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A Revolutionary Life 
 

On Wednesday, I began reading a new, highly-praised biography of Dorothy Day. Titled Dorothy 

Day: Dissenting Voice of the American Century, the book separates the myths from the facts about 

America’s most radical pacifist, critic of US foreign policy, and Catholic activist. Over the last 20 

years I was drawn to Day’s life because of her deep concern for the poor. I am friends with two 

people who worked closely with Day, both of whom are frequently mentioned in the book. Her 

determined effort to be one with the poor was a source of inspiration to me. She was the country’s 

most outspoken advocate for the homeless. Dorothy Day was a demanding and inspirational 

presence in American life. Yet, she is not everyone’s cup of coffee. There are aspects of her life 

that do not resonate with me. Day makes you think, makes you ask troubling questions. In his 

address before the US Congress in 2015, Pope Francia named her one of four morally exceptional 

Americans, along with Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Thomas Merton. I would 

like to share two paragraphs from the book’s Introduction. 
 

The ideas Dorothy Day began to formulate in the early 1939’s and exemplified to the death in 

1980 put her profoundly at odds with much of the secular and religious thought in the United 

States. She remains an outlier in the regard. The belief that material comfort—and in particular, 

wealth—might actually be dangerous, putting a distance between oneself and God and one’s 

fundamental humanity, wasn’t a notion Americans were, or are, comfortable with. She came 

to believe that the true objects of devotion in American culture—security, affluence, national 

pride, an enthrallment to innovation and technology—were the sources of our undoing as a 

moral society, and she was impatient with anyone who made religion seem reassuring rather 

than demanding and transcendent. The New Testament called on all believers to fight racism, 

war, and poverty, or it meant nothing at all. Faith was less about solace than a call to action 

and disruption. Piety and conformity to social norms had little to do with each other. 
 

The next paragraph contains the last words of the Introduction: 
 

Dorothy Day asked hard questions—questions that are applicable to nonbelievers, but 

perhaps even more to those who profess some sort of faith or are seeking a resolution to their 

doubts. Her every statement, her every protest in the street, her lifelong rejection of comfort 

and respectability, ask: What kind of world do we really want to live in, and what sacrifices 

are you willing to make to achieve it? Do we believe that our primary should be our physical 

ease, our family’s and nation’s well-being, our happiness as individuals? Can a sense of the 

mystical thrive in a culture that has made causes of the rights of individual, material progress, 

and technology? Is a flight from suffering and struggle actually a flight from God and an 

escape from the fulfillment of our deepest humanity? Day’s life suggests answers to those 

complex queries, though her answers offer little to please the skeptical, the covetous, and the 

complacent. 
 

Wow. The last two of the series of questions posed by the book’s authors—John Loughery & 

Blythe Randolph—are critical questions in the spiritual life. I know how I answer them. How do 

you answer them? Can the mystical survive in our materialistic culture? Is neglecting the 

suffering and the poor indicate a neglect of God?  


