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world and not falling prey to the limits of existence. 
The second part of the book consists of two erudite essays, one on the 

patchy history of monastic reform in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, 
the other an account of Abbot Cuthbert Butler's classic, Western 
Mysticism, and its complex reception. These writings are different from 
the earlier essays in the book and from each other. Both require 
considerable background knowledge, and the second is notably remote 
from St Benedict's Rule. Christian mysticism aspires to apprehend 
spiritual truths inaccessible through intellectual means and comprises an 
integral part of monasticism. 

Against the temptation of tribalism and its self-reinforcing cognitive 
dissonance, aspects of the longue duree of Catholic tradition, that 
integrates both the mystical and the intellectual, is useful for imagining a 
post-triumphalist and cosmopolitan Catholic culture, but this culture 
work is mired by incongruities between Catholic both/and within secular 
either/or discourse. To bring back together, through mediation that 
preserves, values, and celebrates differences is the requirement of 
moving towards the future of our common home. To live authentically in 
the model of the Rule, for Williams, means that the only authentic choice 
we have is to go on asking difficult and uncomfortable questions about 
how public policy either provides or fails to provide stability and how 
policy either reveals or obscures ways in which our social environments 
could be regarded as being trustworthy. The very worst thing that can 
happen to a society is if it comes to a point where a critical mass of the 
population loses confidence in the ongoing challenging process of 
reasoning together and draw the conclusion that they no longer have a 
stake in either society or culture. 

Notes 
1. Alasdair C. MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), p. 263. 
2. After Virtue, p. 205 
3. Rod Dreher, The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post­
Christian Nation. New York: Sentinel, 2017. 

James G. R. Cronin is an academic at University College Cork, Ireland. He 
is a regular contributor to the Merton Journal and is an international 
advisor on the board of the International Thomas Merton Society, 
Bellarmine, University, Louisville, Kentucky. 

TH E 

62 MERTON JOURNAL 

Book Reviews 

Dorothy Day: Dissenting Voice of the American Century 
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This long and detailed biography celebrates a radical life lived in total 
commitment to the Gospels. It gives a vivid account of Day's journey to 
that of a political radical within the American Catholic Church, including 
many details of the early part of her life glossed over in the past to 
present a more sanitized version of her life. 

In 1963 Thomas Merton wrote to Dorothy Day: 'If there was no 
Catholic Worker and such forms of witness I would never have joined the 
Catholic Church'. Like Merton, she was also a convert to Catholicism. She 
was born in 1897, the oldest of five children, and brought up in New York, 
San Francisco and Chicago. Her parents were nominally Christian and 
Dorothy was baptised at the age of 14 in an Episcopalian Church. She was 
described as a 'bookish' child, reading widely including the Bible. At 16 
she gained a scholarship to Urbana University in Illinois but left after two 
years to try and pursue a career in New York journalism, first with the 
socialist newspaper The Call and then with the similarly left wing The 
Masses. During this time she became a Communist and immersed herself 
in Greenwich Village life, making the acquaintance of Eugene O'Neill and 
his circle. She went to Nursing School for a year and had an abortion, 
having ended an unhappy love affair. Shortly thereafter she married 
Berkeley Tobey, a Greenwich Village rogue and bon vivant. 

She then travelled through the States and was impressed by the 
Catholics she met, one of whom gave her a rosary. In New Orleans she 
was a frequent visitor to St Joseph's Cathedral. Back in New York she met 
up with Forster Batterham with whom she had a child, Tamar (b. 1926). 
Unusually she managed to have Tamar Teresa baptised in a Catholic 
Church. She was herself received into the Catholic Church the following 
year. 

In 1932 she met Peter Maurin, a French existentialist who lived on the 
streets. With him she founded the Catholic Worker, a bi-monthly 
newspaper which for one cent was soon selling over 100,000 copies, still 
for sale today at the original price. This brought in donations and 
invitations from all over the country. Maurin also inspired the Friday 
evening meetings called 'Clarification of Thought' which were led by 
distinguished speakers including Fr Virgil Michel, the Benedictine 
liturgist. Dorothy became a Benedictine Oblate. Maurin visited a house 
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she had taken which included a floor for women and another for men 
who had nowhere to go. This was in the New York of the Great 
Depression so there was no shortage of candidates. Catherine de Hueck 
Doherty who founded Friendship House in Brooklyn thought it was a 
'madhouse'. Maurin was an anarchist whose ideals appealed to Dorothy. 
Her Catholicism was probably tinged with Jansenism. She was called, 
behind her back, 'The Abbess'. Other Houses of Hospitality were opened. 
Not surprisingly Tamar's education was neglected. 

Despite her feeding the poor all was not well with the Church 
authorities, some of whom regarded her as 'an affront to her gender and 
her Church'. She was regularly in jail for her activism, from a suffragette 
protest in 1917 to supporting Cesar Chavez in 1972. She refused to back 
Franco in the Spanish Civil War, opposed conscription for World War 
Two, practised civil disobedience during the Cold War by refusing to take 
part in fall out shelter drills and, worst of all, proved a complete pacifist 
when faced with the Vietnam War. In 1962 she went to Cuba to support 
Castro - and was congratulated by Merton. She went to Rome for the 
opening of the Second Vatican Council, returning via a Pax Christi 
conference in England. She was criticised by Merton when in 1965 Roger 
LaPorte, who described himself as 'a Catholic Worker', burned himself to 
death as an anti-Vietnam War protest. By this time a long decline in her 
health had started with congestive heart failure. She went on a world tour 
to Australia, India, Tanzania, Poland and spent five days in Russia during 
Brezhnev's detente. She later visited Ireland and the Simon Community in 
London. 

Loughery and Randolph conclude that she was better known outside 
the United States than within it. When Pope Francis listed her amongst 
the four morally exemplary Americans most Americans would have had 
to hit the Google button. She was but one of many women of independent 
vision in the United States. 

In 1952 she produced her own conversion story, The long loneliness. 
Other biographies followed. In 2006 a full length documentary, Dorothy 
Day: Don't call me a saint, was shown at the Tribeca Festival. In 2012 the 
US bishops unanimously supported her case for canonisation. Perusal of 
this book, which presents the most complete and rounded portrait of this 
remarkable Christian, will enable readers to make up their own mind 
upon the matter. 

Willy Slavin is a priest of the Archdiocese of Glasgow who has retired to 
a hermitage with an iPad. 
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In his journal entry of April 15, 1965, Thomas Merton asks the question: 'Where 
is our hope?' He argues that if our hope is in a temporal and secular humanism 
of technological and political progress, we will be participating in the stupidity 
and barbarism of the despoiling of God's creation. 

For Merton, 'our hope must be in God.' For us in one of the wealthiest countries 
in the world, this answer can all too easily be equated with Christian optimism. 

But for the many people who live precarious lives, not even knowing where the 
next meal will come from, this question is meaningless - There is no hope in this 
world. The very structures and support that we in the affluent West take for 
granted are absent. The only hope can be in heaven, in the riches of the world to 
come, further embedding the view that they are never for the here and now. 

If, for Merton, 'the real root of Christian hope is the presence of the Risen Lord 
among us' (Merton's circular letter of Lent, 1967), how might this be worked out 
in our lives, in our communities, in our world? 

We invite proposals for Papers and Workshops, in the light of 
Merton's life, work and witness, on the theme 

Where is Our Hope? 

Please submit proposals on the Proposal Form to be found for 
download on the society's website: 

www.thomasmertonsociety.org.uk 
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