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Ave Maria Classics 
 
Reflections During Advent 
Week One: Searching for Christ 
 
BY DOROTHY DAY 
 
 

It is hard to write these days because we are suffering from an embarrassment of riches in this time 

of renewal of the Church in the modern world. New translations of Scripture abound. In reading 

over Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, which carries a subhead, “Faith and Freedom,” in the New 

English Bible published by the Oxford and Cambridge Universities Presses, I saw again how 

applicable it was for our own day. 

The turbulence in the Church today is a result of a newfound, newly realized emphasis on the 

liberty of Christ, and the realization too that we have scarcely begun to be Christian, to deserve the 

name Christian. 

Everything said or written is challenged, new meanings and insights are sought and found in the 

counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience; there is a new morality and a new theology. 

Old customs are being tossed aside as meaningless or offensive to others, in our deep desire for 

unity with our brothers of another faith, or of no faith at all. 

Old and beautiful prayers of the Mass may be meaningless one Sunday and suddenly strike you 

between the eyes on another. A prayer which stands out to your understanding and wraps itself 

around your heart with a warm comfort or pierces it with new meaning is suddenly dropped out and 

lost. And the accent on hearing the word instead of reading it sometimes means that you neither 

hear nor read it because the celebrant has a cold in the head or the congregation coughs too much, 

or the celebrant races along at breakneck speed through the familiar words, and again they are lost to 
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the congregation. I keep taking my missal along to Mass in case. Anyway, for me to take it in with 

the eyes as well as the ears makes a double impression on the mind. 

And now even the prayer, the Hail Mary, has been left out of the listing of Catholic prayers 

from the new Dutch catechism, so we are told in our diocesan paper. 

After reading this I changed my mind about writing about the counsels for this first of an 

Advent series and decided to write about the Blessed Mother instead. She is, of course, a 

controversial figure, the last thing in the world she would want to be. 

It is fitting to write about her in Advent, and I would like to tell in simple fashion about Mary in 

my life. 

∗ 

When I was a very little child, perhaps not more than six, I used to have recurrent nightmares of a 

great God, King of heaven and earth which encompassed all, stretched out over all of us in a most 

impersonal way, and with this nightmare came also a great noise like that made by a galloping 

horseman which increased in volume until the sound filled all the earth. It was a terrifying dream 

and when I called out, my mother used to come and sit by the bedside and hold my hand and talk to 

me until I fell asleep. That passed, and then a few years later I met a little girl by the name of Mary 

Harrington who told me about the Blessed Mother and a heaven peopled with saints, and this also 

was a great comfort to me. 

Years passed and I attended high school and college and then went to work for the Socialist and 

Communist movements in the early ’20s. Nevertheless, I often dropped into churches. One winter 

when I was working in New Orleans and living across the street from the cathedral there I found 

great joy in attending Benediction. That Christmas a Communist friend gave me a rosary. “You were 

always dropping into the cathedral,” she explained. 
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I did not know how to say the prayers but I kept it by me. I did not know any Catholics and 

would have been afraid to approach a priest or nun, for fear of their reading into such an approach 

some expectation which was not there. 

A year or so later my friend, Peggy Cowley, as she was then, gave me a tiny statuette of the 

Virgin, pale blue and white with hair like golden noodles and a gold wire halo around her head. It 

came from Czechoslovakia and some friend had brought it to her. She asked in exchange for it a fan 

my brother had sent me from Riga. 

Later, it was my own motherhood which finally brought me into the Church, the joy and 

thankfulness I felt at the birth of a child. I had to thank God. I felt the need of worship, so Sister 

Aloysia of the Sisters of Charity who lived at St. Joseph’s by the Sea, on Staten Island, taught me my 

prayers and catechism and I became a Catholic. I had known before, as I am sure many children do, 

the Our Father and the psalms as prayers and I had heard the canticles sung in the Episcopalian 

Church where I had been baptized at the age of 12. But the Hail Mary and the Salve Regina and the 

Memorare were new to me. I was soon introduced to the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin, from 

which children used to be taught to read in the Middle Ages, and the versicles and hymns became 

part of my prayer life from then on. 

Certainly it was the need to adore, to worship God that led me to religion. A sense of joy and 

thankfulness and exaltation made me want to raise my arms aloft to the sky and with my whole 

being praise the Lord. As Charles de Foucauld learned to worship by observing the religious worship 

of the Arabs, I had learned something of worship from observing the lives of the Jews on the East 

Side, where I had always lived when I was in New York. The very delicatessen reeked of prayer 

when I went there in the morning to buy fresh rolls and found the aged Jew alone in his shop with 

his phylacteries and his skull cap, his psalms before him, standing before his Lord offering up a 

morning prayer. 
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God was our Father, so I could approach Him, daring to say, Our Father. But it was reading of 

Jesus Christ in the New Testament that made me want to put off the old man and put on Christ, as 

St. Paul said. And who had given me our Lord but the Virgin Mary? It was easy to pray to her, 

repetitious though it might seem. Saying the rosary as I did so often, I felt that I was praying with 

the people of God, who held on to the physical act of the rosary as to a lifeline, a very present help 

in time of trouble. Franz Werfel said of an old woman that she told her beads as though she were 

knitting garments for the poor. 

∗ 

As a woman I appreciated the physical aspects of prayer. All the senses of the body were engaged in 

the worship of the Church, the eyes through color and stained glass and statue and ikon, rich 

vestments, jewels, sparkling lights, candles, the smell of incense and beeswax, the sound of music, 

psaltery and harp and all the other instruments listed, the taste through the reception of the Body of 

Christ in the Host and last of all, the touch through the fingering of the beads. 

“Pray without ceasing,” St. Paul wrote, and here was one way to pray without ceasing. What if 

there was repetition and the mind wandered? It could always be drawn back through remembering 

the mysteries, the joyful, the sorrowful and the glorious. (I never think of the Visitation to Elizabeth 

without thinking of some pregnant woman who needs our prayers.) In fact, I never think of the 

rosary itself as a whole without thinking of Father Farina’s talks to married couples, the joyful 

mysteries reflecting not only the honeymoon aspect of human love but the joys of marriage, then 

the sorrowful mysteries which are a part of every life and finally the glorious, achieved through 

fidelity of perseverance, the supernaturalizing of human love, the lifting of it above the human plane 

so that it becomes “a joy which no man can take from you.”  

Of course, the mysteries are all mixed up in our lives, sometimes coming together, the bitter 

and the sweet. 
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Among my joyous recollections of the rosary: I am remembering now a young man who had 

been working with us in the early days of the Catholic Worker who went away to the seminary, 

leaving with us a gift of $50 with which we bought three or four young pigs for our first farm at 

Easton, Pennsylvania. Every night that first summer we used to gather in the garden which had been 

planted by a young Italian probationer from Sing Sing, and kneeling around a statue of the Blessed 

Mother, say the rosary after supper. Inevitably the pigs would escape from their pen or the cow 

would get loose and go trampling through the vegetable garden and prayers were speeded up so that 

everyone could go catch the pigs or cow. 

I remember, too, the time when Pius XI died, and there was a larger gathering than usual for 

the rosary at St. Joseph’s House at 115 Mott Street. Georgie Brazil, who called himself Georgie the 

Burn, came quite drunk to rosary and his contribution was loud and clear, “pray for US sinners, now 

and at the hour of OUR death.” 

We still say the rosary each night at seven o’clock at the Catholic Worker Farm, now at Tivoli, 

and we have said it off and on, depending on whether we have anyone to lead, at St. Joseph’s House 

of Hospitality in the city. We say the shortened Compline afterward, from the breviary put out by St. 

John’s at Collegeville, Minnesota. 

∗ 

I have said rosaries on picket lines and in prisons, in sickness and in health, and one of our friends 

who lost a leg in the Second World War said that he held fast to his rosary as he lay wounded on the 

battlefield, holding on to it as he was hanging on to life. In peace, working for peace, suffering for 

peace, and suffering in war, in times of joy and pain and terror, Mary has been Refuge of Sinners. 

Brother Antoninus, the Dominican poet, who with Carol McCool ran the St. Colette House of 

Hospitality in Oakland, California, before he entered religion, told me of a fearful night he spent 

when one of the guests of the house ran amok with a carving knife threatening everyone there. 
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Carol, ex-Marine and ex-Trappist and Brother Antoninus (then William Everson) poet and pacifist, 

went on saying the rosary. 

As for its repetitious aspect, I always think of Sister Madeleva’s poem—God speaking to the 

soul who wonders whether He is not wearied by our repetitions: 

“Doth it not irk me that upon the beach the tides monotonous run? Shall I not teach the sea 

some newer speech?” 

Every day at the Catholic Worker Farm when we gather for meals we say the Angelus before 

asking God’s blessing on us and the food we eat. And it rejoices me to hear all the men, who are in 

the majority, saying, “Behold the handmaid of the Lord, be it done unto me according to Thy 

Word,” and repeating together that marvelous and yet terrible prayer: 

“Pour forth we beseech Thee, O Lord, Thy grace into our hearts, that we to whom the 

incarnation of Christ was made known by the message of an angel, may by His passion and cross be 

brought to the glory of His resurrection.” This incarnation came about by Mary’s consent, she 

“through whom we have received the author of life.” 

So Advent must begin with Mary, who presents us with the infant Christ. “The flesh of Jesus is 

the flesh of Mary,” St. Augustine wrote. “The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.” 

When I go to the crib this year I will think, as I always do, that we are not dependent on the 

governments of this world for our safety, but “the government will be upon His shoulder.” This 

baby cradled in a manger, this boy talking to the doctors in the temple, this youth working with St. 

Joseph as carpenter, this teacher walking the roads of Palestine, “Do whatever He tells you,” Mary 

told us.  

———— 
First published in the November 26, 1966, issue of Ave Maria at Notre Dame, IN.  
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