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The Conversion of  St. Paul from The Acts of  the Apostles 9:  

Now Saul, still breathing murderous threats against the disciples of  the Lord,a went to the high 
priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, that, if  he should find any men or 
women who belonged to the Way,* he might bring them back to Jerusalem in chains. 

On his journey, as he was nearing Damascus, a light from the sky suddenly flashed around him. He 
fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” He 
said, “Who are you, sir?” The reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. Now get up and 
go into the city and you will be told what you must do.”  

The men who were traveling with him stood speechless, for they heard the voice but could see no 
one. Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see nothing;* so they led 
him by the hand and brought him to Damascus. For three days he was unable to see, and he neither 
ate nor drank. 

Saul’s Baptism. 

There was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias, and the Lord said to him in a vision, “Ananias.” 
He answered, “Here I am, Lord.”The Lord said to him, “Get up and go to the street called Straight 
and ask at the house of  Judas for a man from Tarsus named Saul. He is there praying, and [in a 
vision] he has seen a man named Ananias come in and lay [his] hands on him, that he may regain his 
sight.” 

But Ananias replied, “Lord, I have heard from many sources about this man, what evil things he has 
done to your holy ones* in Jerusalem. And here he has authority from the chief  priests to imprison 
all who call upon your name.” But the Lord said to him, “Go, for this man is a chosen instrument of  
mine to carry my name before Gentiles, kings, and Israelites, and I will show him what he will have 
to suffer for my name.” 

So Ananias went and entered the house; laying his hands on him, he said, “Saul, my brother, the 
Lord has sent me, Jesus who appeared to you on the way by which you came, that you may regain 
your sight and be filled with the holy Spirit.” Immediately things like scales fell from his eyes and he 
regained his sight. He got up and was baptized, and when he had eaten, he recovered his strength.  

He stayed some days with the disciples in Damascus. And he began to proclaim Jesus in the 
synagogues, that he is the Son of  God.   

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/acts/9#52009001-a
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/acts/9#52009002-1
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/acts/9#52009008-1
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/acts/9#52009013-1


BENEDICT XVI 
GENERAL AUDIENCE 

Paul VI Audience Hall 
Wednesday, 3 September 2008 

 St Paul's “Conversion" 

Dear Brothers and Sisters, 
Today's Catechesis is dedicated to the experience that Paul had on his way to Damascus, and 
therefore on what is commonly known as his conversion. It was precisely on the road to Damascus, 
at the beginning of  the 30s in the first century and after a period in which he had persecuted the 
Church that the decisive moment in Paul's life occurred. Much has been written about it and 
naturally from different points of  view. It is certain that he reached a turning point there, indeed a 
reversal of  perspective. And so he began, unexpectedly, to consider as "loss" and "refuse" all that 
had earlier constituted his greatest ideal, as it were the raison d'être of  his life (cf. Phil 3: 7-8). What 
had happened? 

In this regard we have two types of  source. The first kind, the best known, consists of  the accounts 
we owe to the pen of  Luke, who tells of  the event at least three times in the Acts of  the Apostles 
(cf. 9: 1-19; 22: 3-21; 26: 4-23). The average reader may be tempted to linger too long on certain 
details, such as the light in the sky, falling to the ground, the voice that called him, his new condition 
of  blindness, his healing like scales falling from his eyes and the fast that he made. But all these 
details refer to the heart of  the event: the Risen Christ appears as a brilliant light and speaks to Saul, 
transforms his thinking and his entire life. The dazzling radiance of  the Risen Christ blinds him; 
thus what was his inner reality is also outwardly apparent, his blindness to the truth, to the light that 
is Christ. And then his definitive "yes" to Christ in Baptism restores his sight and makes him really 
see. 

In the ancient Church Baptism was also called "illumination", because this Sacrament gives light; it 
truly makes one see. In Paul what is pointed out theologically was also brought about physically: 
healed of  his inner blindness, he sees clearly. Thus St Paul was not transformed by a thought but by 
an event, by the irresistible presence of  the Risen One whom subsequently he would never be able 
to doubt, so powerful had been the evidence of  the event, of  this encounter. It radically changed 
Paul's life in a fundamental way; in this sense one can and must speak of  a conversion. This 
encounter is the centre St Luke's account for which it is very probable that he used an account that 
may well have originated in the community of  Damascus. This is suggested by the local colour, 
provided by Ananias' presence and by the names, of  both the street and the owner of  the house in 
which Paul stayed (Acts 9: 11). 

The second type of  source concerning the conversion consists in St Paul's actual Letters. He never 
spoke of  this event in detail, I think because he presumed that everyone knew the essentials of  his 
story: everyone knew that from being a persecutor he had been transformed into a fervent apostle 
of  Christ. And this had not happened after his own reflection, but after a powerful event, an 
encounter with the Risen One. Even without speaking in detail, he speaks on various occasions of  
this most important event, that, in other words he too is a witness of  the Resurrection of  Jesus, the 
revelation of  which he received directly from Jesus, together with his apostolic mission. The clearest 



text found is in his narrative of  what constitutes the centre of  salvation history: the death and 
Resurrection of  Jesus and his appearances to witnesses (cf. 1 Cor 15). In the words of  the ancient 
tradition, which he too received from the Church of  Jerusalem, he says that Jesus died on the Cross, 
was buried and after the Resurrection appeared risen first to Cephas, that is Peter, then to the 
Twelve, then to 500 brethren, most of  whom were still alive at Paul's time, then to James and then to 
all the Apostles. And to this account handed down by tradition he adds, "Last of  all... he appeared 
also to me" (1 Cor 15: 8). Thus he makes it clear that this is the foundation of  his apostolate and of  
his new life. There are also other texts in which the same thing appears: "Jesus Christ our Lord, 
through whom we have received grace and apostleship" (cf. Rm 1: 4-5); and further: "Have I not 
seen Jesus Our Lord?" (1 Cor 9: 1), words with which he alludes to something that everyone knows. 
And lastly, the most widely known text is read in Galatians: "But when he who had set me apart 
before I was born, and had called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, in 
order that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not confer with flesh and blood, nor did I 
go up to Jerusalem to those who were Apostles before me, but I went away into Arabia; and again I 
returned to Damascus" (1: 15-17). In this "self-apology" he definitely stresses that he is a true 
witness of  the Risen One, that he has received his own mission directly from the Risen One. 

Thus we can see that the two sources, the Acts of  the Apostles and the Letters of  St Paul, converge 
and agree on the fundamental point: the Risen One spoke to Paul, called him to the apostolate and 
made him a true Apostle, a witness of  the Resurrection, with the specific task of  proclaiming the 
Gospel to the Gentiles, to the Greco-Roman world. And at the same time, Paul learned that despite 
the immediacy of  his relationship with the Risen One, he had to enter into communion with the 
Church, he himself  had to be baptized, he had to live in harmony with the other Apostles. Only in 
such communion with everyone could he have been a true apostle, as he wrote explicitly in the First 
Letter to the Corinthians: "Whether then it was I or they, so we preach and so you believed" (15: 11). 
There is only one proclamation of  the Risen One, because Christ is only one. 

As can be seen, in all these passages Paul never once interprets this moment as an event of  
conversion. Why? There are many hypotheses, but for me the reason is very clear. This turning point 
in his life, this transformation of  his whole being was not the fruit of  a psychological process, of  a 
maturation or intellectual and moral development. Rather it came from the outside: it was not the 
fruit of  his thought but of  his encounter with Jesus Christ. In this sense it was not simply a 
conversion, a development of  his "ego", but rather a death and a resurrection for Paul himself. One 
existence died and another, new one was born with the Risen Christ. There is no other way in which 
to explain this renewal of  Paul. None of  the psychological analyses can clarify or solve the problem. 
This event alone, this powerful encounter with Christ, is the key to understanding what had 
happened: death and resurrection, renewal on the part of  the One who had shown himself  and had 
spoken to him. In this deeper sense we can and we must speak of  conversion. This encounter is a 
real renewal that changed all his parameters. Now he could say that what had been essential and 
fundamental for him earlier had become "refuse" for him; it was no longer "gain" but loss, because 
henceforth the only thing that counted for him was life in Christ. 

Nevertheless we must not think that Paul was thus closed in a blind event. The contrary is true 
because the Risen Christ is the light of  truth, the light of  God himself. This expanded his heart and 
made it open to all. At this moment he did not lose all that was good and true in his life, in his 
heritage, but he understood wisdom, truth, the depth of  the law and of  the prophets in a new way 
and in a new way made them his own. At the same time, his reasoning was open to pagan wisdom. 



Being open to Christ with all his heart, he had become capable of  an ample dialogue with everyone, 
he had become capable of  making himself  everything to everyone. Thus he could truly be the 
Apostle to the Gentiles. 

Turning now to ourselves, let us ask what this means for us. It means that for us too Christianity is 
not a new philosophy or a new morality. We are only Christians if  we encounter Christ. Of  course, 
he does not show himself  to us in this overwhelming, luminous way, as he did to Paul to make him 
the Apostle to all peoples. But we too can encounter Christ in reading Sacred Scripture, in prayer, in 
the liturgical life of  the Church. We can touch Christ's Heart and feel him touching ours. Only in 
this personal relationship with Christ, only in this encounter with the Risen One do we truly become 
Christians. And in this way our reason opens, all Christ's wisdom opens as do all the riches of  truth. 
Therefore let us pray the Lord to illumine us, to grant us an encounter with his presence in our 
world, and thus to grant us a lively faith, an open heart and great love for all, which is capable of  
renewing the world. 



Dorothy Day 

Excerpt from The Long Loneliness (1952) 

“THOU shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart and with thy whole soul and with thy 
whole mind.” This is the first Commandment.  

The problem is, how to love God? We are only too conscious of  the hardness of  our hearts, and in 
spite of  all that religious writers tell us about feeling not being necessary, we do want to feel and so 
know that we love God.  

“Thou wouldst not seek Him if  thou hadst not already found Him,” Pascal says, and it is true too 
that you love God if  you want to love Him. One of  the disconcerting facts about the spiritual life is 
that God takes you at your word. Sooner or later one is given a chance to prove his love. The very 
word “diligo,” the Latin word used for “love,” means “I prefer.” It was all very well to love God in 
His works, in the beauty of  His creation which was crowned for me by the birth of  my child. Forster 
had made the physical world come alive for me and had awakened in my heart a flood of  gratitude. 
The final object of  this love and gratitude was God. No human creature could receive or contain so 
vast a flood of  love and joy as I often felt after the birth of  my child. With this came the need to 
worship, to adore. I had heard many say that they wanted to worship God in their own way and did 
not need a Church in which to praise Him, nor a body of  people with whom to associate 
themselves. But I did not agree to this. My very experience as a radical, my whole make-up, led me to 
want to associate myself  with others, with the masses, in loving and praising God. Without even 
looking into the claims of  the Catholic Church, I was willing to admit that for me she was the one 
true Church. She had come down through the centuries since the time of  Peter, and far from being 
dead, she claimed and held the allegiance of  the masses of  people in all the cities where I had lived. 
They poured in and out of  her doors on Sundays and holy days, for novenas and missions. What if  
they were compelled to come in by the law of  the Church, which said they were guilty of  mortal sin 
if  they did not go to Mass every Sunday? They obeyed that law. They were given a chance to show 
their preference. They accepted the Church. It may have been an unthinking, unquestioning faith, 
and yet the chance certainly came, again and again, “Do I prefer the Church to my own will,” even if  
it was only the small matter of  sitting at home on a Sunday morning with the papers? And the 
choice was the Church.  

There was the legislation of  the Church in regard to marriage, a stumbling block to many. That was 
where I began to be troubled, to be afraid. To become a Catholic meant for me to give up a mate 
with whom I was much in love. It got to the point where it was the simple question of  whether I 
chose God or man. I had known enough of  love to know that a good healthy family life was as near 
to heaven as one could get in this life. There was another sample of  heaven, of  the enjoyment of  
God. The very sexual act itself  was used again and again in Scripture as a figure of  the beatific 
vision. It was not because I was tired of  sex, satiated, disillusioned, that I turned to God. Radical 
friends used to insinuate this. It was because through a whole love, both physical and spiritual, I 
came to know God.  

From the time Tamar Teresa was born I was intent on having her baptized. There had been that 
young Catholic girl in the bed next to me at the hospital who gave me a medal of  St. Thérèse of  
Lisieux.  



“I don’t believe in these things,” I told her, and it was another example of  people saying what they 
do not mean.  

“If  you love someone you like to have something around which reminds you of  them,” she told me.  

It was so obvious a truth that I was shamed. Reading William James’ Varieties of  Religious Experience 
had acquainted me with the saints, and I had read the life of  St. Teresa of  Avila and fallen in love 
with her. She was a mystic and a practical woman, a recluse and a traveler, a cloistered nun and yet 
most active. She liked to read novels when she was a young girl, and she wore a bright red dress 
when she entered the convent. Once when she was traveling from one part of  Spain to another with 
some other nuns and a priest to start a convent, and their way took them over a stream, she was 
thrown from her donkey. The story goes that our Lord said to her, “That is how I treat my friends.” 
And she replied, “And that is why You have so few of  them.” She called life a “night spent at an 
uncomfortable inn.” Once when she was trying to avoid that recreation hour which is set aside in 
convents for nuns to be together, the others insisted on her joining them, and she took castanets and 
danced. When some older nuns professed themselves shocked, she retorted, “One must do things 
sometimes to make life more bearable.” After she was a superior she gave directions when the nuns 
became melancholy, “to feed them steak,” and there were other delightful little touches to the story 
of  her life which made me love her and feel close to her. I have since heard a priest friend of  ours 
remark gloomily that one could go to hell imitating the imperfections of  the saints, but these little 
incidents brought out in her biography made her delightfully near to me. So I decided to name my 
daughter after her. That is why my neighbor offered me a medal of  St. Thérèse of  Lisieux, who is 
called the little Teresa.  

Her other name came from Sasha’s sister Liza. She had named her daughter Tamar, which in 
Hebrew means “little palm tree,” and knowing nothing of  the unhappy story of  the two Tamars in 
the Old Testament, I named my child Tamar also. Tamar is one of  the forebears of  our Lord, listed 
in the first chapter of  Matthew, and not only Jews and Russians, but also New Englanders used the 
name.  

What a driving power joy is! When I was unhappy and repentant in the past I turned to God, but it 
was my joy at having given birth to a child that made me do something definite. I wanted Tamar to 
have a way of  life and instruction. We all crave order, and in the Book of  Job, hell is described as a 
place where no order is. I felt that “belonging” to a Church would bring that order into her life 
which I felt my own had lacked. If  I could have felt that communism was the answer to my desire 
for a cause, a motive, a way to walk in, I would have remained as I was. But I felt that only faith in 
Christ could give the answer. The Sermon on the Mount answered all the questions as to how to 
love God and one’s brother. I knew little about the Sacraments, and yet here I was believing, 
knowing that without them Tamar would not be a Catholic.  

I did not know any Catholics to speak to. The grocer, the hardware storekeeper, my neighbors down 
the road were Catholics, yet I could not bring myself  to speak to them about religion. I was full of  
the reserves I noted in my own family. But I could speak to a nun. So when I saw a nun walking 
down the road near St. Joseph’s-by-the-Sea, I went up to her breathlessly and asked her how I could 
have my child baptized. She was not at all reticent about asking questions and not at all surprised at 
my desires. She was a simple old sister who had taught grade school all her life. She was now taking 
care of  babies in a huge home on the bay which had belonged to Charles Schwab, who had given it 
to the Sisters of  Charity. They used it for summer retreats for the Sisters and to take care of  orphans 
and unmarried mothers and their babies.  



Sister Aloysia had had none of  the university summer courses that most Sisters must take nowadays. 
She never talked to me about the social encyclicals of  the Popes. She gave me a catechism and 
brought me old copies of  the Messenger of  the Sacred Heart, a magazine which, along with the 
Kathleen Norris type of  success story, had some good solid articles about the teachings of  the 
Church. I read them all; I studied my catechism; I learned to say the Rosary; I went to Mass in the 
chapel by the sea; I walked the beach and I prayed; I read the Imitation of  Christ, and St. Augustine, 
and the New Testament. Dostoevski, Huysmans (what different men!) had given me desire and 
background. Huysmans had made me at home in the Church.  

“How can your daughter be brought up a Catholic unless you become one yourself ?” Sister Aloysia 
kept saying to me. But she went resolutely ahead in making arrangements for the baptism of  Tamar 
Teresa.  

“You must be a Catholic yourself,” she kept telling me. She had no reticence. She speculated rather 
volubly at times on the various reasons why she thought I was holding back. She brought me pious 
literature to read, saccharine stories of  virtue, emasculated lives of  saints young and old, back 
numbers of  pious magazines. William James, agnostic as he was, was more help. He had introduced 
me to St. Teresa of  Avila and St. John of  the Cross.  

Isolated as I was in the country, knowing no Catholics except my neighbors, who seldom read 
anything except newspapers and secular magazines, there was not much chance of  being introduced 
to the good Catholic literature of  the present day. I was in a state of  dull content—not in a state to 
be mentally stimulated. I was too happy with my child. What faith I had I held on to stubbornly. The 
need for patience emphasized in the writings of  the saints consoled me on the slow road I was 
traveling. I would put all my affairs in the hands of  God and wait.  

Three times a week Sister Aloysia came to give me a catechism lesson, which I dutifully tried to 
learn. But she insisted that I recite word for word, with the repetition of  the question that was in the 
book. If  I had not learned my lesson, she rebuked me, “And you think you are intelligent!” she 
would say witheringly. “What is the definition of  grace—actual grace and sanctifying grace? My 
fourth-grade pupils know more than you do!”  

I hadn’t a doubt but that they did. I struggled on day by day, learning without question. I was in an 
agreeable and lethargic, almost bovine state of  mind, filled with an animal content, not wishing to 
inquire into or question the dogmas I was learning. I made up my mind to accept what I did not 
understand, trusting light to come, as it sometimes did, in a blinding flash of  exultation and 
realization.  

She criticized my housekeeping. “Here you sit at your typewriter at ten o’clock and none of  your 
dishes done yet. Supper and breakfast dishes besides. . . . And why don’t you calcimine your ceiling? 
It’s all dirty from wood smoke.”  

She brought me vegetables from the garden of  the home, and I gave her fish and clams. Once I gave 
her stamps and a dollar to send a present to a little niece and she was touchingly grateful. It made 
me suddenly realize that, in spite of  Charlie Schwab and his estate, the Sisters lived in complete 
poverty, owning nothing, holding all things in common.  

I had to have godparents for Tamar, and I thought of  Aunt Jenny, my mother’s sister, the only 
member of  our family I knew who had become a Catholic. She had married a Catholic and had one 
living child, Grace. I did not see them very often but I looked them up now and asked Grace and 
her husband if  they would be godparents to my baby. Tamar was baptized in July. We went down to 



Tottenville, the little town at the south end of  the island; there in the Church of  Our Lady, Help of  
Christians, the seed of  life was implanted in her and she was made a child of  God.  

We came back to the beach house to a delightful lunch of  boiled lobsters and salad. Forster had 
caught the lobsters in his traps for the feast and then did not remain to partake of  it. He left, not 
returning for several days. It was his protest against my yearnings toward the life of  the spirit, which 
he considered a morbid escapism. He exulted in his materialism. He well knew the dignity of  man. 
Heathen philosophers, says Matthias Scheeben, a great modern theologian, have called man a 
miracle, the marrow and the heart of  the world, the most beautiful being, the king of  all creatures. 
Forster saw man in the light of  reason and not in the light of  faith. He had thought of  the baptism 
only as a mumbo jumbo, the fuss and flurry peculiar to woman. At first he had been indulgent and 
had brought in the lobsters for the feast. And then he had become angry with some sense of  the 
end to which all this portended. Jealousy set in and he left me.  

As a matter of  fact, he left me quite a number of  times that coming winter and following summer, 
as he felt my increasing absorption in religion. The tension between us was terrible. Teresa had 
become a member of  the Mystical Body of  Christ. I didn’t know anything of  the Mystical Body or I 
might have felt disturbed at being separated from her.  

But I clutched her close to me and all the time I nursed her and bent over that tiny round face at my 
breast, I was filled with a deep happiness that nothing could spoil. But the obstacles to my becoming 
a Catholic were there, shadows in the background of  my life.  

I had become convinced that I would become a Catholic; yet I felt I was betraying the class to which 
I belonged, the workers, the poor of  the world, with whom Christ spent His life. I wrote a few 
articles for the New Masses but did no other work at that time. My life was crowded in summer 
because friends came and stayed with me, and some of  them left their children. Two little boys, four 
and eight years old, joined the family for a few months and my days were full, caring for three 
children and cooking meals for a half-dozen persons three times a day.  

Sometimes when I could leave the baby in trusted hands I could get to the village for Mass on 
Sunday. But usually the gloom that descended on the household, the scarcely voiced opposition, kept 
me from Mass. There were some feast days when I could slip off  during the week and go to the little 
chapel on the Sisters’ grounds. There were “visits” I could make, unknown to others. I was 
committed, by the advice of  a priest I consulted, to the plan of  waiting, and trying to hold together 
the family. But I felt all along that when I took the irrevocable step it would mean that Tamar and I 
would be alone, and I did not want to be alone. I did not want to give up human love when it was 
dearest and tenderest.  

During the month of  August many of  my friends, including my sister, went to Boston to picket in 
protest against the execution of  Sacco and Vanzetti, which was drawing near. They were all arrested 
again and again.  

Throughout the nation and the world the papers featured the struggle for the lives of  these two 
men. Radicals from all over the country gathered in Boston, and articles describing those last days 
were published, poems were written. It was an epic struggle, a tragedy. One felt a sense of  
impending doom. These men were Catholics, inasmuch as they were Italians. Catholics by tradition, 
but they had rejected the Church.  

Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were two anarchists, a shoemaker and a fish peddler who 
were arrested in 1920 in connection with a payroll robbery at East Braintree, Massachusetts, in 
which two guards were killed. Nobody paid much attention to the case at first, but as the I.W.W. and 



the Communists took up the case it became a cause célèbre. In August, 1927, they were executed. 
Many books have been written about the case, and Vanzetti’s prison letters are collected in one 
volume. He learned to write English in prison, and his prose, bare and simple, is noble in its 
earnestness.  

While I enjoyed the fresh breeze, the feel of  salt water against the flesh, the keen delight of  living, 
the knowledge that these men were soon to pass from this physical earth, were soon to become 
dust, without consciousness, struck me like a physical blow. They were here now; in a few days they 
would be no more. They had become figures beloved by the workers. Their letters, the warm moving 
story of  their lives, had been told. Everyone knew Dante, Sacco’s young son. Everyone suffered 
with the young wife who clung with bitter passion to her husband. And Vanzetti with his large view, 
his sense of  peace at his fate, was even closer to us all.  

He wrote a last letter to a friend which has moved many hearts as great poetry does: 

I have talked a great deal of  myself  [he wrote]. But I even forget to name Sacco. Sacco too is 
a worker, from his boyhood a skilled worker, lover of  work, with a good job and pay, a bank 
account, a good and lovely wife, two beautiful children and a neat little home, at the verge of  
a wood near a brook.  
Sacco is a heart of  faith, a lover of  nature and man.  
A man who gave all, who sacrificed all for mankind, his own wife, his children, himself  and 
his own life.  
Sacco has never dreamed to steal, never to assassinate. He and I never brought a morsel of  
bread to our mouths, from our childhood to today which has not been gained by the sweat 
of  our brows. Never.  
O yes, I may be more witful, as some have put it, I am a better blabber than he is, but many 
many times in hearing his heartful voice ringing a faith sublime, in considering his supreme 
sacrifice, remembering his heroism, I felt small at the presence of  his greatness and found 
myself  compelled to fight back from my eyes the tears, and quanch my heart, trobling to my 
throat to not weep before him,—this man called thief, assassin and doomed. . . 
If  it had not been for these things I might have lived out my life talking at street corners to 
scorning men. I might have died, unmarked, unknown, a failure. This is our career and our 
triumph.  
Never in our full life could we hope to do such work for tolerance, for justice,  
for man’s understanding of  man,  
as we now do by accident.  
Our words, our lives, our pains—nothing!  
The taking of  our lives,—lives of  a good shoe maker  
and a poor fish peddler—all!  
That last moment belongs to us  
—that agony is our triumph. 

The day they died, the papers had headlines as large as those which proclaimed the outbreak of  war. 
All the nation mourned. All the nation, I mean, that is made up of  the poor, the worker, the trade 
unionist—those who felt most keenly the sense of  solidarity—that very sense of  solidarity which 
made me gradually understand the doctrine of  the Mystical Body of  Christ whereby we are the 
members one of  another.  



Forster was stricken over the tragedy. He had always been more an anarchist than anything else in his 
philosophy, and so was closer to these two men than to Communist friends. He did not eat for days. 
He sat around the house in a stupor of  misery, sickened by the cruelty of  life and men. He had 
always taken refuge in nature as being more kindly, more beautiful and peaceful than the world of  
men. Now he could not even escape through nature, as he tried to escape so many problems in life. 

During the time he was home he spent days and even nights out in his boat fishing, so that for 
weeks I saw little of  him. He stupefied himself  in his passion for the water, sitting out on the bay in 
his boat. When he began to recover he submerged himself  in maritime biology, collecting, reading 
only scientific books, and paying no attention to what went on around him. Only the baby interested 
him. She was his delight. Which made it, of  course, the harder to contemplate the cruel blow I was 
going to strike him when I became a Catholic. We both suffered in body as well as in soul and mind. 
He would not talk about the faith and relapsed into a complete silence if  I tried to bring up the 
subject. The point of  my bringing it up was that I could not become a Catholic and continue living 
with him, because he was averse to any ceremony before officials of  either Church or state. He was 
an anarchist and an atheist, and he did not intend to be a liar or a hypocrite. He was a creature of  
utter sincerity, and however illogical and bad-tempered about it all, I loved him. It was killing me to 
think of  leaving him.  

Fall nights we read a great deal. Sometimes he went out to dig bait if  there were a low tide and the 
moon was up. He stayed out late on the pier fishing, and came in smelling of  seaweed and salt air; 
getting into bed, cold with the chill November air, he held me close to him in silence. I loved him in 
every way, as a wife, as a mother even. I loved him for all he knew and pitied him for all he didn’t 
know. I loved him for the odds and ends I had to fish out of  his sweater pockets and for the sand 
and shells he brought in with his fishing. I loved his lean cold body as he got into bed smelling of  
the sea, and I loved his integrity and stubborn pride.  

It ended by my being ill the next summer. I became so oppressed I could not breathe and I awoke in 
the night choking. I was weak and listless and one doctor told me my trouble was probably thyroid. I 
went to the Cornell clinic for a metabolism test and they said my condition was a nervous one. By 
winter the tension had become so great that an explosion occurred and we separated again. When he 
returned, as he always had, I would not let him in the house; my heart was breaking with my own 
determination to make an end, once and for all, to the torture we were undergoing. 

The next day I went to Tottenville alone, leaving Tamar with my sister, and there with Sister Aloysia 
as my godparent, I too was baptized conditionally, since I had already been baptized in the Episcopal 
Church. I made my first confession right afterward, and looked forward the next morning to 
receiving communion.  

I had no particular joy in partaking of  these three sacraments, Baptism, Penance and Holy Eucharist. 
I proceeded about my own active participation in them grimly, coldly, making acts of  faith, and 
certainly with no consolation whatever. One part of  my mind stood at one side and kept saying, 
“What are you doing? Are you sure of  yourself ? What kind of  an affectation is this? What act is this 
you are going through? Are you trying to induce emotion, induce faith, partake of  an opiate, the 
opiate of  the people?” I felt like a hypocrite if  I got down on my knees, and shuddered at the 
thought of  anyone seeing me.  

At my first communion I went up to the communion rail at the Sanctus bell instead of  at the Domine, 
non sum dignus, and had to kneel there all alone through the consecration, through the Pater Noster, 
through the Agnus Dei—and I had thought I knew the Mass so well! But I felt it fitting that I be 
humiliated by this ignorance, by this precipitance.  



I speak of  the misery of  leaving one love. But there was another love too, the life I had led in the 
radical movement. That very winter I was writing a series of  articles, interviews with the workers, 
with the unemployed. I was working with the Anti- Imperialist League, a Communist affiliate, that 
was bringing aid and comfort to the enemy, General Sandino’s forces in Nicaragua. I was just as 
much against capitalism and imperialism as ever, and here I was going over to the opposition, 
because of  course the Church was lined up with property, with the wealthy, with the state, with 
capitalism, with all the forces of  reaction. This I had been taught to think and this I still think to a 
great extent. “Too often,” Cardinal Mundelein said, “has the Church lined up on the wrong side.” 
“Christianity,” Bakunin said, “is precisely the religion par excellence, because it exhibits, and 
manifests, to the fullest extent, the very nature and essence of  every religious system, which is the 
impoverishment, enslavement, and annihilation of  humanity for the benefit of  divinity.”  

I certainly believed this, but I wanted to be poor, chaste and obedient. I wanted to die in order to 
live, to put off  the old man and put on Christ. I loved, in other words, and like all women in love, I 
wanted to be united to my love. Why should not Forster be jealous? Any man who did not 
participate in this love would, of  course, realize my infidelity, my adultery. In the eyes of  God, any 
turning toward creatures to the exclusion of  Him is adultery and so it is termed over and over again 
in Scripture.  

I loved the Church for Christ made visible. Not for itself, because it was so often a scandal to me. 
Romano Guardini said the Church is the Cross on which Christ was crucified; one could not 
separate Christ from His Cross, and one must live in a state of  permanent dissatisfaction with the 
Church.  

The scandal of  businesslike priests, of  collective wealth, the lack of  a sense of  responsibility for the 
poor, the worker, the Negro, the Mexican, the Filipino, and even the oppression of  these, and the 
consenting to the oppression of  them by our industrialist-capitalist order—these made me feel often 
that priests were more like Cain than Abel. “Am I my brother’s keeper?” they seemed to say in 
respect to the social order. There was plenty of  charity but too little justice. And yet the priests were 
the dispensers of  the Sacraments, bringing Christ to men, all enabling us to put on Christ and to 
achieve more nearly in the world a sense of  peace and unity. “The worst enemies would be those of  
our own household,” Christ had warned us.  

We could not root out the tares without rooting out the wheat also. With all the knowledge I have 
gained these twenty-one years I have been a Catholic, I could write many a story of  priests who were 
poor, chaste and obedient, who gave their lives daily for their fellows, but I am writing of  how I felt 
at the time of  my baptism.  

Not long afterward a priest wanted me to write a story of  my conversion, telling how the social 
teaching of  the Church had led me to embrace Catholicism. But I knew nothing of  the social 
teaching of  the Church at that time. I had never heard of  the encyclicals. I felt that the Church was 
the Church of  the poor, that St. Patrick’s had been built from the pennies of  servant girls, that it 
cared for the emigrant, it established hospitals, orphanages, day nurseries, houses of  the Good 
Shepherd, homes for the aged, but at the same time, I felt that it did not set its face against a social 
order which made so much charity in the present sense of  the word necessary. I felt that charity was 
a word to choke over. Who wanted charity? And it was not just human pride but a strong sense of  
man’s dignity and worth, and what was due to him in justice, that made me resent, rather than feel 
proud of  so mighty a sum total of  Catholic institutions. Besides, more and more they were taking 
help from the state, and in taking from the state, they had to render to the state. They came under 
the head of  Community Chest and discriminatory charity, centralizing and departmentalizing, 
involving themselves with bureaus, building, red tape, legislation, at the expense of  human values. By 



“they,” I suppose one always means the bishops, but as Harry Bridges once pointed out to me, 
“they” also are victims of  the system.  

It was an age-old battle, the war of  the classes, that stirred in me when I thought of  the Sacco-
Vanzetti case in Boston. Where were the Catholic voices crying out for these men? How I longed to 
make a synthesis reconciling body and soul, this world and the next, the teachings of  Prince Peter 
Kropotkin and Prince Demetrius Gallitzin, who had become a missionary priest in rural 
Pennsylvania.  

Where had been the priests to go out to such men as Francisco Ferrer in Spain, pursuing them as the 
Good Shepherd did His lost sheep, leaving the ninety and nine of  their good parishioners, to seek 
out that which was lost, bind up that which was bruised. No wonder there was such a strong conflict 
going on in my mind and heart.


