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The leader of the Catholic Worker movement, an 
advocate of pacifism, volunta y poverty, and sewice, 
provides an illuminating model for Christian living. 

hort articles in the Salt Lake City newspapers re- SE orted the death of Dorothy Day in November, 
ut her name and what it has come to symbolize 

was something that registered only slightly in the Mor- 
mon consciousness. Yet, in the Catholic world particu- 
larly and within the community of faith generally, 
Dorothy Day had come to represent the finest in the 
Christian tradition. Her life and work as a leader of the 
Catholic Worker movement revolved around a commit- 
ment to the belief that the way for people to show their 
love for God was through acts of love, kindness, and 
mercy to his children. As Dorothy Day expressed it: "We 
are trying to live the Second Commandment and to fulfill 
the counsels of the Gospels, not just the precepts." 

Since her death, scores of articles in various news and 
religious publications including Time, Newsweek, Com- 
monweal, America, and the Christian Centu y have tried to 
assess her impact on the American religious conscience. 
David O'Brien, writing in Commonweal, called Day "the 
most significant, interesting, and influential person in 
the history of American Catholicism." 

Such an outpouring of tribute would have come as a 
surprise to anyone who had known Dorothy Day only 
during the first years of her life when her activities re- 
volved around socialist and later communist causes 
rather than organized religion. In fact, she did not join 
the Catholic Church until she was thirty years old. 

Born in Brooklyn in 1897, Day moved around the 
country with her family while her father, a journalist, 
sought work. She attended school for a time at the 
University of Illinois but became disinterested and, in 
1916, went to New York where she worked for several 
radical - left publications and became a part of the liter- 
ary and artistic community of Greenwich Village. 

During the 1920s, she wrote a novel which was bought 
by a Hollywood producer; the money from its sale ena- 

bled her to buy a small cottage on the sea. She entered 
into a common law marriage and for over two years lived 
a comfortable life. Toward the end of the decade she be- 
came pregnant, and that event made her introspective 
about life. She contrasted the joy she felt about the irn- 
pending birth with what she called a "long loneliness" 
she sensed in her own life. As a result she turned toward 
religion. Her husband was an atheist, and Day realized 
her conversion would threaten their marriage. Aware of 
the cost, she chose the faith she wanted over the man she 
loved and was baptized. Thinking of her daughter, Day 
later wrote: "I was not going to have her flounder- 
ing. . . as I had done, doubting, undisciplined, and 
amoral. For myself, I prayed for the gift of Faith." 

After her conversion to Catholicism, Day worked as a 
freelance writer for several publications including Com- 
monweal. That magazine's editor, George Schuster, in- 
troduced her to Peter Maurin-"Peter, the French peas- 
ant," she would later describe him, "whose spirit and 
ideas [would] dominate the rest of my life." Together 
they started the Catholic Worker in 1933, which was at 
once a newspaper and a religious movement. The paper 
itself was sold-then as now-for "a penny a copy." By 
the time of her death the newspaper's circulation had 
grown from 2500 to nearly 100,000. 

As a philosopher, Peter Maurin stressed the need for 
"clarification of thought", and the Catholic Worker 
philosophy-sometimes called Christian Personalism- 
developed. Dorothy Day was instrumental both in for- 
mulating and spreading the philosophy which is based 
on pacifism, voluntary poverty, service to others, and 
above all the Christian assertion that whosoever will lose 
hislher life in Christ will find it. The ideas of Day and 
Maurin did not remain theoretical but were put into op- 
eration at scores of "Houses of Hospitality" throughout 
the country where food, shelter, and clothing were dis- 
pensed to the poor. Catholic Workers also established 
farms where "the Green Revolution" allows people not 
only to live off the land and gain a love for the soil but also 
to produce food for the needy. These efforts continue to 
this day. 

Moreover, the personalist approach of the Catholic 
Workers is based on a commitment to the ultimate worth, 
even sacredness, of the individual as a child of God. It 
also seeks to fulfill Peter Maurin's view that "the future 
will be different only if the present is different." But more 
than that, the underlying element of Christian per- 
sonalism is the desire to help people live together. In 
Dorothy Day's words: "We have all known the long 
loneliness and we have learned that the only solution is 
love, and that comes with community." 

Day, herself, spent the rest of her life living in the 
Catholic Worker houses of hospitality where she assisted 
in "works of mercy" and wrote and edited the paper. 
Over the past four decades she has become a familiar-fi- 
gure in the struggles to end war and eliminate the threat 
of nuclear holocaust and to bring racial, social, and 
economic justice. She was, as one writer put it, a "radical 
who never got tired." As a personalist, though she sup- 
ported mass action and public protest, Day had faith in 
the possibility of changing society by changing individu- 
als within society. Her efforts attracted to her side some 



of the most important and outspoken figures in Ameri- 
can Catholicism including Thomas Merton, the Berrigan 
brothers, arid M' iael  Harrington. 

But the impact of Dorothy Day on the American religi- 
ous scene came not so much through her activities as a 
protestor or even her accomplishments in the Catholic 
Worker movement but rather through her simple and 
beautiful writings which convey the dignity of the Chris- 
tian message. As her biographer William Miller 
wrote: "It was her vocation to write, she said. Her object 
was to make a point, to give an instruction." 

We are not expecting a utopia here on 
this earth, but God meant thin s to be 
much easier than we have ma 8 e them. 

Day's thoughts have been collected in several vol- 
umes, but same of her mast eloquent and moving words 
are found in the book Meditations (New York: Newman 
Press, 1970): 

We are not expecting a utopia here on this earth, but . 

God meant things to be much easier than we have made 
them. A man has a natural right to food, clothing and 
shelter. A certain amount of goods is necessary to lead a 
goal life. A family needs work as well as bread. . . . We 
must keep repeating these things. Eternal life begins 
now. 

It is not love in the abstract that counts. . . . Men have 
loved the. . . workers, the poor, theoppressd-but they 
have not loved man, t h y  have not loved the l a s t  of 
these. They have not loved " p ~ n a l l y . "  It is hard to 
love. It is the hardest thing in the world. . . . 

We must minister to people's bodies in order to reach 
their souls. We hear of the faith through our ears, we 
speak of it with our mouths. . . . When we cooperate with 
Christ we "work with" Christ, in ministering to our 
brothers. 

True love is delicate and kind, full of gentle perception 
and understanding, full of beauty and grace, full d joy 
unalterable. Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, what God 
hath prepared for those who loveHim. . . . 

We may be living in a d&& when it comes to such 
perceptions now, and that desert may stretch out before 
us for years. But a thousand years are as one day in the 
sight of God, and soon we will know, as we are known. 
Until then we will have glimpses of brotherhood, in play, 
in suffering, in serving. , . . 

There is plenty to do for each one vf as, working on 
our own hearts, changing our o w i  attitudes, in our own 
neighborhoods. . . in thought, ward and deed. Prayer 
and fasting, taking up our awn asss daily, and following 
Him, doing penance, these are the hard words of the 
Gospel. . . . 

"Love is indeed a harsh and dreadful thing," to ask of 
us, of each one of us, but it is the only answei. 

Although Dorothy Day's life, and death, went largely 
unnoticed by the LDS community, there is much about 
her with which Mormons ran identify. Mormons under- 
stand the cost of embracing a faith and losing the love and 
respect of friends and family in the recess; recognize the 
need to devote ones life to aiding ders with the strength 
of ones faith; realize that you can serve God best by 
serving the "least" of His children and that people must 
have temporal security as well as eternal salvation; stress 
that what we do in this life matters, that we are accounta- 
ble for our actions, as well as our inaction, and that we 
have an obligation to use our time on earth wisely and 
mercifully. 

Doroth Da has been comforting the 
afflicte $ an l afflicting the comfortable all 
of her life. 

Dorothy Day didn't want to be thought of as a saint. 
"When they say you are a saint," she quipped, "what 
they mean is that you are not to be taken seriously."' She 
believed that her concerns about people and the kind of 
world in which they lived were serious. Moreover, she 
did not want to be co-opted by respectability. She took 
pride in the words of Theodore Hesburgh, President of 
Notre Dame: "Dorothy Day has been cwmfortiig the 
afflicted and afflicting tEte comfortable all of her life." 

The final lines of her bookon Pi1 rimage serve not only C as a fitting eulogy to Dorothy Day ut also aa a reminder 
to us all of the real meaning of living a Christian 
life: "Love is the measure by which we will be judged." 
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