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Dorothy Day (1897-1980) was a radical social reformer and peace activist. With Peter Maurin, she founded the 
Catholic Worker Movement in 1933 and began publishing a newspaper: The Catholic Worker. In their columns, 
Day and Maurin wrote that helping the destitute by giving to charity is not enough. The social order that 
perpetuates poverty has to change, they said. They urged readers to respond personally to their challenge. 
 
Day’s awareness of poverty began in her childhood in Chicago; the family lived in a tenement for a time while 
her father was unemployed. She read widely and explored the city’s poor neighborhoods, discovering 
something life-affirming in the struggles of the people she met. Day moved to New York and wrote for several 
socialist newspapers, but decided she had to do more. At the same time, her lifestyle slowly evolved from that 
a Bohemian spirit to one of a devout Catholic. Day had been raised Episcopalian, but came to see the 
Catholic church as “the church of the poor.”  She was baptized in 1927. (Continued on reverse.) 
 

 
 

“The best thing to do 
with the best things in life 
is to give them up.” 
    Dorothy Day  
    Time Magazine, December 29, 1975 

 
 

 
 
“We need always to be thinking and writing about poverty, for if we are not among its victims its reality fades 
from us. We must talk about poverty, because people insulated by their own comfort lose sight of it. And 
maybe no one can be told; maybe they will have to experience it. Or maybe it is a grace which they must 
pray for. We usually get what we pray for, and maybe we are afraid to pray for it. Yet I am convinced that it is 
the grace we most need in this age of crisis, this time when expenditures reach into the billions to defend ‘our 
American way of life.’ Maybe this defense itself will bring down upon us the poverty we are afraid to pray for.”  

Dorothy Day, The Catholic Worker, May 1952 
 

 

“The greatest challenge of the day is: how to bring about a 
revolution of the heart, a revolution [that] has to start 
with each one of us.” 
       Dorothy Day, Loaves and Fishes 
 
 
“Reading Dorothy Day heals me. Not because she speaks comfort and counsel, sweetness and light. Far from 
it. Dorothy Day rebukes me, always she rebukes me, but that is what is so very healing. When I begin trusting in 
influence and privileged position she rebukes me. When I start caring more about the number of shopping 
days until Christmas than I care about the poor she rebukes me. When I begin to love status more than I love 
justice and shalom she rebukes me. When I start to set aside the concerns of social justice in favor of 
evangelism she rebukes me. And that rebuke — that stinging rebuke — is what is so very healing.” 
       Richard J. Foster, Spiritual Classics: Selected Readings 
 
The anniversary of Dorothy DayÕs death is Nov. 29; Pope John Paul II opened the c ause for her sainthood in 2000. 
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(Continued from previous page:) 
In 1932 Day went to Washington to report on a hunger march, and was deeply moved by what she saw. She 
prayed “with tears and anguish, that some way would open up for me to use what talents I possessed for my 
fellow workers, for the poor.” Day returned to New York the next day and met Maurin, a former Christian 
brother and activist who dreamed of a society that embodied the teaching of the gospels. The editor of 
Commonweal had fortuitously suggested he talk with Day. Maurin proposed to her that she start a newspaper. 
 
The Catholic Worker was an immediate success; within months circulation reached 100,000 copies. The 
Depression was deepening and soon the homeless and poor were coming to the newspaper office for help. 
Day and Maurin opened dozens of “hospitality houses” nationally to provide food, shelter and clothing. Today 
there are more than 100 Catholic Worker communities around the world. 
 
In the 1960s The Catholic Worker opposed the Vietnam War and supported the civil rights movement as well as 
Vatican II’s endorsement of social justice and pacifism as fundamental to Catholicism. Day was arrested many 
times for acts of civil disobedience. The last time was at the age of 75, when demonstrating for the rights of 
farm workers. “If I have achieved anything in my life,” Day said, “it is because I have not been embarrassed to 
talk about God.” The Catholic Worker continues to be published today. Two editions of it are available in the 
Harkness Chapel library. 

 
 
 

“We cannot live alone. We cannot go to heaven alone. Otherwise 
as Péguy said, God will say to us, ‘Where are the others?’” 
      Dorothy Day, The Catholic Worker, February 1940 
 
 
“Never to be severed from the people, to set out always from the point of view of serving the people, not 
serving the interests of a small group or oneself …. It is almost another way of saying that we must and will find 
Christ in each and every man, when we look on them as brothers.” 
      Dorothy Day, The Long Loneliness 
 
 

“If we are not being persecuted there is something wrong with us.” 
Dorothy Day, The Catholic Worker, July-August 1961 

 
 
“[Saints] demonstrate that one can be a faithful disciple in this way rather than that, and that there are many 
paths to sanctity and many expressions of it. At the same time, these individual saints did not consciously seek 
to be holy or saintly, but simply to be themselves in the light of the gospel. One is reminded of Dorothy Day’s 
sense of irritation when others referred to her as a saint. ‘When they call you a saint,’ she often said, ‘it means 
basically that you’re not to be taken seriously’ or that you are capable of doing just about anything: ‘Dorothy 
can do that; she’s a saint.’ The implication was that things come more easily to saints than to ordinary people. 
But the point is that saints are ordinary people who happen to live the gospel in extraordinary ways.” 
      Richard P. McBrien, Lives of the Saints 
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QUESTIONS FOR CONTEMPLATION 
1. We often forget the radicalism of Christ’s call for social justice. Does Dorothy Day’s radicalism make 

you uncomfortable? Why? What can we do as individuals or as a community to rid the world of 
poverty? What would Christ want us to do? In what ways to you work regularly to serve others? 

2. Dorothy Day struggled with regret for an abortion early in her life. Do regrets about your past 
sometimes hold you back or make you think you aren’t able to be fully Christian? 

3. Dorothy Day said everything she accomplished was because she wasn’t embarrassed to talk about 
God. How can or should we talk about God with those of other faiths or no faith? 

 

MORE INFORMATION 
The Catholic Worker Movement: www.catholicworker.org 
Dorothy Day’s writings online: www.catholicworker.org/dorothyday/search.cfm 
The Hartford Catholic Worker: www.hartfordcatholicworker.org 


