wrote particularly about her experience of pregnancy and the feelings of gratitude she felt—a gratitude so large that only God could receive it.

But that happiness was not to endure. Her decision to have her daughter Tamar baptized in the Catholic Church, followed by her own conversion in 1927, involved a wrenching separation from Forster, who would have nothing to do with marriage or religion. That sacrifice was the decisive turning point in her life. But it left open the question of just what she was supposed to do next. She had found a new home in the Catholic Church, but little sense of community. For five years she struggled to support Tamar on her earnings as a writer, but all the while she yearned to find some way of connecting her new faith with her abiding commitment to social justice.

In December 1932 she went to Washington, D.C., to cover a communist-inspired “Hunger March of the Unemployed.” On the Feast of the Immaculate Conception she visited the National Shrine and there prayed that “some way would be opened up for me to work for the poor and the oppressed.” And when she returned to her apartment in New York she found Peter Maurin waiting for her. Maurin, a French-born peasant-philosopher, twenty years her senior, had learned her name from the editor of Commonweal magazine. Even before their meeting he had determined that Dorothy Day would be the one to implement his vision.

Dorothy often described their encounter and her debt to Peter Maurin, noting that it took some while for her to comprehend that his plan was the answer to her prayer. Maurin proposed a movement that would implement the radical social message of the gospels. Without awaiting funding or authorization from the bishops, they would start a newspaper and begin at once to build “a new society within the shell of the old.”

Five months later, the Catholic Worker newspaper was launched. At a communist rally in Union Square on May 1, 1933, Dorothy and a few volunteers handed out papers to demonstrators and curious passersby. In an editorial she described the paper’s mission:


For those who are sitting on park benches in the warm spring sunlight.

For those who are huddling in shelters trying to escape the rain.

For those who are walking the streets in the all but futile search for work.

For those who think that there is no hope for the future, no recognition of their plight—this little paper is addressed.

It is printed to call their attention to the fact that the Catholic Church has a social program—to let them know that there are men of God who are working not only for their spiritual but for their material welfare.



Peter Maurin, typically, was not on hand for this occasion. His role, as he conceived it, was to enunciate principles, leaving the practical implementation to others—that is, to Dorothy. But his vision shaped the emerging movement in many ways, not least by his positive vision of an alternative society—a future that would be different, as he put it, “if we make the present different.”

The present certainly cried out for an alternative. This was the heart of the Great Depression when millions around the country were uprooted, unemployed, or hanging on by their fingertips. New York City was filled with hungry, hopeless people “walking the streets in the all but futile search for work.” For Dorothy this represented not just an economic problem but also a profound spiritual crisis—for each one of these people bore the image of Christ.

Before long the Catholic Worker opened a soup kitchen, and then a shelter for the homeless. Maurin had challenged the U.S. bishops to open “houses of hospitality” in every diocese to meet the needs of the vast numbers of unemployed and homeless. When a homeless woman arrived at the Catholic Worker office one day asking where to find these houses of hospitality, Dorothy’s response was to rent an apartment, and then a house. This was the first of many such houses of hospitality around the country. They became the heart of the Catholic Worker—centers for practicing the “Works of Mercy”: feeding the hungry, sheltering the homeless, clothing the naked. It was a program drawn from the gospels. As Jesus said, “Inasmuch as you did these things to the least of my brethren you did them to me.”

It is at this point, in 1934, that Dorothy’s diaries begin. Already the Catholic Worker was becoming a movement; the paper’s circulation was steadily climbing and new houses were emerging around the country. There turned out to be quite a large audience eager for a paper addressing social issues from a Catholic perspective. Seminaries and churches around the country ordered bundles. Idealistic young people, unemployed workers, and a wide assortment of colorful characters were drawn to the cause, attracted perhaps by the spirit of community, or Maurin’s philosophy of voluntary poverty, or by the sense of adventure that Dorothy conveyed in her columns. Her diaries from these early days reflect the giddy, improvisational atmosphere of the Worker, when Providence, chance, or a knock on the door might determine what would happen next.

There was no formal “rule” to life in a Catholic Worker house. Dorothy likened it to a family—sometimes offering a foretaste of heaven and at other times just the opposite. And over this sometimes fractious family Dorothy was the unquestioned matriarch. Everyone looked to her for leadership, sympathy, and inspiration, while readily blaming her for anything that went wrong. Meanwhile she promoted an ethic of personal responsibility, recalling Peter Maurin’s exhortation to “be what you want the other person to be.” Because the Worker’s doors were open to everyone—the poor, the crazed, the needy in every sense—community life was frequently marked by disorder and confusion. At one point, she writes,


In town the usual crosses, Carney calling us all racketeers, calling the spiritual reading pious twaddle; Mr. Breen with his vile accusations; the misery of Minas and the Professor; Kate’s illness; the suit against us, the bills piling up and the unconscious discouragement in people like Frank and Jim—these things to be topped by such a lack of understanding of the personalist idea from those you expect the most from, lays me low.



And yet things got done. The paper was published and mailed out. Thousands of meals were served each week. And the world received a remarkable spectacle of the Gospel in action.

In its early years the Catholic Worker featured a good deal of topical reporting about strikes, evictions, and labor struggles. Almost every issue contained a number of Peter Maurin’s lapidary “Easy Essays.” Often there might be excerpts from one of the pope’s social encyclicals. And there were always a number of talented writers. But it was Dorothy’s writing—personal, engaged, rooted in the everyday—that defined the spirit of the paper.

Her literary influences ranged from Jack London to Anton Chekhov. But ultimately the style was her own. She described it as “epistolary.” Her column, she wrote, was “a letter to friends.” “Writing,” as she explained, “is an act of community. It is a letter, it is comforting, consoling, helping, advising on our part, as well as asking it on yours. It is a part of our human association with each other. It is an expression of our love and concern for each other.”

Meanwhile, in her diaries, she wrote a different kind of letter—addressed to herself—describing the events of the day as well as her own personal struggles. In the beginning, these private ruminations overlapped a good deal with her articles in the paper. But over time the public and private voices began to diverge. For long stretches her diary—written in spare moments—might consist of little more than a log of her daily activities. But at other times it offered an opportunity to work out problems or to reflect on matters of private concern. In these diaries she might confide her loneliness and discouragement, or describe her physical ailments, scold herself for a failure of charity, or note some insight or an act of kindness that reminded her of God.

For those who have studied Dorothy Day’s published writings, the voice in these diaries is mostly familiar. In her column, “On Pilgrimage,” she regularly described her travels, her activities, and her reading of the “signs of the times.” And yet certain themes stand out here, such as the intense discipline of her spiritual and sacramental life. She attended daily Mass, which usually meant rising at dawn. She prayed the monastic hours from a breviary, a practice she adopted even before becoming a Benedictine oblate in 1955. She devoted time each day to meditating on scripture, saying the rosary, or other spiritual exercises. None of this is particularly remarkable. And yet the matter-of-fact recital of such habits underscores the fact that her daily life was spent in continuous reference to God. As she writes, “Without the sacraments of the church, I certainly do not think that I could go on.”

At the same time her diaries reflect her often complicated relationship with church authorities. In one of her early entries she describes a visit from a monsignor who reported the Cardinal’s approval of the Catholic Worker (“a modern miracle”). The archdiocese, he reported, “would give us an Imprimatur if they thought it would not hinder us in our work.” But later, as the Worker’s pacifist and anarchist tendencies emerged, there was no more talk of an Imprimatur. In fact, in 1951 she describes being called to the chancery and informed that “we would either have to cease publication or change our name.” (She finessed that ultimatum by noting that ceasing publication “would be a grave scandal to our readers and would put into the hands of our enemies, the enemies of the Church, a formidable weapon.”)

Among the more personal themes in her diaries is the relationship with family members, such as her younger sister Della, her daughter Tamar, and her many grandchildren. Though she had limited contact with other members of her immediate family (who disapproved of her religion, her radicalism, and her notoriety), she remained constantly in touch with Della, who lived within easy visiting range. Despite their differences (Della was a dedicated proponent of Planned Parenthood), Dorothy called on her sister nearly every week, often staying overnight to enjoy some rest and recuperation.

The most significant relationship in her life was undoubtedly with her daughter Tamar, who was seven when the Catholic Worker was founded. Dorothy’s diaries show her anxiety about raising a child in this uncertain environment, and the difficulty of balancing the needs of her daughter and the demands of the larger household. When Tamar married at 18 and began her own family, Dorothy took naturally to the role of mother-in-law and grandmother. She was a frequent visitor in Tamar’s home—often for months at a time—in West Virginia or later in Vermont.

One year, while Tamar pursued a degree in practical nursing which took her away from home, Dorothy moved in and cared for her grandchildren for four months. And so her days were spent in getting children to school, driving them to football practice, helping them with their homework, confronting them about their chores or their adolescent moods, and putting them to bed—in other words, the daily work of any parent or grandparent. She worried about their welfare and happiness; she suffered terribly when her grandson Eric was drafted and sent to Vietnam; she was “prostrate” with grief when one of her great-grandsons was killed in a car accident. Such episodes belie the common impression that Dorothy’s unusual life in the Catholic Worker placed her outside the concerns of “ordinary” family life.

At the same time her diaries cast new light on her relationship with Tamar’s father, Forster Batterham. In her published memoirs she wrote of him with respect and enduring affection. She credited him with a major role in her conversion to a faith he could not share. But there was no indication that they ever saw one another again. In fact, over time, Forster began to reappear in her life.

In 1959, remarkably, he asked for her help in caring for his long-time companion, Nanette, who was dying of cancer. And so, for several months, Dorothy spent much of each day with the couple on Staten Island, helping with housework, offering companionship and consolation. On the day before she died, Nanette asked to be baptized—an ironic and poignant repetition of the summer of 1927 that had ended with Dorothy’s own conversion. And once again, after Nanette’s death, Dorothy and Forster went their separate ways.

But now they stayed in closer touch. Forster would call to inquire after their “progeny.” She would visit him when he was in the hospital. He gave her a radio for her room. In later years he would frame art prints to decorate the walls of the Catholic Worker. And toward the end of her life, as she notes in her diary, he took to calling her every day.

These are a few of the personal stories that emerge in these diaries. They are set against the daily domestic dramas of the Catholic Worker that occupied so much of her life. Her public activities, already well documented in her other writings, receive less attention. And yet her diaries do reflect her response, over a period of nearly five decades, to the vast changes in America, the Church, and the wider world.

As the diaries begin, in the 1930s, we see her vital interest in strikes and labor struggles and the problems of the Depression. She met with union leaders, labor priests, and bishops who undoubtedly saw in the Worker a Catholic counterweight to the appeal of communism. Later, as her pacifist convictions became a defining feature of the Catholic Worker, she would occupy a more marginal position, far outside the Catholic mainstream. In the 1940s, as the world went to war, Dorothy devoted more attention to her own spiritual life. But then in the 1950s, facing the perils of the cold war, she embarked on a new style of activism, courting arrest several times (and serving jail sentences of up to thirty days) for her protests against civil defense drills in New York City. With the publication of The Long Loneliness she began to achieve a new profile as a voice of conscience crying in the wilderness.

Her journals from the 1960s reflect the turbulence of the times. We see her traveling to Cuba on the eve of the Missile Crisis, fasting for peace in Rome during the Second Vatican Council, facing bullets with an interracial community in Georgia, and standing in solidarity with young men burning their draft cards. Suddenly Dorothy had become the spiritual godmother to a new generation standing up against war and the established disorder. Despite her age, Dorothy understood the idealism of youth, the yearning for freedom, and the instinct for the heroic. And yet she recoiled from the spirit of nihilism and the self-indulgence of the “counterculture.”

With the 1970s she welcomed signs of a renewed interest in community and the efforts to build a society, as Peter Maurin used to say, “where it is easier for people to be good.” As she grew old, she prepared to let go, to entrust the vision to a new generation. And yet her old feistiness remained. We see her staring down the IRS with her refusal either to pay taxes or to register as a charitable organization. We see her, at the age of 75, being arrested on a picket line with the United Farmworkers.

And through her diaries we see her gradually slowing down, adjusting, after a heart attack, to the end of her restless travels, eventually settling into the confinement of her room at the CW shelter for homeless women on East Third Street. In her youth she had received a great “revelation”—that for anyone attuned to the life of the mind, the future held the promise of unending fascination. And now she could observe, “No matter how old I get … no matter how feeble, short of breath, incapable of walking more than a few blocks, what with heart murmurs, heart failures, emphysema perhaps, arthritis in feet and knees, with all these symptoms of age and decrepitude, my heart can still leap for joy as I read and suddenly assent to some great truth enunciated by some great mind and heart.”

That intense interest in life continued, as she took in the world around her and rummaged increasingly in the “rag-bag” of memory. She had always been a “compulsive” writer, “ever since I was 8 years old when I wrote a serial story on a little pad of pink paper for my younger sister’s entertainment.” And writing was virtually the last thing to go. Toward the end her newspaper columns reverted to short, breathless excerpts from her diary—just enough, she said, “to let people know I am still alive.” She kept writing until a few days before her death on November 29, 1980.

David O’Brien, writing in Commonweal after her death, famously called Dorothy Day “the most significant, interesting, and influential person in the history of American Catholicism.” The truth of that pronouncement has become clearer with the passage of time. She has been the subject of biographies, plays, documentaries, a Hollywood film, and even a number of children’s books. She has been inducted into the “Women’s Hall of Fame” in Seneca Falls, New York, and is widely recognized as the radical conscience of the Catholic Church in America. But certainly a significant measure of her legacy came in 2000 when the Vatican officially accepted her cause for canonization, and she received the formal title “Servant of God.”

If Dorothy Day is one day formally canonized, this diary will offer something quite unusual in the annals of the saints—an opportunity to follow, almost day by day, in the footsteps of a holy person. Through these writings we can trace the movements of her spirit and her quest for God. We can see her praying for wisdom and courage in meeting the challenges of her day. But we also join her as she watches television, devours mystery novels, goes to the movies, plays with her grandchildren, and listens to the opera.

Many people tend to think of saints as otherworldly heroes, close to God but not exactly human. These diaries confirm Thomas Merton’s observation that sanctity is a matter of being more fully human: “This implies a greater capacity for concern, for suffering, for understanding, for sympathy, and also for humor, for joy, for appreciation for the good and beautiful things of life.”

To be human is constantly to fall short of the ideals one sets for oneself. Dorothy Day was no exception. There are frequent reminders in these pages of her capacity for impatience, anger, judgment, and self-righteousness. We are reminded of these things because she herself points them out. (“Thinking gloomily of the sins and shortcomings of others,” she writes, “it suddenly came to me to remember my own offenses, just as heinous as those of others. If I concern myself with my own sins and lament them, if I remember my own failures and lapses, I will not be resentful of others. This was most cheering and lifted the load of gloom from my mind. It makes one unhappy to judge people and happy to love them.”) And so we are reminded, too, that holiness is not a state of perfection but a faithful striving that lasts a lifetime. It is expressed primarily in small ways, day after day, through the practice of forgiveness, patience, self-sacrifice, and compassion.

Dorothy’s favorite saint was Thérèse of Lisieux, popularly known as the “Little Flower.” St. Thérèse died at the age of 24 in 1897—the year of Dorothy’s birth—in a small Carmelite convent in Normandy. At first glance these two women, the contemplative and the activist, would appear to have little in common. Nevertheless, Dorothy was powerfully attracted to her story and even wrote an account of her life. St. Thérèse taught the value of the “Little Way”—a path to holiness that lay in performing all our daily tasks and duties in a spirit of love and in the presence of God. Dorothy embraced this teaching. She believed that each act of love, each work of mercy might increase the balance of love in the world. And she extended this principle to the social sphere. Each act of protest or witness for peace—though apparently foolish and ineffective, no more than a pebble in a pond—might send forth ripples that could transform the world.

The title of this book, “the duty of delight,” comes from John Ruskin, the nineteenth-century English critic. Dorothy incorporated his phrase in the epilogue to The Long Loneliness and later considered using it as the title for one of her books. She repeated it frequently in her diaries—often after a recital of drudgery or disappointment. It served as a reminder to find God in all things—the sorrows of daily life and the moments of joy, both of which she experienced in abundance.

As for sorrows, these included: ill health; the aches and pains of aging; the loss of old friends; the struggles to pay the bills and put out a monthly paper; real estate woes and the ordeals of home maintenance; loneliness and anxiety; squabbling among community members. After returning from one trip, she writes, “I have had this completely alone feeling.… A time when the memory and understanding fail one completely and only the will remains, so that I feel hard and rigid, and at the same time ready to sit like a soft fool and weep my eyes out.”

Then there were the sorrows of poverty: noise, foul odors, poor food, and the outbreak of violence among the drunk or insane; the various kinds of lice and bedbugs; constant insecurity and the world’s disdain. (“In this groaning of spirit, everything is irksome to me. The dirt, the garbage heaped in the gutters, the flies, the hopelessness of the human beings around me, all oppress me.”) And then there were the sorrows of the world, which weighed so heavily: war and hatred, fear, corruption, the despair and cynicism of the young, the contempt for life, and other offenses against human dignity. All these things are noted in her diary.

But there were also the moments of joy: the Saturday afternoon opera; the magic spell of a book; “the soft sound of waves on the beach”; the chatter of happy children; the sights and solitude of a long bus trip; the beauty of church and the liturgy, with its appeal to all the senses; the language of Scripture; the experience of community at its best; the excitement of a new venture; signs that a new generation was responding to the vision of Peter Maurin and to the faith on which she had staked her life.

•   •   •

I knew Dorothy Day in the last five years of her life, 1975–80, when I came to live at the Catholic Worker in New York City. I was 19 at the time of our meeting, and my first impression was that I had never met someone so “old” who showed such apparent interest in me and my opinions. I was immediately won over. After one of our conversations I dared to show her some notes from my own diary. (Did I suppose she would be edified by my two-week-old impressions of life at the Catholic Worker?) The next day I missed her; she had gone back to the farm upstate. But she had left me a note: “Good thing to keep a journal,” she wrote. “Please ask Frank [Donovan] to find you a copy of a book in my room, Prayer Is a Hunger, which describes writing as a form of prayer. Love, Dorothy”

St. Teresa of Avila defined prayer as “nothing but friendly intercourse, and frequent solitary converse, with Him Who we know loves us.” Certainly, for Dorothy, writing was a form of prayer. That is especially evident in the writing published here for the first time. It is striking how many entries in her diaries refer specifically to prayer and how often she directly addresses God as the intended reader of her heart. After years of reciting the prayers of the Office the language of the Psalms had become her daily bread.

But ultimately her words, whether written or spoken, derived their meaning from the consistency, courage, and faithfulness of her life. These diaries provide a unique window on that life, and on the witness of a woman for whom, in the end, everything was a form of prayer.
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1932


DECEMBER Dorothy Day travels to Washington, D.C., to cover the “Hunger March of the Unemployed,” a communist-organized demonstration. On December 8, she prays at the crypt of the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception that some way will open for her to combine her Catholic faith and her commitment to social justice. When she returns to New York she meets Peter Maurin, who inspires her to start a newspaper.



1933


President Franklin D. Roosevelt introduces the New Deal to respond to the Great Depression.
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MAY 1 The first issue of the Catholic Worker is distributed in Union Square. Catholic Worker office at 436 East 15th St.



1934


MARCH Ade Bethune, a young art student, visits the Catholic Worker and begins contributing to the paper. Among her contributions, the design of the CW masthead.



1935


MARCH CW moves to 144 Charles Street.

MAY Circulation of the paper reaches 100,000.

JUNE CW rents a house on Staten Island.

SUMMER CW pickets the German ship, Bremen, protesting Nazi policies. DD and others arrested.



1936


APRIL CW moves to 115 Mott St., headquarters for the next 14 years.

Farm established outside of Easton, Pa.

JUNE Sheed & Ward publishes Peter Maurin’s Easy Essays.

JULY Francisco Franco leads a coup against the leftist-dominated government in Spain. The Spanish Civil War ensues. In the U.S., most Catholic publications support Franco. The Catholic Worker and the Commonweal are exceptions.



1937


FEBRUARY Catholic Worker John Cort helps found the Association of Catholic Trade Unionists.



1938


Publication of From Union Square to Rome.
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NOVEMBER Kristallnacht—Nazi assault on Jewish synagogues and businesses in Germany.



1939


JANUARY Publication of House of Hospitality

MARCH Fascist victory in Spanish Civil War.

MAY Dorothy Day among founders of the Committee of Catholics to Fight Anti-Semitism.

SEPTEMBER Hitler invades Poland. Beginning of World War II.

Dorothy meets Fr. Pacifique Roy, a Canadian Josephite priest, who becomes one of her closest spiritual advisors.



1940


FEBRUARY–MAY Long trip down West Coast.

JULY Dorothy testifies before Congressional Committee on Conscription.

SEPTEMBER Beginning of the Blitz of London.

OCTOBER Draft registration begins in the U.S.



1941


JULY Attends a retreat with Fr. John J. Hugo.

AUGUST Fr. Hugo leads CW retreat in Oakmont, Pa.

DECEMBER 7 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. U.S. declares war.



1942


JANUARY CW appears with banner headline, “We continue our Christian Pacifist Stand.”

DECEMBER Beginning of the Manhattan Project to devise an atomic bomb.



1943


SEPTEMBER Dorothy plans to take a year’s leave from the Catholic Worker. She spends six months away, first at the Grail in Libertyville, Ill., then in Farmingdale, N.Y. In March, she returns to the CW.



1944


APRIL 19 Dorothy’s daughter Tamar marries David Hennessy, soon after her 18th birthday.

JUNE Allied invasion of Europe begins.



1945


AUGUST On August 6, Feast of the Transfiguration. U.S. drops first atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Three days later, another atomic bomb on Nagasaki. On August 14, Japan surrenders. World War II is over.

OCTOBER 24 Dorothy’s mother, Grace Satterlee Day, dies.



1946


FEBRUARY Dorothy chooses a new name for her CW column, “On Pilgrimage.”



1947


CW gives up the farm at Easton; purchases new farm in Newburgh, N.Y.

Tamar and David Hennessy move to W.Va.



1948


DECEMBER CW publishes On Pilgrimage, Dorothy’s account of a single year.



1949


MARCH Catholic Worker supports the cause of cemetery workers on strike against the Archdiocese of New York. Cardinal Spellman accuses the workers of being under the influence of communist agitators.

MAY 15 Death of Peter Maurin.



1950


APRIL Dorothy to Washington, D.C., for one-week fast for peace.

EASTER Ammon Hennacy pays his first visit to the Catholic Worker. He returns in 1952 and remains part of the community for the next 8 years.

JUNE 25 Korean War begins.

SUMMER Notice of eviction from 115 Mott St.

AUGUST Move to new Peter Maurin farm on Staten Island. Hennessys move to Westminster, Md.

SEPTEMBER CW moves to 221 Chrystie St.

The Internal Security (McCarran) Act is passed, ordering the registration of all communist organizations and the internment of communists in times of national emergency.



1951


MAY Tamar Hennessy and family move to Staten Island, living for first six months at Peter Maurin Farm.



1952


JANUARY Publication of The Long Loneliness.

MARCH Dorothy speaks at Carnegie Hall in a meeting against the Smith Act.

First test of hydrogen bomb.

OCTOBER Two-part profile of DD by Dwight Macdonald appears in The New Yorker.

NOVEMBER Ammon Hennacy received into the Catholic Church.



1953


JUNE 19 Communists Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, charged as Russian spies, are executed in New York. Dorothy publishes a Meditation on their death.

JULY 27 Korean War ends with signing of armistice.



1954


In Brown v. Board of Education case, Supreme Court overturns segregation in public schools, setting off a new chapter in the civil rights struggle.



1955


JUNE 15 Dorothy Day, Ammon Hennacy, A. J. Muste, and others are arrested for refusing to participate in mandatory civil defense drills. She is released without sentence or fine.

OCTOBER Dorothy called before Workman’s Compensation Board and charged with being a “slum landlord.”

DECEMBER 1 Rosa Parks is arrested in Montgomery, Ala., after refusing to give up her seat on a public bus to a white passenger. Her action sparks a bus boycott under the leadership of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.



1956


JULY 20 Civil defense drill. Dorothy is arrested and this time jailed for 5 days in January.



1957


APRIL Dorothy travels to Georgia to support the interracial Koinonia community. She is shot at while taking a turn as sentry at the front gate.

JULY 12 Dorothy again defies civil defense drill. Sentenced to 30 days in jail.

SEPTEMBER Tamar and her family move to Perkinsville, Vt.

AUGUST City announces plan to seize Chrystie St. by right of eminent domain to build a subway line.



1958


JANUARY Dorothy undertakes pilgrimage to Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City.

MAY 6 Civil defense drill. Dorothy arrested, though her 30-day sentence is suspended.

AUGUST Ammon Hennacy undertakes a 40-day fast in front of the Atomic Energy Commission in Washington, D.C.

OCTOBER 28 Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli is elected pope and takes the name John XXIII.

DECEMBER Fidel Castro leads guerrilla army in Cuba to victory over dictator Fulgencio Batista.

DECEMBER Forced to give up Chrystie St., CW community disperses to apartments. Rents storefront at 39 Spring St. for office and soup kitchen.



1959


APRIL 17 Civil defense drill. Dorothy arrested and sentenced to 10 days in jail.

SEPTEMBER–JANUARY 1960 Dorothy nurses Nanette (Forster’s companion) on Staten Island.



1960


MAY 3 New York air raid drill; 28 arrested, but not Dorothy.

SEPTEMBER Dorothy publishes an open letter to the city, returning $3,579.39 interest on the payment for Chrystie St. building.

OCTOBER Publication of Therese.

NOVEMBER Election of John F. Kennedy, first Catholic president of the United States.



1961


JANUARY 29 Catholic Workers participate in sit-in at the Atomic Energy Commission building in New York City.

APRIL 17 U.S.-sponsored Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba ends in failure.

AUGUST CW moves to 175 Chrystie St.



1962


SEPTEMBER 5–OCTOBER 5 Dorothy travels to Cuba.

OCTOBER Announcement of the formation of an American Pax Association.

OCTOBER 11 Second Vatican Council is convened.

OCTOBER 22–29 Cuban Missile Crisis prompted by discovery of Soviet missile sites in Cuba. Nuclear war narrowly averted.



1963


APRIL 11 Pope John XXIII issues his encyclical Pacem in Terris.

APRIL–MAY Dorothy travels on peace pilgrimage to Rome. She sees Pope John in a public appearance at the Vatican.

JUNE 3 Death of Pope John XXIII.

Election of Giovanni Battista Montini as Pope Paul VI.

AUGUST 28 Martin Luther King Jr. delivers his famous “I Have a Dream” speech at civil-rights march in Washington.

OCTOBER Dorothy travels to England for conference on peace at Spode House, a Dominican retreat house.

NOVEMBER Publication of Loaves and Fishes.

NOVEMBER 22 President John F. Kennedy is assassinated. Lyndon Johnson becomes president.



1964


APRIL New CW farm at Tivoli, New York.

AUGUST Congress passes the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, authorizing the president to “take all necessary measures to repel any armed attacks against the forces of the United States and to prevent future aggression.”

AUGUGST–DECEMBER Dorothy stays in Perkinsville, looking after Tamar’s family while she is taking a nursing degree.

OCTOBER Catholic Peace Fellowship founded by Jim Forest and Tom Cornell, former CW editors.

DECEMBER 19 CW joins other peace groups in sponsoring protests against the Vietnam War.



1965


FEBRUARY 21 Malcolm X, black Muslim leader, is assassinated in New York City.

FEBRUARY 28 President Johnson announces a policy of continuous air strikes against North Vietnam.

MARCH Martin Luther King Jr. leads a procession of 4,000 civil rights demonstrators from Selma to Montgomery, Ala.

AUGUST Special Issue of the CW: “War and Peace at the Vatican Council.”

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER Dorothy sails to Rome for final session of Vatican II and takes part in a 10-day fast by international women to encourage the Council to make a clear statement on war and peace.

OCTOBER 15 David Miller of the Catholic Worker defies the Selective Service law by burning his draft card. He is arrested.

NOVEMBER 6 Five young men burn draft cards in Union Square. Dorothy Day and A. J. Muste, two elders of the peace movement, speak and lend their support.

NOVEMBER 9 Roger LaPorte, a young Catholic Worker, immolates himself on the steps of the United Nations as a protest against the Vietnam War.



1966


APRIL U.S. troops in Vietnam number 250,000.

MAY 16 Martin Luther King Jr. makes his first public statement opposing the war.

AUGUST Cesar Chavez founds the United Farm Workers union.



1967


OCTOBER Dorothy travels to Rome for the International Congress of the Laity. She is one of two Americans invited to receive Communion from the hands of Pope Paul VI. Visits Danilo Dolci in Italy and returns through England.

DECEMBER Anti-war march on the Pentagon.



1968


APRIL 4 Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated in Memphis, Tenn.

MAY 17 Catonsville 9, including Frs. Daniel and Philip Berrigan, burn draft files in Catonsville, Md.

JUNE 5 Robert F. Kennedy is assassinated in Los Angeles.

JULY CW moves to St. Joseph House, 36 East First St.

Pope Paul VI issues encyclical Humanae Vitae upholding the Church’s prohibition against all artificial means of birth control.

SEPTEMBER 24 Milwaukee 14, including former CW editor Jim Forest, arrested for burning draft files.

DECEMBER 10 Thomas Merton accidentally electrocuted at monastic conference in Bangkok, Thailand.



1969


MAY Dorothy visits the headquarters of the United Farm Workers in Delano, Calif. She takes part in a memorial service for Robert F. Kennedy. The next day, while picketing with striking farmworkers, she has to jump to avoid a speeding car that swerves toward her.

OCTOBER 15 Moratorium against the war.



1970


JANUARY 14 Death of Ammon Hennacy in Salt Lake City. Dorothy attends his funeral.

APRIL U.S. invasion of Cambodia. National Guard shootings at Kent State and Jackson State Universities follow in May.

AUGUST Dorothy undertakes extensive trip to Australia, Hong Kong, India, Tanzania, Rome, and England. In Calcutta, she spends several days with Mother Teresa and her community.



1971


JULY Traveling with Nina Polcyn and a tour group, Dorothy visits Eastern Europe and Russia.



1972


JANUARY Dorothy visits UFW headquarters in La Paz, Calif.

APRIL IRS addresses the CW, demanding payment of $296,359 in supposedly unpaid taxes. In July, in the face of widespread protest, and DD’s own intransigence, the IRS withdraws its claim.

NOVEMBER 8 Dorothy’s 75th birthday. America magazine devotes a special issue to her. Notre Dame awards her the Laetare Medal.



1973


JANUARY “Ceasefire” declared in Vietnam, but war continues.

AUGUST Dorothy joins picketing farmworkers in California; is arrested, spends nearly two weeks at a prison farm.

OCTOBER Founding of Pax Christi-USA. Dorothy addresses Assembly in Washington, D.C.

FALL Travels to England and Northern Ireland.



1974


JANUARY Accepts the Isaac Hecker award from the Paulists in Boston.

JULY Catholic Worker purchases a music school on 55 E. Third St. Maryhouse is intended as a shelter for homeless women.



1975


APRIL War ends in Indochina.



1976


JANUARY Maryhouse opens on East Third St.

AUGUST 6 Invited to address the Eucharistic Congress in Philadelphia on the Feast of the Transfiguration (Hiroshima Day). Soon after, she suffers a heart attack.



1977


MAY CW celebrates 100th anniversary of birth of Peter Maurin.

OCTOBER Dorothy hospitalized for chest pains, Beth Israel Hospital.

NOVEMBER 8 Dorothy’s 80th birthday. Receives personal greeting from Pope Paul VI.



1978


AUGUST 6 Death of Pope Paul VI.

OCTOBER 16 Election of Pope John Paul II.



1979


JUNE 17 Mother Teresa of Calcutta visits Maryhouse.

OCTOBER Closing of CW Farm in Tivoli. Peter Maurin Farm opens in Marlboro, N.Y.



1980


APRIL Death of Dorothy’s sister Della.

NOVEMBER 8 Dorothy’s 83rd birthday.

NOVEMBER 29 Dorothy Day dies at Maryhouse.
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The Thirties

Dorothy Day’s diaries begin in early 1934, nearly a year after the launching of the Catholic Worker on May 1, 1933. By this time the main features of the movement were already in place: the newspaper, selling as it always would for “a penny a copy”; houses of hospitality for the practice of the Works of Mercy; and round-table discussions for the clarification of thought. By the next year, with the establishment of the first farming communes on Staten Island, and then in Easton, Pennsylvania, all the elements of Peter Maurin’s original vision would be in place.

Dorothy’s diaries for this period, intermittent and fairly random, are mostly written on loose sheets of lined paper—in some cases seemingly torn from a notebook. She evidently drew little distinction between these private writings and the relatively personal reportage and reflection that she contributed to the paper. Indeed, many of these entries were reproduced, verbatim, in her early book, House of Hospitality, a chronicle of the early years of the Catholic Worker.

These early diaries, set against the social struggles and hard times of the Depression, document the steady growth of the movement. Within two years the circulation of the paper had risen to over 100,000. New houses were springing up around the country. All this posed increasing demands on Dorothy’s time, energy, and presence. She was the one who raised the money, who set the tone, who settled disputes, and responded to frequent requests for clarification from the Chancery. Through her extensive trips around the country she helped spread the vision, and united the movement through her monthly columns in the paper.

Travel would remain a constant feature of her life over the decades to come. She frankly welcomed a long bus trip as an occasion for solitude, a chance to collect her thoughts, and to find refreshment in a change of scene. But always upon returning she faced complaints and reproaches: “You are always away!” Community life was marked by many joys. But in a community made up, to such an extent, by the walking wounded, Catholic Worker life was always marked by disputes, bickering, and rivalries. Desperately trying to inculcate a spirit of personal responsibility and “self-organization,” Dorothy referred to herself at one point as “being in the position of a dictator trying to legislate herself out of existence.”

While struggling with the demands of the CW family, there was also the matter of her own family—in particular, her daughter Tamar, who was only seven when the Catholic Worker was launched. These early diaries reflect Dorothy’s efforts to raise her child in the midst of an unconventional family, always wondering—as any parent does—whether she was doing enough or doing it right.

Many significant events are overlooked in these diaries. For example, while there are many references to Dorothy’s involvement with the labor movement, she does not describe the Worker’s extensive involvement in the seamen’s strike in 1936. Nor does she write about the Worker’s pacifist response to the Spanish Civil War, and the opposition this drew both from Catholic allies and friends on the Left. There is relatively little reflection here on the gathering clouds in Europe, or any anticipation of the storm to come.

But for all that they leave out or elide, these early diaries certainly document Dorothy’s spiritual struggles—her sense of loneliness, even in the midst of community; her efforts to maintain her equilibrium amid the constant responsibilities and burdens of leadership; and her ongoing efforts to see Christ in those around her—not just in the saints but also in “the poor lost ones, the abandoned ones, the sick, the crazed, the solitary human beings whom Christ so loved, in whom I see, with a terrible anguish, the body of this death.”

As the decade comes to a close, she concludes her final entry with these resolutions: “To pay no attention to health of body but only that of soul. To plan day on arising and evening examination of conscience. More spiritual reading.… To waste no time. More conscientious about letters, visits, about these records. More charity.”
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1934

THURSDAY, MARCH 14, 1934

We are an international household. Yesterday afternoon Peter [Maurin] brought in his Turkish [Armenian] friend Mr. Minas and asked if he could put up a bed for him. So we went out and got a camp cot to put up in the kitchen after the meetings are over in the evening. Tamar and I each had two blankets so I took one off each bed for him, one for under and one for over, since a camp cot has no mattress.

Right now he is sitting down in the kitchen, getting quotations—the pronouncements of various priests against Fascism. He is also going to distribute our daily supplement through the streets.

Last night Frank [O’Donnell]* took the supplement around to various saloons in the neighborhood, most of which are run by Catholics and one of which down by Tompkins Square is frequented by Communists. At this, the last place he visited, he said they were all in a most affable mood, and after reading the sheet gravely, registered their approval by singing “Proschai, proschai.”

Eileen [Corridon]* went over to Sheed and Ward’s last night to their monthly disputation and distributed there. She says that cars and chauffeurs were lined up in front of the door. They should have been invited inside to partake of Catholic culture.

It is hard to put over the idea of Catholic culture because people are afraid of the word culture in America. They think at once of Shakespeare clubs and Browning societies and they are repelled.

MARCH 21

Last night I went up to the Mothers’ Club at St. Barnabas (243rd St.) parish to talk to the women who all live in snug warm houses with their husbands and children around them, their times filled and their life sweetened by the good works their concerted means permit them to do.

They had contributed before ($34) to the work of the Teresa-Joseph Cooperative and they took up a collection again often dollars.

Little duties pile up. I get up at seven-thirty, go to eight o’clock Mass, have breakfast, and prepare breakfast for Peter, Mr. Minas, Tamar, and myself; go through the mail, do bookkeeping, hand the orders over to Frank and put the letters inside to be answered; read some of the liturgy of the day and write the daily page to be mimeographed. All the while there are interruptions of people coming in and the telephone. Tamar and Freddy [Rubino] play about. Sometimes Tamar does her arithmetic by playing with the money in the cash box and sometimes in the big graphic arithmetic book I bought her. She reads about a page and a half a day, also some prayers. The rest of the time she plays outside these warm spring days.

Then the Home Relief worker, wanting a Confirmation outfit for a twelve-year-old girl; then Charlie Rich, a convert from Judaism, to type some of his deeply spiritual writings. Then Tessa* with her dialectic materialism and her baby, which is baptized a Catholic but who she insists is going to grow up a “Daily Worker” and not a “Catholic Worker.”

Mr. Minas returns to take out the papers. A Fascist drops in to try to whip up hatred amongst us for the Jews.

At four I went to meet Della§ at Hearn’s for coffee. Then Ade Bethune‖ in with some of her lovely drawings of Don Bosco, St. Catherine of Siena, her second Corporal Work of Mercy, and her Labor Guild head. She stayed to make an impression on the stencil of Don Bosco for the Italian kids in the neighborhood for Easter Monday, the day after his canonization.

After meeting Della and walking until my legs ached grievously, I went into Lily’s*a for supper, heard all about Kenneth Burke’s work for the New Masses, and how Horace Greeley thinks he will go further and complete Marx. Edward Stahlberg came in and talked about fascism in America and asked me to send him exchanges in relation to this subject. It is regrettable to state that whereas I can give him many excellent articles, I should have to acknowledge to myself that many secular and Jesuit priests throughout the country are fascist in sympathy. I have heard them rave against the Jews and I have heard Salesian fathers boast that Mussolini was a product of one of their institutions.

Eileen in a temper again all day. Her emotional friendship, which is a mixture of love and hate, helpfulness and obstructive tactics, is a trial indeed, but evidently one God has sent. I get so impatient at times that I have to go off by myself and read St. Francis de Sales’ letters to calm myself. Sometimes it seems much easier to work alone. Dorothy [Weston]*b continues [to be] sick and we see little of her except as she comes to draw out money to sustain life.

Meanwhile the letters pile up and it will just mean that while Eileen sulks and Dorothy suffers I shall have to answer them.

MARCH 23

A sincere repentance for my sins—the result of turning my eyes inward on myself, instead of regarding the faults of others—this is what is most necessary for me. And having come to this conclusion matters straighten themselves out. When people fasten themselves to you with an emotional friendship it is hard, though. One is driven to a slightly strained reserve and the atmosphere is not a natural one.

The weather is very cold again and I have spent the better part of the day upstairs in my room with a fire and with books. The paper must go to press Monday morning so that means a good deal of work.… Why can’t people let each other alone and not obtrude on each other?

John [Day]*c came in last night and we all went over to Dorothy’s for drinks and sandwiches. John has joined the C.P. [Communist Party], he and Tessa, and today I’ve been going around feeling rather shocked and miserable. Also I awoke too late for Mass and that spoiled my day. I always feel sad at keeping Lent so badly. I keep resolving and failing miserably and starting in again. Tonight I feel weak and miserable, totally incapable of attending the lecture. Prof Vaughn was to come and didn’t show up and Peter [Maurin] is taking his place and the heckling is trying to the nerves. But I feel a quitter for that too. So I shall read Conrad and forget my troubles.

MONDAY, APRIL 8

Tonight there was no speaker announced so I got Florence Schwartz on the phone and asked her if she would not come up and take dictation while Peter and [Steve] Hergenhan*d talked. She is here now, sitting at the talk, and they are suffering from stage fright and speaking as though in a dream, so slowly, so heavily that the half dozen or so who have dropped in are nodding. The night is conspiring against them too, warm, mild, and breezy, conducive to physical and mental languor.

All day it has been so, warm and sunny, a happy day, with the buds swelling in the parks. I was down in City Hall Park this afternoon on the way to Barclay Street and I surveyed every tree, searching for swelling buds.

Now in the night the streets are swarming with people and there is a liveliness, a surge, a vitality in the air which is almost unendurable.

Mr. Minas sits out here writing poetry and laughing over the efforts of Peter and Hergenhan. “They are not making points,” he says very truly.

John Geis just came in, our Brother Juniper.*e He is applying again for a soap box in Columbus Circle and invites us all to come up and see it.

MAY 18*f

John’s three objections to religion.


	It is morbid.

	It is cannibalistic.

	How can an all-powerful, all-loving God permit evil?



I must write about these objections.

Last month I sent out an appeal which brought in enough money to pay all the bills so aside from seventy dollars we owe for the printer we are all clear. God is good.

We put an appeal in the paper also for a store in Harlem for a branch office and a lawyer. Mr. Daley has donated us a store rent free to which Peter and Herg will move next Monday.

SATURDAY, MAY 19, EVE OF PENTECOST

Such magnificent weather yesterday and today and I have been feeling very happy. God rewards us for so little effort. Just a resolute turning to Him of our wills. I have felt so low these last weeks—so sad at being away from Tamar that everything was distasteful to me—all spiritual duties too so that my heart was in nothing and my mind was restless and confused. But just the keeping myself apart and the resolute attempt to read was of great help. So now everything is easier. We depend so much on the Holy Spirit.

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 6. STATEN ISLAND

Tamar and I have been down here on the beach for the last ten days except for a Thursday and a Friday night. I had to go in to see about the paper’s coming out. Due to writing it hurriedly and making it up hurriedly it is a careless and slovenly job and I have not wanted to look at it all week.

A daily telephone call puts me in touch with the office every day at four.

JULY 24

Up for the seven o’clock this morning and after coffee went to the 8 at Twelfth Street, since Mr. Minas was not up yet. Father Zaline is expressing more interest in our work. We need to reach the Italians with so many of them turning Communist.

As soon as I got home and opened the office at nine people started coming in for clothes—shoes, pants, dresses.

SEPTEMBER 22

Overcast, drizzling, warm. “The ear is not content with hearing nor the eye with seeing.” I’m thinking of this because I’m listening to the Symphonic Hour on the radio—Brahms’s 1st Symphony—and enjoying it very much, though Margaret bothers me with remarks about there being no butter, Tom asks for stencils, the baby frets, etc. Even so I enjoy it. But we cannot depend on our senses at all for enjoyment. What gives us keen enjoyment one day we listen to with indifference the next, the beauties of the beach arouse us to thanksgiving and exultation at one time and at another leave us lonely and miserable. “It is vanity to mind this present life, and not to look forward unto those things which are to come.”

It is hard for me to look forward or to have any conception of future happiness. Sometimes I am afraid of this being lack of faith. On the other hand it makes it easier for me to live in the present moment as Caussade*g advises, and, let us hope, adds to the merit of endurance.

Hardships to offer up. Going to bed at night with the foul smell of unwashed bodies in my nostrils. Lack of privacy. But Christ was born in a stable and a stable is apt to be unclean and odorous. If the Blessed Mother could endure it, why not I. Also, Christ had no place to lay His head in the years of His public life. The birds of the air have their nests and the foxes their holes but the Son of Man has no place to lay His head.

Yesterday Monsignor [Arthur J.] Scanlon [Rector of the Diocesan Seminary and the Censor of the diocese] honored us with a visit to tell us about his and the Cardinal’s approval of our work (which they call a modern miracle). He says he wishes to appoint a spiritual advisor for us to be consulted on doctrinal matters only, and not on such subjects as strikes or labor in general. He seemed to think we would not like this (though we are glad) and assured us it is only to facilitate our progress—that they would give us an Imprimatur if they thought it would not hinder us in our work.

Margaret coming in with the carriage full of baby and vegetables, he blessed the baby and incidentally our food for the evening. Margaret did not put the tomatoes on the table because they had not been blessed and she wanted this to be an entirely blessed meal.

OCTOBER 25, FRIDAY, 11:30 P.M.

I suppose it is a grace not to be able to have time to take or derive satisfaction in the work we are doing. What time I have my impulse is to self-criticism and examination of conscience, and I am constantly humiliated at my own imperfections and at my halting progress. Perhaps I deceive myself here too and excuse my lack of recollection. But I do know how small I am and how little I can do and I beg You, Lord, to help me for I cannot help myself. Touch my heart and help me to be ever mindful of Thee.

DECEMBER 14

A quiet evening. Mr. Minas and I have just finished our usual evening late repast. Some evenings, if Frank or Peter is here, we have wine. Otherwise cocoa. And bread and mustard or black olives. Mr. Minas sprinkles his with red pepper.

He is very fond of our black cat, whom Mary Sheehan*h calls Social Justice. He washes her face and paws carefully every day and finds her a little bit of everything, just now Parmesan cheese for instance, and she is thirsty and drinking the goldfish water, terrifying the three fish.

He writes poetry in beautiful Armenian script and carries around his notebook pinned with a safety pin to his pocket ever since he lost it this summer. That was a terrific tragedy—we all felt that his poetry represented everything to him, all that our faith means to us. We all started praying and the next day a young Episcopalian boy came in with the manuscript. Margaret insisted it was St. Anthony in disguise.

We had been reading Dostoevsky, Mr. Minas and I, for the last few months. I’ve been at Crime and Punishment and he The Idiot, both of us rereading them. I had only Sundays and late evenings, but he went around with his under his arm continually, trying to find a quiet corner, which is always difficult around here.

1935

FEBRUARY 19

It is just after midnight and I have been sitting in the outer office alone with two mad creatures with God in their hearts. All three of us tormented in our various ways, all three of us alone, so completely alone too. Karl’s madness consists of going in for astrology—it is his passion and it must be regarded seriously. He is young, good looking in a very German way, and very solitary and inarticulate except on the question of astrology.

The other, Bernard Adelson, we met when I spoke at Father Rothlauf’s last month. He came down the next night and has been with us ever since, off and on, one time speaking in inspired fashion of the Mystical Body, of other Christs, of the Psalms, quoting them in Hebrew, and then going off into a perfect mania of persecution talk, holding his head and speaking of madness and death.

As I sit I am weeping—I have been torn recently by people, by things that happen. Surely we are, here in our community, made up of poor lost ones, the abandoned ones, the sick, the crazed and the solitary human beings whom Christ so loved and in whom I see, with a terrible anguish, the body of this death. And out in the streets, wandering somewhere, is Mr. Minas, solitary among a multitude, surrounded by us all day long, but not one of us save in his humanity, denying, not knowing—yet clinging to some dream, some ideal of beauty which he tries to express in his poetry which no one but he can read.

Catherine is tossing in her bed, unable to sleep what with the wailing of cats in the backyard who act as though all the devils were in them—Catherine, too, with the misery of her illness hanging over her, with the uncertainty, the pain and nerve-racking treatments she undergoes.

I have seen too much of suffering recently what with visiting the girl who is in Woonsocket that Father Michael sent me to visit, who suffers in her skeleton body the torments Christ suffered. I cannot write about her—it is impossible to talk about these supernatural manifestations which are beyond my comprehension.

MARCH 8—FIRST FRIDAY IN LENT

Lent is teaching me a great deal through the lessons at hand—teaching me not to be surprised at the foolishness, even the treachery of creatures. It really has nothing to do with them—it is something outside themselves—it is for my good.

NEW YEAR’S EVE

Stanley [Vishnewski]*i is down for these days to help with the wood chopping and gathering driftwood. Even so we have just had to buy two cartons of coal which make five for this year already. It will be good when we are all on the farming commune and the expense is concentrated in one place. One of the best things people can do—the very people who are with you—is to criticize the management and lack of economy, though God knows what else you can do.

The difficulty to look forward to is everybody living under the same roof and getting along together, so strange a conglomeration of people as we all are.

Francis took offense last night at sleeping in another room from Stanley and walked out this morning without breakfast. So there are general grievances in the air. And general grievances against me for having such people around.

Talk of the farming commune and the place at Gillette. “And what are you going to do on the farming commune?” although that had been gone over many times before. Past failures are never forgotten or excused.

If you are discouraged, everyone would relapse into a state of discouragement and hopeless anger at circumstances and everyone else. And if you are not discouraged everyone tries to make you be and are angry because you are not. It is hard to know what tack to take. The only thing is to be oblivious, as Peter is, and go right on and on.

I am going to keep a notebook faithfully this year for my own encouragement. For one thing, I am always able to get rid of depression by writing it all out. For another thing, I forget things so easily—people I meet, suggestions that are made, information I am given. I shall try to keep it up completely.

Friday night Father [Paul Hanly] Furfey*j was in town from Washington and we had an impromptu meeting which lasted until 12. We had already had a roundtable discussion starting at the dinner table, continuing through the dishes and on until nine when he came.

The discussion was heated as it usually is, everyone speaking with vehemence and bobbing up and down from the floor. And Dr. Furfey not having heard Peter before thought it was necessary to calm people and began reminding us that we must not pay so much attention to the economic side of things, that spirituality was all that mattered after all. So I hopped up and said that you can’t preach the Gospel to men with empty stomachs and that if he had been down to the Municipal Lodging house and seen 12,000 men being fed at South Ferry, he would think it was necessary to put some emphasis on the material. Which convinced him that I also was an externalist I am sure.

He treated me with sweetness and charity during the rest of his visit when I encountered him, but he spent most of his time with Tom and Dorothy, in their neat, comfortable, and orderly home, reciting the Office, singing the hours, and discussing spiritual things. Meanwhile, we at our cluttered office were feeding the hungry that came in. I am afraid my indignation at Peter’s ideas being slighted had an element of self-love and pride in it, but just the same, there is ground for indignation. The crowd at the office get to Mass every morning, and are translating their spirituality into the natural order from morning to night. But it is true we are not “respectable,” we are criticized for our dress, our enthusiasm, and for the very works of mercy we are doing. Outside criticism is not so bad, but the criticism from within, the grumbling, the complaints, the insidious discontent spread around—these things are hard to bear.

However, the thing is to bear it patiently, to take it lightly, not to let it interfere with one’s own work. The very fact that it is hard shows how much self-love and pride I have, what a deposit of meanness there is at the base of everything I do. I really am ashamed of myself, and shall try to do better. And I shall be happy too to think that God thinks I am strong enough to bear these trials, otherwise we would not be having them. Someone said we must beware when everything is going along smoothly. That is when there is no progress made.

Yesterday Bill Callahan [a recent graduate of City College] and I went out to Gillette to see the farm and it is perfect—everything we could wish for a farming commune. I shall pray to God real hard for it, because considering the difficult personalities, and their spirit of self-sacrifice, perhaps God wishes the first one to be a little easy just to encourage us to go on. It is in his hands, after all.

In the evening there was a meeting in the office—Saturday night and all day Sunday, the meeting at Tom’s, and as a visitor said, by that time they were all talked out. Fr. Furfey said a few more words about “spirituality” and to beware of “wordy ones,” as St. Paul said; and I had a feeling he meant Peter, and probably me too, as I could be called a wordy one.

Oh dear, I am remembered of St. Teresa who said, “The devil sends me so offensive a bad spirit of temper that at times I think I could eat people up.”

I am glad that she felt that way too. St. Thomas said that there is no sin in having a righteous wrath provided there is no undue desire for revenge.

I am afraid I am very stiff-necked. I shall read the Office and go to sleep. But first to concoct a rule for the coming year. It is a thing about which I have been meditating for quite some time—for two months to be exact.

I read in Tanqueray [The Spiritual Life] while on the trip that a rule of life was necessary for all, lay as [well as] cleric. So I resolved then to be more careful not to omit certain devotions that I let myself off from on account of my irregular life and fatigue. After all when I have been working from seven until twelve at night, or traveling fifteen hours by bus, I can realize all the more these words, “Can you not watch with me one hour?” That I have resolved is to be my motto for the coming year, in order to foster recollection.

I have written just as I felt this evening, so as to hide nothing of my mood. I shall look at it next year and try to find if I have gotten rid of any fault. This last year I at last kept the pledge which was something.

RULE FOR 1936

The Catholic Worker to be in the hands of St. Joseph, and Tamar and I to continue under our novice mistress, the little St. Teresa, who alone can teach us how to do the little things and cultivate a spirit of humility. St. Joseph is also taking care of me this year as I asked him up at Montreal at the shrine.

“Can you not watch with me one hour?”

I shall remember this whenever I am tired and want to omit prayer, the extra prayers I shall set myself. Because after all I am going to try to pray the simplest, humblest way, with no spiritual ambition.

Morning prayers, in my room before going to Mass. I always omit them, rushing out of the house just in time as I do. If I were less slothful it would be better. Remember what Leon Bloy said about health in this month’s Coliseum. Not try too hard to catch up on sleep, but to be sensible about sleep nevertheless.

Around the middle of the day to take, even though it be to snatch, fifteen minutes of absolute quiet, thinking about God and talking to God.

Read the Office as much as I can, if only Prime and Compline, but all whenever possible.

One visit during the day always without fail.

The rosary daily.

I do plenty of spiritual reading to refresh myself and to encourage myself so I do not have to remind myself of that.

The thing to remember is not to read so much or talk so much about God, but to talk to God.

To practice the presence of God.

A nightly examination as to this rule and not just about faults.

To be gentle and charitable in thought, word, and deed.

1936

MAY 21, ASCENSION DAY, EASTON FARM

On the hillside writing letters. Hot but with a breeze. We all went to 8 Mass. Last Sunday Carney got the professor to go for the first time in years. Gibson is going to confession this Saturday for the first time in 19 years. I am very happy. The boys don’t know how much good they can do by translating the spiritual into the material as they are doing.

JUNE 3, WEDNESDAY

Last night we said rosary out under the trees, praying for rain. The moon was coming up, there was a smell of sweet clover in the air, and it was very quiet. Carney led. Now there are 19 of us.…

Still very dry and a lot of planting and transplanting to do yet. Seed potatoes have gone up to five dollars a bushel. The work is coming along fine and the place is beginning to look as though people lived there who loved it.

JULY 12, SUNDAY, MOTT ST.

For the last four days an awful spell of heat, the worst in forty years they say. All night people sit out on the streets, mothers holding their heavy, sleeping babies. Sprinkling trucks spray the garbage up from the gutters onto the sidewalks and steamy fetid odors rise and choke one. The heat does not bother me as the smell does.

We have a houseful of invalids. Charlie Rich is sick with the heat. Never well at any time what with his stomach ulcers, he goes around reading the Office of the Dead, his eyes heavy and his face drawn.

The Professor has been out on a drunk and is lying trembling in his room while he is here. He has just stolen five dollars from me, the money we had to send the sharecropper packages of clothes, and he must be tormented in soul as in body.

Mr. Breen has also been sick this last week, alternately cursing out damn niggers and miscegenationists (as he calls us all, when it isn’t “nigger-lovers”) and weeping over his sins and begging forgiveness in a most maudlin manner. He comes down at least a score of times in the course of the morning while I am working and breathes foully at me while he mumbles in my ear his great love and desire to serve me; and he alternates this senile tenderness by sudden changes of mood into a frenzy of hate at the Professor or Russin. He has deliriums constantly.

“They are making fun of the church,” he screamed suddenly, yesterday. “They are pretending to perform a baptism in the speakeasy in front.” (The speakeasy where they sell wine night and day to singing, roistering laborers who all but murder each other when they are not bawling out Sardinian songs, adds to the general unrest!)

AUGUST 8, SATURDAY NOON. FARM

Fish soup is cooking also, but had greens for one o’clock lunch. I have been canning tomatoes all morning—12 quarts—and my hands are so tired I can scarcely write. A perfect day for working, good breeze. I’m sitting out under the old apple tree on a very good but not very handsome bench that John Griffin*k made out of an unused shutter. The three ducks are trying to take a bath in front of me. The drake is constantly biting at the neck of one of the ducks and she turns and returns his caress. Then they both lift themselves preeningly and raise their wings and flutter. The rooster and one hen are sharing a worm and murmuring together.

MONDAY, AUGUST 10, MOTT ST.

Ten p.m. and I am most comfortably settled in the extra apartment in the front house [on Mott St.] which Miss [Gertrude] Burke turned over to us. It will be good to be able to sit up and work in the evening and not worry about waking Kate Smith up.

Today was very full. First of all a long discussion with John Cort*l about personalism, hospitality, state responsibility, and organized charity. (He was objecting to caring for such people as Prof. La Valle, etc.). It was a long one. He is very conscientious, sticks to the job of being in the office, cleaning house, seeing people, indoctrinating, spiritual reading at table, etc. I am very critical with him, but I do think he’s a good worker.

Then Carney—and I told him he could not go down to Easton now, and I think it came as a great shock to him. He told John later very threateningly that he was going to write letters to certain people about us, that we were racketeers and not doing our duty by him (one of the duties is to provide him with clothes, a commutation ticket to Easton, which costs $80, better food, and security from persecution).

Mr. Minas came next, telling me of his hunger and suffering, his quarrel with Rosemary over taking stuff from the kitchen. I must give Knut Hamsun’s Hunger to Rosemary to read. She manages beautifully with normal people but with our special charges like the Prof. and Minas there is conflict.

Then came Joe Hughes.*m He was to have sailed Saturday but before sailing the entire ship got drunk and he fell off the wagon too and was fired. He was feeling like hell about it and swears he won’t go to sea again, it will be the same thing over again. He was too confident, after going to daily Mass and Communion. It is always the way. Thank God he came back right away. I would have felt bad if he had not. He’s all right now, is going down to the farm tomorrow and will help with the farm and road mending, and thence to Bethlehem to try for a job as a steel worker. (Breaking out like that probably did him good. Better have it happen here than in New Orleans where he would be far away from us.)

SUNDAY, AUGUST 16, MOTT STREET, 5 P.M.

Downstairs in the yard there are a dozen men sitting at long tables drinking wine. The yard is decorated with branches and electric lights, as is all the street in front for blocks around. Today is the last day of the fiesta celebrating the Assumption.

This feast day a happy one for me and filled with resolutions. First to pay every possible attention to my own soul, as Father Lallemant stresses. Again a rule of life to be determined on; more time spent in prayer. I shall start again trying to make that 6 a.m. Mass so that I can have time for thanksgiving, meditation, and reading early in the morning. There is so much to do, people require so much of one, there are always callers and letters, and in this neighborhood constant noise. And in the country, the same demands made upon one, work to participate in, etc. So I must do more to guard every moment and keep recollected. I can help people far more then, anyway.

Mass today at 10 and eleven; cleaning office; wrote ten letters, talked to a Coughlinite*n visitor, and so the day goes.

FRIDAY, AUGUST 18, FARM

Low in mind all day, full of tears.

Bill and John Curran,*o Bergen and [Hazen] Ordway went in to New York to distribute papers at a Communist rally at Madison Square Garden. Mary got fifty from her sister and contributes it to the grocery fund.

Aside from a few ill-timed jokes about Steve going and getting a job because I was lecturing the boys on the lay apostolate and the need of our not becoming top heavy, jokes which had a grain of bitter feeling as always, she is getting along well and cheerfully, and working prodigiously at jam-making and canning.

But Jim so low and bitter in spirits, oppressed at the work to be done, lack of funds, too many visitors and children, waste of food which is rotting on the vines, the uselessness of eating corn, because it uses so much butter, and it all comes down to his objection to responsibility which he takes out on me, letting me know in little ways that he thinks I ought to do other than I am doing.

What with him, John Curran and his discourses on daily Mass and orderliness, and John Cort in town, not to speak of the Boston group, Ottawa, Toronto, Missouri, all discouraged, all looking for organization instead of self-organization, all of them weary of the idea of freedom and personal responsibility—I feel bitterly oppressed, yet confirmed in my conviction that we have to emphasize personal responsibility at all costs. It is most certainly at the price of bitter suffering for myself. For I am just in the position of a dictator trying to legislate himself out of existence. They accept my regime, which emphasizes freedom and personal responsibility, but under protest. They all complain at the idea of there being this freedom in town and here, that there is no boss.

Today I just happened to light on Dostoevsky’s “Grand Inquisitor,” which was most apropos. Freedom—how men hate it and chafe under it; how unhappy they are with it.

This week Eleanor and Bernice, two colored children, and Mary and Annie Giogas are down and they are singing and dancing all the day. I should be happy to see them … But I have satisfaction in nothing.

“Are we trying to make a farm here or aren’t we?”

A statement of that kind, an attitude of criticism of all that Peter and I stand for, has the power to down me completely so that I feel utterly incapable of going to Boston and meeting the opposition there and all their trials and discouragements. Nothing but the grace of God can help me but I feel utterly lacking, ineffective, my strength failing.

In town the usual crosses, Carney calling us all racketeers, calling the spiritual reading pious twaddle; Mr. Breen with his vile accusations; the misery of Minas and the Professor; Kate’s illness; the suit against us, the bills piling up and the unconscious discouragement in people like Frank and Jim—these things to be topped by such a lack of understanding of the personalist idea from those you expect the most from, lays me low.

Since I got back from Pittsburgh I have had this completely alone feeling. A temptation of the devil, doubtless, and to succumb to it is a lack of faith and hope. There is nothing to do but bear it, but my heart is as heavy as lead, and my mind dull and uninspired. A time when the memory and understanding fail one completely and only the will remains, so that I feel hard and rigid, and at the same time ready to sit like a soft fool and weep my eyes out.

Tonight Tamar had a nose bleed, a headache, and a stomachache, and although the latter probably came from eating green pears, as she confessed, still to think of the little time I have with her, constantly to be on the go, leaving her to the care of others, sending her away so that she can lead a regular life and not be subject to the moods and vagaries of the crowd of us, this is probably the cruelest hardship of all. She is happy, she does not feel torn constantly as I do, and then the doubt arises, probably she too feels that I am failing her just as the crowd on Mott St. and the crowd down here feel it.

“You are always away.” “You are never down here.”

And then when I get to Boston—“This is your work, why are you not up here more often?”

Never before have I had such a compete sense of failure, of utter misery.


“O spiritual soul, when thou seest thy desire obscured, thy will arid and constrained, and thy faculties incapable of any interior act, be not grieved at this, but look upon it rather as a great good, for God is delivering thee from thy self, taking the matter out of thy hands … The way of suffering is safer and also more profitable than that of rejoicing and of action. In suffering God gives strength, but in action and in joy the soul does but show its own weakness and imperfections.”—St. John of the Cross



In Boston for three days.

Took boat at 5 for N.Y. Still low and dragged out. Feeling nothing accomplished. Mr. Schwartz drove me down here where the atmosphere is morose and the weather does not help. Reading Caussade and New Testament does help, and hiding my own sadness.

OCTOBER 6

The October issue will be out tomorrow night. All of the copy is done except the “Day by Day” [Dorothy’s column] and what unions ought to be. John is downstairs doing letters, and I, ill, am taking it easy on my couch. What with seeing the censor, Fr. McSorley, getting a letter off to the Cardinal yesterday and the Catechetical Congress, the last week has been very full.

TUESDAY OCTOBER 27

Returned to office to go over mail, write letters, while John G. put up radiators and Mr. Breen stomped in and out, shouting “Nigger lover” at me. Mr. A in to say goodbye. Left $100 for poor. About 50 men came in destitute. We need clothes horribly. Nine women today got coats. Four more couldn’t get any.

The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 posed a test for the CW. Most Catholics identified with the cause of General Franco and regarded his rebellion against the Republican government as a virtual holy war against godless atheism. The Commonweal and The Catholic Worker were notable exceptions to this rule. In November 1936 the CW ran an editorial “On the Use of Force,” making plain the movement’s pacifist position:


And now the whole world is turning to “force” to conquer. Fascist and Communist alike believe that only by the shedding of blood can they achieve victory. Catholics, too, believe that suffering and the shedding of blood “must needs be,” as Our Lord said to the disciples at Emmaus. But their teaching, their hard saying is, that they must be willing to shed every drop of their own blood, and not take the blood of their brothers. They are willing to die for their faith, believing that the blood of martyrs is the seed of the Church …

Our Lord said, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up.” And do not His words apply not only to Him as Head of his Church but to His members? How can the Head be separated from the members? The Catholic Church cannot be destroyed in Spain or in Mexico. But we do not believe that force of arms can save it. We believe that if Our Lord were alive today he would say as He said to St. Peter, “Put up thy sword.”

Christians, when they are seeking to defend their faith by arms, by force and violence, are like those who said to Our Lord, “Come down from the Cross. If you are the Son of God, save Yourself.”

But Christ did not come down from the Cross. He drank to the last drop the agony of His suffering, and was not part of the agony the hopelessness, the unbelief, of His own disciples?

Christ is being crucified today, every day. Shall we ask Him with the unbelieving world to come down from the Cross? Or shall we joyfully, as His brothers, “complete the sufferings of Christ”?…*p



DECEMBER 6, SUNDAY. ON THE TRAIN, 9 P.M.

In the afternoon to Fr. Ford’s where Chapman and [Kenneth] Burke talked on Communism and Catholicism. We brought the seamen up to the meeting and they took up a collection after the meeting. We have planned to get a group of Catholic seamen together to indoctrinate them and prepare them to combat Communist tactics.

Such a situation drives Peter [Maurin] crazy because the men are interested in wages and hours and he, being opposed to the wage system and strikes, finds it hard to start in with such elementals and get in his stuff. He sees history, the philosophy of labor, the long view, but he does not see immediate tactics, strategy.…

Went to confession last night and Communion this a.m. but feel a great sense of conflict, almost a beginning of the struggle all over again.…

Reading St. Bernard, [Thomas] à Kempis.

1937

MAY 8, SATURDAY, ST. ELIZABETH RECTORY, CHICAGO

What with being sick this week, felt very low tonight. Read, prayed, wept, and then thought—why do we expect any happiness? God wills for us the present moment. We must take it with a joyful will at least. Never let our moods affect others. Hide any sadness. We are suffering sadness and fatigue just because our will is painfully struggling. Our Lord must teach me, I cannot learn by myself to give up my will completely, to accept the present moment, to live in the presence of God. I should be happy that this struggle is going on, that I am not content. A paradox. I was just reading over the last pages herein for my help. It serves to convince me that nothing depends on me, I can do nothing. Moods, discouragement, bickerings pass and the work proceeds, the influence is far-reaching.

It is a great privilege to be here in a rectory in this slum.

MAY 30, SUNDAY

A new resolution, to write these few lines every day.

Today was beautiful. 9 a.m. Mass and communion. Coffee at the office and up to the farm. Everybody very happy, even Hergenhan, tho he says he is going to leave on completion of the house unless I change my “fundamental ideals.” He has the foundation finished and is starting on the lumber work and chimney. Lunch at 2:30 and dishes. The house very clean and pleasant and whole farm looking wonderful.

MAY 31

Slept in the afternoon, very tired, and in the evening wrote. Five steel strikers killed in Chicago and 105 injured, 28 by bullets.

JUNE 3, THURSDAY

After 9 Mass to the chancery office, then Fr. McSorley.*q Msgr. [Francis] McIntyre*r fine about the Rochester conference. Fr. McS. all against CIO.

FRIDAY, JUNE 4

Luke, Maurice, Bill and Elias all stumbling drunk at all hours. No sleep for hours. John Filliger*s the only reliable one drinking and he stopped yesterday.

SUNDAY, JUNE 6

Found telegram from Chicago saying they were suppressing our June number there on account of our calling police murderers.

TUESDAY, JUNE 15

Mr. O’Connell is 70, a descendent of [Irish patriot] Daniel O’Connell. He says there are no saints like the Irish, that none of them would have betrayed our Lord. He has worn ten uniforms—police, fireman, army and navy and Boer. And then telling me how he went bootless for 7 months and had to take the boots off the feet of an Irishman in the English army. He got no further in his tale of the uniforms he wore. He is really a great old man, still hearty—a fine carpenter and he can work and drink with the best of them. But he cannot work with others and he must go on his solitary drunks.

Yesterday and today have been so quiet and happy. Reading and writing and putting all trouble out of mind.

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 16

There has been great reform going on up at the farm. Joe Zarrella*t has made it his job to express the idea of leadership and personalism.

MEDITATION. AUGUST 6, FRIDAY

Mass and communion at the Syrian church down in Easton. On the conversion of sinners. While I was praying I thought—these men, these workers, these leaders of labor, may turn toward God in their hearts through the things we recall to them in the Catholic Worker. They may continue fallen away, outside the faith, not professing any particular creed, and yet their hearts may be turned to God. Either now or in the future. The world will never know of their inner conversion, nor will their followers. They will no more proclaim themselves Catholics than they do now proclaim themselves Communist. They are good leaders now. See Scully’s letter in the Tablet. They are following Catholic principles of social justice. Our work will probably make them continue good leaders.… The big fight is against violence more than it is against atheism. These men are not atheists, and if they are bitter Catholics there is reason for it.

The attributes of the soul are, according to St. Teresa, memory, understanding, and will. If you use these three, you can bring to life again your love for your husband, your memory of your first love for him, your understanding of his difficulties and the troubles that have come between you; your will to love him now. If only for self preservation you must use the will as you cannot go on in this state of unhappiness and friction. Love is a matter of the will anyway, when it isn’t just a biological urge that beclouds every other issue. If you will to love someone (even the most repulsive and wicked), and try to serve him as an expression of that love,—then you soon come to feel love. And God will hear your prayers. “Enlarge Thou my heart that Thou mayest enter in!” You can pray the same way, that your heart may be enlarged to love again.

It is true that we cannot be happy unless we love, so it is worth making every effort to love. It is a question of deepest obligation for you since as a Catholic you have made this promise and you knew what you were doing. If your husband had been a Catholic these things would have come up too.

The union between man and woman is the closest analogy in this moral life to the union between God and man. One cannot properly be said to understand the love of God without understanding the deepest fleshly as well as spiritual love between man and woman. The two should go hand in hand. You cannot separate the soul from the body. Even throughout the psalms you find the union of the two. “My heart and my flesh cry out for the living God.” “The love of God should quicken the body as well as the soul.”

AUGUST 7, ST. CAJETAN

On suffering. Joe has hay fever and he works so hard and we need him so I found myself praying that he be cured immediately. And then I thought that his misery was probably worth more to the work than his ease. (Easy to judge for others). We do not make enough of suffering, we do not rejoice in this coin that is given us to pay our debts and those of others. I should welcome my sick headaches, but usually I rebel, thinking how if I had been a bit more sensible I could have avoided it. But then often it cannot be avoided, it just descends on one. So it should be welcomed in those cases at least as an opportunity of quietly enduring without complaint and submitting and accepting the will of God. The sacrament of the present moment.

One of the objections to suffering which we do not admit is that it is undignified. It is not a wound heroically received in battle. Hay fever, colds in the head, bilious attacks, poison ivy, such like irritations which are sometimes even worse than a severe illness are to say the least petty and undignified. But in reality it takes heroic virtue to practice patience in little things, things which seem little to others but which afflict one with unrest and misery. Patience with each other and with each other’s bickerings. We can even offer up, however, our own lack of peace, our own worry. Since I offered all the distractions, turmoil and unrest I felt at things going askew a few weeks ago, my petty fretting over this one and that one, I have felt much better and more able to cope with everything.

Toothaches, bruised faces even, received in street fighting are ugly and grotesque. It is hard to heroically receive blows in the face from a policeman, for instance, and take it like a Christian, in the spirit of non-resistance. A spirit of hatred and a fierce desire for retaliation seems more manly, more human. Moral force being hard to see, is a thousand times harder than physical force. Strength of spirit is not so often felt to be apparent as strength of body. And we in our vanity wish this strength to be apparent. Human respect again. And yet moral force is always felt.

1938

Dorothy’s diary jumps from August 1937 to June 1938.

JUNE 25, ST. WILLIAM, SATURDAY

Thinking about the farm at Mass. It will always be necessary to have a central farm, a communal farm. At present there is no prospect of families. Those who have married or wanting to be, will not accept voluntary poverty to that extent, nor have they the humility or patience to accept manual labor or share in it with others. Also they wish too immediate results. They haven’t the vision and get discouraged at the prospect of collecting stones and digging.

The farm is progressing well. There is growth. There is every reason to be encouraged. All at the farm are unemployed workers, now busy building for their own and the Common Good.

Peter is down there for the summer so I am free to travel and write.

JUNE 29, HARRISBURG

Meditation on the bus. Rainy and cold. Thinking gloomily of the sins and shortcomings of others, it suddenly came to me to remember my own offenses, just as heinous as those of others. If I concern myself with my own sins and lament them, if I remember my own failures and lapses, I will not be resentful of others. This was most cheering and lifted the load of gloom from my mind. It makes one unhappy to judge people and happy to love them.

PITTSBURGH, JULY 2, VISITATION

Read the end of Resurrection on the bus yesterday, and the analysis of revolutionary types was very interesting. Also Tolstoi’s solution of living the Gospel, not judging or punishing our neighbor.

JULY 3, SUNDAY

Warm, sunny. Great depression of spirits. Job is to hide it from others, to accept it as penance, reparation, and to pray constantly for an increase in my heart of the love of God and man.

The epistle today: I reckon the sufferings of this time are not worthy to be compared with the glory to come that shall be revealed in us.… For we know now that every creature groaneth, and travaileth in pain, even till now; and not only it, but ourselves also, who have the first fruits of the spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting for the adoption of the sons of God, redemption of our body. Rom VIII

In this groaning of spirit everything is irksome to me. The dirt, the garbage heaped in the gutters, the flies, the hopelessness of the human beings around me, all oppress me. In my comforting Charles Rich the other day, when he stated he was surprised that anyone could keep going, I told him that others did not have his capacity for suffering, also that his health was poor which made the outlook dark. Fortunately people do live from day to day, and God lifts their spirits to help them endure. There is a supernatural reason for our lack of consolation and we should endure it gratefully. If God didn’t think we could stand it we wouldn’t be visited with this pain.

Faber’s pamphlet, “Weariness in Well Doing” is good. It is a good check and states reasons, usually our own fault, for our sadnesses. But sometimes we can find no reason and must just accept the cross. My natural reasons right now are a separation from Tamar and the difficulties of keeping the work going with no money. But sadness can come for other reasons too.

Speaking of being hypercritical, while I ate this noon I remembered the set up at the Archbishop’s palace, the delicate wines, the delicious food, the abundance of delicacies and exquisite service. And I wished the princes of the church were living voluntarily down in a place like this where the food is scarce and often bad. Today for instance for breakfast was coffee so weak that the skim milk, slightly soured, took from it any color it had. The oatmeal was tasteless, but the toast, dry, was good. For lunch a very greasy lamb stew, plain lettuce, and boiled parsnips. No one ate any parsnips but the stew was cleaned up. It was a good stew. But there is nothing in the house for the coming week to make soup out of. The cellar is full of baskets of radishes, parsnips, and woody turnips, slimy lettuce, and spinach.

The place is full of flies as a result of the decaying vegetables and the cellar is half flooded with water which makes it worse. Also dirty baskets covered with slime are piled ceiling high, and the garbage is heaped up in the yard in cans uncovered and haunted with flies.

There is plenty of work here to do, getting plumbing fixed, getting the cellar cleaned up, and disposing of the stuff we cannot use. And getting some supplies in that can be used, such as beans for soup.

Tomorrow the soup line will get a concoction of turnips and parsnips and lamb fat. God knows what kind of a concoction that will be, but not very appetizing. I shall concentrate on the food problem and drag in the lay apostolate on that basis.

It is an insult to St. Joseph, our provider, to serve such meals.

THURSDAY JULY 7

After writing the previous I was too occupied to feel low, and the prayers I had said lifted my spirits.

SUNDAY JULY 17, CONEY ISLAND

Our greatest need is mutual charity, love, and loyalty to each other. It is the only way to solve problems, get cooperation, and have peace. To see the good in our neighbor, and develop it. To forgive and not to judge. Never to speak ill of one another. Not to be upset at others doing so, but change the conversation or walk away.

Peter’s example at the farm should be felt this summer. He walks to Mass daily, communicates … So many hours of manual labor and time for reading and discussion. He is mending the roads, making flowerbeds, and the whole lower farm is improved.

My problem is not to become upset at people’s discontent and criticism but to keep myself peaceful, kind, and patient. My great fault when one person is criticizing another to me is to point out their faults and that only makes things worse.

TUESDAY, JULY 19

Signed papers, Peter and I, for farm. Mass 7:30. P & I had breakfast together and lawyers at 9:15. On 2:20 bus for N.Y. Conversation with Bill, Gerry [Griffin]*u walking out, on farm and his oppositions. He asked me to stay on Mott St. for a year, which I will gladly do beginning Sept 1, after Nova Scotia trip. So I shall accept no more speaking engagements out of town. I offered this last Aug but he wished full authority then, thinking he could handle situations. Now he recognizes he cannot manage a House, so will only do what he wants. The tragedy is he refuses to try to. He insists he is a realist. What he is refusing to try to do is be a saint.

JULY 31, SUNDAY, CONEY ISLAND

The Little Office is a very present help in trouble. For months I’ve been debating joining Dominican Tertiaries. Very tired over weekend.

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 10. FEAST OF ST. LAWRENCE

Since last writing much peace of mind, tho situations remain the same. But constant pain in my right hand, arm and shoulder so it is hard to write.

Saw Mother and Pop [July 23]. Very happy meeting. Tamar, Mother, and I had lunch together at Grand Central and saw her off on noon train.

Miss Mullen’s criticisms. Lack of charity and too heavy indoctrination. I believe that it is that which is getting John down. Peter wishes everyone to read and become articulate regardless of his nature. John Curran’s emphasis (wrong) on justice. “If the other fellow does this, why not I?” Peter’s stand: “If they ask for my cloak, let them have my coat too.” He has given up eggs and milk because there is quarreling over it.

In spite of all these things and constant pain, I have had great peace of mind. The regular recitation of the Little Office has helped much.

AUGUST 14, SUNDAY. HOSPITAL, SISTERS OF ST. MARTHA [ANTIGONISH, NOVA SCOTIA]

Thursday drove to Truro with Fr. Coady to speak to the miners in convention. My reading has been slight. [Vincent] McNabb on prayer. Importance of keeping to regular prayer. Even one Our Father morning and evening. Little Office. Rosary. Today we had much. Mass, 2 Benedictions, Little Office, and now before bed the rosary. [Abbot Columba] Marmion on the Way of the Cross. I must add this to my devotions to gain the grace of fortitude in suffering. I must accept this pain in my shoulder as penance for my sins. The other day at the communion rail, it was as tho the Lord held my shoulder tightly in his clasp.

All are Scotch hereabouts. Very silent people. They just sit. Tamar finds it hard to get used to two or three just sitting and looking at you while eating. I cannot get used to it myself.

AUGUST 15, MONDAY. FEAST OF THE ASSUMPTION

Now at 2 p.m. we are down here at the shore—Tamar playing in the water with a little boat she found. Very still and calm, but with a constant murmur of wind in the pines. A few sea gulls, the mooing of a cow in the distance, a crow, but no other sounds. Tamar’s splashing is the loudest. Not a house in sight, tho there is a neighbor vacationing down the shore with a sailboat. Some small boys hammering now and then. Silence and complete calm.

At Mott St. now they are celebrating the feast of the Assumption and Sam, Rocco, and the hubbub will be like that of a marketplace for the entire summer. Only when school reopens will there be comparative quiet again. But there is never quiet there in that most congested area of New York City. I shall remember this scene often with much refreshment.

SATURDAY SEPTEMBER 10. 1 P.M.

Yesterday I drove in from the farm with John Curran and Tamar, the latter very much crowded by baskets of vegetables and fruits. I drove most of the way down the day before, getting off at the circle and going on to Allentown. I had read a book on Therese Neumann [modern mystic] the night before until 2 a.m. and was very tired all day. Went to bed before dark.

Visiting a friend at jail. Bars, screens, separation of two feet from the visitor. A 15-minute visit once a week allowed. No bananas, oranges, meat. No Mass on Sunday. A priest comes every two weeks and preaches a sermon and a few girls sing a few hymns. No confession, communion, no visits—though the man may be in 90 days. I thought how the men would be facing a sermon from being present, assisting at Mass. I noticed how different they are visiting their friends at the screen.

As I came down the street afterward a well dressed priest drove by in a big car. Then I passed another—also well dressed, comfortable.… Then still another out in front of a most luxurious mansion, the parish house, playing with a dog on a leash. All of them well fed, well housed, comfortable, caring for the safe people like themselves. And where are the priests for the poor, the down and out, the sick in city hospitals, in jails. It is the little of God’s children who do not get cared for. God help them and God help the priest who is caught in the bourgeois system and cannot get out.

SUNDAY SEPTEMBER 11, 6:30 P.M.

Tamar and I are just home from visiting Mother and Pop up at the Hotel. We had dinner which Tamar enjoyed mightily. We are certainly very happy at the new plan of being together and her going to school down here on Mott St. The only reason I ever sent her away was because with all my speaking trips I could not take proper care of her. But now I am to be at home for a year. I am grieved always at this talk of not raising one’s children in these surroundings. I am going to write on Holy Poverty and the family.…

A priest (Josephite) came in for help. Had left his house last Tuesday, quarrel with Superior. Said he did not blame him for kicking him out. Drinking since and his clothes were in a hotel, he said. He seemed most unhappy and miserable. Sent him over to St. Joseph’s Clergy House, Stirling, to Brother Joseph.

As I write I am thinking, venal soul that I am—St. Joseph, you must help us, we “have given an onion”*v to a priest of an order named in your honor. And then I think that really, that is all we did. We are leaving it to Fr. Joachim’s order to do the rest—the really hard job.

St. Bernadette compared herself to a broom standing in a corner. We are just insignificant instruments and we do very little … but we are in such terrible need just now. We just have to keep on praying and praying for help.

In this last two years we have sent out appeals which would not have been enough to pay our bills if it had not been for two large benefactors, both of whom gave us a thousand each time. But I don’t think they will continue to help. Last night after confession I was talking to Joe, Gerry, John Cogley, John Cort, Larry and Ray and was uncharitable about some around the Labor Leader who are in the Labor movement as a career. John Cort said they were better than the Communists anyway, and I quoted “The lukewarm I will spew out of my mouth.” The trouble is I want them extremist, as Catholics, so I judge harshly. It would not be so bad if I did not descend to personalities. I went to bed resolved to try to keep silence—to keep to my cell. Every time I come out I am less a man.

THURSDAY SEPTEMBER 15. 10:15 P.M.

This afternoon a woman came in, left a box for me and rushed out. In it there was $41 in coins. Joe rushed after her to thank her but she was gone. St. Joseph is answering our prayers.

This afternoon down to Kenedy’s [Catholic publisher] where I sat reading Pope Pius XI and World Peace for 2 hrs. On Spain and Italy. It did not impress me. The fact that the Phalangists feed 800 children daily does not prove that they are not fascist in tendency. Here the Catholic Charities through the parochial schools feed many thousand and say little of it.

A morning at letters. Mass at 8:30 and the children sing beautifully. Feast of the Seven Sorrows of the Blessed Virgin.

SUNDAY SEPTEMBER 18

Went to 9 Mass and communion and Tamar and I had breakfast in a happy and leisurely manner. Afterward house cleaning and now she and Arthur [Sheehan] are out in the barn watching the new pigs born last night. There were ten and she lay on two. But the others are beauties.

SEPTEMBER 28. WEDNESDAY. 9:30 P.M.

In the afternoon Fr. Bertrand in with David Gordon, most peculiar Jewish convert—somewhat like a Grand Inquisitor. Wanting to shed his own and other’s blood for his faith. He does not believe that man is little lower than the angels. He does not believe we should love our enemies, and considers us dangerous heretics. Me especially. He tells me I am eaten up with pride and self-love. On this point one might as well look upon him as a voice of conscience accusing one, for how hard it is to detect these sins in oneself.

SATURDAY OCTOBER 1. FARM

St. Augustine’s City of God. Quoting Horace:


“The liquor that new vessels first contains
Behind them leave a taste that long remains.”



At first reading I thought of my early Communism, but since he said new vessels, I can look back on my early religious fervor which underlay my radicalism and finally saved me.

MONDAY OCTOBER 3. FEAST OF THE LITTLE FLOWER

Today an epileptic on the line. Twice he had convulsions and twice we called the ambulance but they refused to take him.

Tamar and I to eight o’clock Mass and Communion. Breakfast at a little Chinese coffee shop.

A girl in, Jewish convert, who several times has tried to take her life, her home conditions are so hard. A rebellion against suffering. Little we can do.

Thoughts at Mass. During the day I get so tied up with such a multitude of things to do, and people to see and always that sense of being able to do so little, and that so badly. And after all the Mass is the most important work of the day. Praying for the work will make up all the lack. If I can just remember to do that well—as well as I am able, everything else will take care of itself.

Tamar suffering with headaches and weeping over her homework because it is so hard and the teacher cranky. It is hard too; hard even for me to do.

1939

Dorothy’s diary skips from November 1938 to February 1939.

FEBRUARY 27. MONDAY

They are having a mission at Transfiguration Church on Mott St. It began last night, a Jesuit, Fr. McGrath conducting it. He is very good, preaching in popular fashion yet dealing with profound ideas. Last night—the desire we all have for life, knowledge and love. Tonight, mortal sin.

The men from the Bowery were there, ragged, dirty, jobless, most of them. Longshore workers, teamsters, gandy dancers, sand hogs, restaurant workers, men who had led hard and dangerous lives. There were Irish, Italian, mostly, but other nationalities too. Poles, Croatians, Hungarians. There were young and old, men and women, single and married.

Tonight and last night I sat next to some of the Bowery men, living on relief in lodging houses or sleeping in doorways. They were as poor, as destitute, as “down and out” as man can get. And yet how close they are to our Lord!

“He was a man so much like other men that it took the kiss of a Judas to single him out,” [François] Mauriac wrote.

He was like that man in the pew beside me. He was as like him as his brother. He was his brother. And I felt Christ in that man beside me and loved him.

Every morning I break my fast with the men in the breadline. Some of them speak to me. Many of them do not. But they know me and I know them. And there is a sense of comradeship there. We know each other in the breaking of bread.

It was good to see some of the men there at the Mission …

St. Teresa said she so loved to hear the Word of God preached, that she could listen with enjoyment to the poorest preacher. I know what she meant. Just as long as it is the word of God and not politics, finances, labor discussions. On the first Sunday in Lent our Italian priest [Fr. Fiorentino] spoke to us on “too much eatings, too much drinkings,” and how we should work to make our souls strong. He was very simple and very good. And this mission priest is very good indeed. It is an exceptionally good mission and my heart is filled with gratitude that God has so blessed us this Lent.

He spoke tonight on free will and mortal sin. And I thought what a giant and enabling gift. I thanked God for giving us a “strong conflict.” I thought too “how terrible a thing it was to fall into the hands of a living God.” A “living God.” That very phrase makes me realize Him as a living God …

I have a very bad habit of conversing with the preacher in my mind as I listen to him, and sometimes contradicting him.

Tonight, for instance, he told a story of sudden death to a person in mortal sin, and the hopelessness of the loved ones left behind.

And I thought suddenly of a young boy I knew who committed suicide. I asked a priest afterward as to the efficacy of praying for him. He said, “There is no time with God, and perhaps he foresees the prayers you will say and so gave him time to turn to Him at that last moment with love and longing and repentance.” That has comforted me much. It makes me pray daily for Sacco and Vanzetti, for Alexander Berkman, for others who died to all intents and purposes estranged from God.*w

And I thought tonight, as I listened, “The mothers in this congregation know that hope in the mercy of God. Some of them perhaps have sons who have met with sudden and violent deaths. There have been two murders that we know of on this street this past year. And there was that longshoreman crushed to death last month by a falling load of iron. There was our old janitor who died of gas poisoning last week. Their mothers, their loved ones know that God will hear their prayers. This strong hope, this boundless faith, no loving God can withstand.”

I too clung to this assurance in my heart as I listened and as I prayed.

EMBER WEDNESDAY, MARCH 1

“The cares of my heart are multiplied; from my necessities deliver me, O Lord. Consider my lowliness and my burden and pardon all my sins.” Ps 24

Meeting last night. I spoke: Ade, Harry, Fr. Nelson. Best thought: Fr. Nelson on prayer. He was saying as he went out the door, being on one’s knees not entirely necessary. Attitude of reverence from courtly days. Jews stood. When our Lord went into the desert or up on the mountain to pray, not necessarily always on his knees. One can walk with the Lord. I remember how I used to pray, walking on the beach. Tamar and I love to say the rosary while walking.

I do not have to retire to my room to pray. It is enough to get out and walk in the wilderness of the streets.

MARCH 9, THURSDAY

Memories of Lenin. Krupskaya [Lenin’s widow].

Most of the volume which I have just finished reading is about this struggle between philosophies. I finished the book last night. I had been in bed sick with headache all day which passes at nightfall. When I slept I dreamed of revolution and a poem, the last line of each stanza, “Be kind, Cain!”*x It was almost in a tone of satire, directed at me. Helen had said I was too kind to the Communists in my book and the attitude taken by our opponents is that we do not realize what they are capable of. Indeed we do! Revolution, terror, mob-spirit makes murderers. But still, in spite of the poem, our stand has to be “Love your enemies, overcome evil with good.”

Human touches in the book: her housekeeping efforts; her mother; cigarettes, religion; the sense of comradeship, not only between husband and wife, but mother; the love of nature, woods, mountains. Lenin missing train to pick mushrooms; time spent in study and libraries, loneliness, need of fiction, going to movies. Krupskaya helping with relief work in Switzerland.

Lessons for us. Study, constant study.

PALM SUNDAY, APRIL 2, 1939

Jeremiah: “And I said: The Lord God, I cannot speak for I am a child. And the Lord said to me: say not: I am a child: for thou shalt go to all that I shall send thee, and whatsoever I shall command thee, thou shalt speak. Be not afraid at their presence: for I am with thee to deliver thee saith the Lord. And the Lord put forth his hand and touched my mouth. And the Lord said to me: Behold, I have given my words in thy mouth.”

Tonight I have to speak at Labor Temple and I am so fatigued by a two weeks’ speaking trip that I was miserable about it. The above words from the breviary are a comfort. I dislike speaking. It is only with the greatest effort that I speak. The idea depresses me for a day beforehand. I get physically sick from it. But it must be done.

TUESDAY MAY 16

Met J[ohn Day] at restaurant. Home at 11:30. Telephone call, Pop ill.

WEDNESDAY MAY 17

Pop died this morning 7:30.

THURSDAY.

Met mother at train.

FRIDAY.

Funeral.*y

SATURDAY MAY 20

Mr. Breen died at 5:30 p.m.*z

MAY 28. PENTECOST.

Yesterday Cenacle. Fr. McSorley, “Love is rarest and highest of virtues … The devil shows you worst of a man, the Holy Ghost the best.” Went to confession. Long talk. Voluntary poverty of new archbishop.

I was thinking afterward how everyone dwells on our poverty. But we are not nearly poor enough. Read Steinbeck’s article on squatters in California. It is not enough to present a picture of conditions. One must go there to share that poverty. Then others will help. Immediate works of mercy shows what can be done now, not waiting for the revolution or for the state. Strip oneself here first. We are going to the bean fields this summer.

Some people are scapegoats. Thinking in St. Michael’s church the other day. They hear our sins. They are punished for our sins. They are always deceived. Their most secret sins laid bare. How we should love them for their suffering! How grateful we should be to them for their even unconscious bearing of sin and remorse and shame. They endure, not understanding. I was thinking of Michael.

BEACH, PHILLIPSBURG, JULY 8, 5:30

Everything is very peaceful this year, aside from Bernard leaving, Roddy disappearing last night, and Fr. losing money. But compared to last year, or even any year so far things are far more settled. About others’ sins. Drunkenness and all the sins which follow in its wake are so obviously ugly and monstrous, and mean such unhappiness for the poor sinner that it is all the more important that we do not judge or condemn. In the eyes of God the hidden subtle sins must be far worse. We must make every effort of will to love more and more—to hang on to each other with love. They should serve to show us the hideousness of our own sins so that we truly repent and abhor them.

JULY 30. SUNDAY. 11 A.M.

Have been working all month at proofs of the new book and a last chapter [House of Hospitality]. Articles for the paper (Ben Joe Labray)*aa and letters. Spent month between Easton, Staten Island, and New York. Also F[orster] is transferring hut in Princess Bay to Tamar and we are going to build a camp there for children next year. If I can do it this fall I will.

All this month Fr. Woods and Fr. Palmer at the farm and next month a retreat Aug 26-29. The place will be blessed.

AUGUST 28. FEAST OF ST. AUGUSTINE. 9 A.M.

So far everything has gone beautifully. Conferences on Compassion, exam of conscience, contrition, Faith, Hope, the Mass. All keeping silence. Seventy-two here today from 14 groups. All our prayers for peace.

SUNDAY SEPTEMBER 24

Mass at 7:30. A perfect morning, misty, but warm. Easy to get up. I sat up late reading a detective story. Rather depressed at first what with dirty house, children, Mrs. B, and general effusiveness. But meditated on “living with God.” We are not living with Mellas or Buleys but with God. Most adorable, true, beautiful, lovable, and our place is in Heaven, of refreshment light and peace. Here our life is but “a night spent in an uncomfortable inn,” as St. Teresa says. Even so we have Him with us, my companion, friend, Lover—more my master. What are hardships endured for Him? Where he wants me to be, there I must be happy.

The poor. To love to be with the poor is of course hard. There are not all poor among us, and only one poor family. Of course dirt, inefficiency, dullness, lack of taste, beauty, culture—all these are a part of poverty. Are they poor because of this lack in them, or do these characteristics grow out of their poverty? Who can say? It will be hard to change them because we are poor now ourselves. Are we letting it get us? Are there those amongst us who are becoming dull, dirty, lethargic, listless, indolent, slothful?

NOVEMBER 24. FRIDAY. DAY AFTER THANKSGIVING.

In a few days Advent starts. To us who use our missals every day it is the beginning of the new year. It always makes me happy—beginnings—the opportunity constantly to make fresh starts. One resolution: to write daily. So many things happen, so many people, so many places. For instance, I do not want to forget our landlord in Burlington (House of Hospitality in Burlington), a Mohammedan, who prays five times daily and since there is no mosque prays in his own heart. When he fasts, he fasts from 4 a.m. to 6 in the evening, if I am not mistaken, every day for thirty days—a period corresponding to our Lent …

Finished In the Footsteps of St. Francis. Reading In the Footsteps of St. Paul and Public Life of Our Lord. New Testament. Last night read Crime and Punishment. Reflected on past life, seeking satisfaction in material pleasures, sense of sin also.

Days are taken up with troubles of others. The need to be withdrawn and at the same time unselfish. Strengthening of the will.

DECEMBER 4. BISCAYNE BAY. 3 P.M.

The ferry comes over Tuesdays and Thursdays, and the first and third Saturdays and Sundays. It takes an hour to get over to the island—a beautiful sail. There are two harbors—Hacienda and Hurricane Harbors—and we entered the former, which was lined with palms like a park. The island is seven miles long and a mile wide, so a station wagon took us and our bundles to the ocean side, where Kate and Clem [cousins on her father’s side] live.

•   •   •

Last night I read in the Imitation the chapter on idle conversations in the First Book aloud to Tamar and myself, taking it much to heart. We had been down to Jesu church in the afternoon and made the stations. Mother is much better, so I am at ease about her. As to myself, I believe it is my own shortcomings rather than ill health or low blood pressure which keeps me in a listless and exhausted state. A vigorous effort this coming year will result in benefit to myself and the whole movement. Then I shall more easily be able to stand the work. Of course, this rest, this breathing spell, is good, and I shall take full advantage of it.

The year has been hard. Many speaking engagements, visits to Milwaukee, Chicago, twice to St. Louis, Springfield, Ramsey, Toledo, Cleveland, Akron, Canton, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Rochester, Washington, Baltimore, Virginia, Philadelphia. Burlington, Worcester, Boston, Providence, Harrisburg—all these houses and groups; the finishing up of House of Hospitality; at least a thousand letters and hundreds of speaking engagements; sicknesses and deaths in the house; the death of my father; the day by day work at Mott Street, the farm; what care I can give a thirteen-year-old child; all these occupations and works have indeed worn me down so that it is good to rest quietly and read and write and meditate for a month. I shall do letters and keep this notebook, but aside from that, try to keep myself quiet.

Coffee now with Kate—then the beach.…

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 13. THE ISLAND

Came back yesterday going downtown early to buy Tamar a skirt and to get Kate some stuff at the Five and Ten. Boat left at 12:30—a lovely ride. And I was thinking as I came over, how little we appreciate the beauties under our noses. The ferry ride to Staten Island is a lovely one, any season, and that walk along the river park. I shall enjoy them the more when I go back.

On the Feast of the Immaculate Conception I got up at seven and before the others were up, went downtown to Jesu church. I was there by 7:30 and made the stations and went to confession and Mass at 8. The church was crowded. At nine, over to the dock to meet Tamar, and back again to the ten o’clock Mass. We were early enough to read the Office. Then home to lunch and back to the boat by 2.

CHRISTMAS DAY—3 P.M.

Last night Tamar, Aunt Jenny and I went to Midnight Mass. It was Tamar’s first, and she had a hard time staying awake. We left at 11:30, and drove over to see the new church of St. Peter and Paul, a church with the walls up, but only a roof of steel girders and the sky, flowered with stars and bright with a full moon directly overhead, just about us. Soft breezes stirred the pines with which the sanctuary was lined, and the altar was blazing with scarlet poinsettia flowers. Planks were laid out, a foot above the plank floor, for benches, and although the church was crowded when we got there, we got seated in the second row.

Before the Mass there were Christmas carols, and promptly at the stroke of twelve the Mass began. It was the most beautiful Christmas Mass I have ever assisted at. Tamar was not at all sleepy, nor was I. It was beautiful to receive Communion out there under the sky. This morning we were up by 10, and had a happy Christmas, opening Tamar’s Christmas packages.

DECEMBER 29

There is much to be thankful for this past year.


The growth of the C.U.U. [Catholic Union of Unemployed]

The retreat on the farm.

Publication of H. of H. [House of Hospitality]

Reorganization of business office.

Growth of groups and houses.

Much too of hardships and sadness in the past year.



Resolution this year. To pay no attention to health of body but only that of soul. To plan day on arising and evening examination of conscience. More spiritual reading. (Like In Footsteps of St. Francis.) More letters to groups. To waste no time. More conscientious about letters, visits, about these records. More charity.


For God: “Can you not watch one hour with me?”

For neighbor: “Little children, love one another.”




* Of Frank O’Donnell, the CW’s first business manager, Dorothy wrote: “He had been working as a salesman, selling people things they didn’t really want, and who had a guilty conscience about it.” Loaves and Fishes (New York: Harper & Row, 1963; Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 25. Henceforth, LF.

† Eileen Corridon was “a fierce worker like her cousin (the priest who was portrayed in the film The Waterfront).” (LF, 138)

‡ Tessa [De Aragon] was the wife of Dorothy’s younger brother John. Both she and her husband remained close to Dorothy, though their sympathies lay with the Communist Party.

§ Della [Spier] was Dorothy’s younger sister, a close friend and confidante throughout her life.

‖ Ade Bethune was a young art student who became part of the CW family after sending in some drawings of saints. She went on to redesign the CW’s masthead and her art for many years virtually defined the CW aesthetic.

*a Lily Burke, the first wife of the literary critic Kenneth Burke, was the sister of Forster Batterham (Tamar’s father).

*b Dorothy Weston was “a dainty young Irish girl with black hair and bright blue eyes, just out of school … She was more scholar than journalist, and when she prepared a paper on birth control or on the Ohrback strike she made a thorough job of it.” (LF, 138)

*c John Day was Dorothy’s younger brother.

*d Steve Hergenhan earned an extended treatment in The Long Loneliness. “He was a German carpenter, a skilled workman who after forty years of frugal living had bought himself a plot of ground near Suffern, New York.” He often served as a foil for Peter Maurin’s street-corner disquisitions. See The Long Loneliness (New York: Harper & Row, 1952), 193ff. Henceforth, LL.

*e A reference to one of St. Francis’ more eccentric followers.

*f Dorothy addressed her brother John’s objections to religion (without identifying their source) in From Union Square to Rome (Silver Springs, MD: Preservation of the Faith Press, 1938; Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2006), 156–77. Henceforth, FUSR.

*g Jean-Pierre de Caussade (1675–1751), a French Jesuit, analyzed the “sacrament of the present moment” in his classic work (one of Dorothy’s favorites), Abandonment to Divine Providence.

*h Mary Sheehan was “an unemployed girl … who joined our group [and had] a taste for badinage.” (LF, 27)

*i Dorothy described Stanley Vishnewski as “a seventeen-year-old Lithuanian boy from the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn who used to walk to New York over the bridge every day.… He sold the paper, too, and ran errands and worked without wages despite the urging of his father, a tailor, that he ought to be looking for a job. (Stanley has remained with us ever since).” (LF, 25). Indeed, Stanley remained at the CW until his death in 1979, although, according to his longest-running joke, he had not yet decided whether he planned to stay.

*j Paul Hanly Furfey, a priest and sociologist from Catholic University, was a good friend, and sometime critic, of the Worker.

*k John Griffin was “a convalescent from pneumonia,” who “just came to us off the Bowery, and slept out in the wagon shed.” (LF, 53)

*l John Cort was “a tall, blond, argumentative [young man], not long out of Harvard … who was so interested in labor that it was through his efforts that a Catholic Association of Trade Unionists got under way.” LF, 139. According to Cort’s own account, he was attracted to the CW after hearing Dorothy speak: “I was captured by her sense of humor. And by her laugh, which was rather infectious and attractive. I remember saying to myself, ‘This woman is getting a lot of fun out of life. And I’d like to get some of that for myself, so maybe I’d better try that same kind of life.’ ” (Rosalie Riegle, Dorothy Day: Portraits by Those Who Knew Her [Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003, 2]).

*m Joe Hughes, a former seaman, became attached to the Worker during the seaman’s strike. He married Marge Crowe [Hughes], who became one of Dorothy’s closest companions.

*n A follower of Fr. Charles Coughlin, a demagogic priest in Detroit who exerted wide influence through his newspaper and radio broadcasts. His populist message took an increasingly anti-Semitic, if not fascist, turn, and his influence declined after the attack on Pearl Harbor.

*o John Curran was a veteran of the Navy who quit his job as a night guard to join the CW. According to Stanley Vishnewski, Curran considered himself a follower of Peter Maurin—not Dorothy. When he was put in charge of the petty cash, “we discovered an unpleasant aspect of John’s character.” While always generous with his own money, “he became completely tight-fisted with the house money.” As Stanley recalled, “We would be forced to beg to get a dime for a cup of coffee and piece of pie.” See Vishnewski’s memoir, Wings of the Dawn, published by the Catholic Worker.

*p See Robert Ellsberg, ed., Dorothy Day: Selected Writings (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1992), 77–88. Henceforth, SW.

*q Fr. Joseph McSorley, a Paulist priest, was Dorothy’s first spiritual advisor. It was he who suggested that she approach the Paulists about printing the first issue of the CW. For a time, after the Chancery urged Dorothy to seek a spiritual advisor, he agreed to serve informally in this capacity. He often accompanied her on meetings with church authorities.

*r Msgr. Francis McIntyre was one of Dorothy’s principal contacts at the Chancery. Years before he had been helpful to her during the time of her conversion. In later years, as Cardinal McIntyre, Archbishop of Los Angeles, he became something of a scourge to liberal Catholics in his archdiocese. Dorothy would challenge his support for the Vietnam War, but she always remembered him with gratitude for his kindness.

*s John Filliger, a former seaman, stayed on at the CW after the seamen’s strike. (He liked to say he had been shanghaied while he was drunk.) The CW’s most competent farmer, he settled on the various farms until his death. He was known as “Farmer John.”

*t Joe Zarrella came upon members of the Catholic Worker handing out papers in a May Day parade in 1935. He asked if he could help and stayed on to become a mainstay of the movement.

*u Gerry Griffin, according to Dorothy, was “an irascible, hard-working young man who endeared himself to me by loving Dostoevsky.” (LF, 139)

*v In From Union Square to Rome Dorothy relates a story from Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov about a mean old woman who claimed she deserved salvation because she once “gave away an onion.”

*w “There is no time with God”: judging by the number of times Dorothy cited this statement over the years, it must be counted among the most important bits of spiritual counsel she ever received.

*x Dorothy remembered this dream thirty years later: “I remember having a nightmare [before] World War II in which, thinking of our pacifist position, I heard a voice saying ‘Be kind, Cain,’ as if such words could ward off the blow that was about to fall. I know what human fear is and how often it keeps us from following our conscience.” (“Fear in Our Time,” April 1968).

*y Dorothy and her father did not enjoy a close relationship. A newspaperman most of his life, John I. Day ended his days as an inspector for the New York State racing commission. (He asked to have his ashes scattered over the Hialeah track in Miami.) His attitude toward his elder daughter may be gauged from his remarks in a letter to a family friend: “Dorothy, the oldest girl, is the nut of the family. When she came out of the university she was a Communist. Now she’s a Catholic crusader. She owns and runs a Catholic paper and skyhoots all over the country, delivering lectures. She has one girl in a Catholic school and is separated from her husband. You’ll probably hear of her if you have any Catholic friends. She was in Miami last winter and lived out with Clem and Kate. I wouldn’t have her around me.” Cited in William D. Miller, Dorothy Day: A Biography (New York: Doubleday, 1982), 311.

*z “Mr. Breen is someone we will not soon forget.… [He] remained with us until he died. As the end drew near, we all sat around his bedside, taking turns saying the rosary. In his last moments, Mr. Breen looked up at us and said, ‘I have only one possession left in the world—my cane. I want you to have it. Take it—take it and wrap it around the necks of some of these bastards around here.’ Then he turned on a beatific smile. In his weak voice he whispered, ‘God has been good to me.’ And smiling, he died.” (LF, 38–39)

*aa For some years the CW ran a column under the byline “Ben Joe Labray”—actually written by Dorothy and other members of the staff. It described the adventures of a character like St. Benedict Joseph Labre (d. 1783), a poor, holy man who was often given “the bum’s rush.”
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