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AD MAJORDEM DEI GLORIAM: Fr. Daniel Berrigan, Michael Novak & Catholic 

Identity in Crisis in Mid-Twentieth Century America 

 

Prisca Y. Bird, M.A. 

 

Mentor: Barry G. Hankins, Ph.D. 

 

 

The 1960s were a time of great change in terms of Catholic identity and its 

relationship to American culture and politics. The Second Vatican Ecumenical Council 

(1962-1965) deeply unsettled the American Catholic Church as its liturgical reforms 

posed a serious challenge to Catholicism’s status as a distinctive religious community in 

the United States. Two figures that embodied the struggle of American Catholics to 

connect their faith to politics in this period were Father Daniel Berrigan, S.J., and 

Michael Novak. This thesis explores the roots of the ideological break between these two 

Catholic intellectuals and what it says about the nature of the decline of the American 

Catholic left in mid-twentieth century.  It contends that the decline was a direct byproduct 

of anxieties related to the loss of tradition in the wake of Vatican II and the failure of the 

Catholic New Left to gauge the needs of working class Americans.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

Far from being removed from American politics in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, Catholics found their identity very much enmeshed in it. Contentions regarding 

religious exemptions in public schools, such as the 1859 Eliot School Rebellion, and 

objections to the public funding of religious education, such as the “Blaine Amendments” 

of the nineteenth century, saw parochial schools come under fire, and Catholics were 

forced to defend their religious identity in an academic and political system that was 

often hostile to them. When not beset by outside forces, American Catholics occasionally 

found themselves divided over their proper relationship with the state. The Americanist 

controversy pitted Catholics seeking a more assimilationist or nationalist faith that 

embraced American notions of individualism and liberty against Ultramontanists who 

looked to the Vatican for guidance in all ecclesiastical and political matters. In the early- 

and mid-twentieth century, figures like Alfred E. Smith (the first major-party Catholic 

nominee for President), popular radio host Father Charles Coughlin, and Senator Joseph 

McCarthy significantly increased the political profile of American Catholics and helped 

the laity see civic involvement as being central to the working out of faith and Catholic 

identity.   

The 1960s were a time of particularly great change and turmoil in terms of 

Catholic identity and its relationship to American culture and politics. The turn of the 

decade saw a Catholic, John F. Kennedy, elected to the office of President for the first 
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time in the nation’s history. Some American Catholics interpreted the Kennedy 

administration as a sign that their beloved faith tradition had achieved full political and 

social acceptance after centuries of being ostracized by Protestants and the irreligious 

alike. Others feared that Kennedy did not do nearly enough to champion the needs of the 

Catholic Church with his opposition to federal funding for parochial schools and decision 

not to appoint an ambassador to the Holy See. The Second Vatican Ecumenical Council 

(1962-1965) deeply unsettled the American Catholic Church. The Council’s efforts at 

liturgical reform posed a serious challenge to Catholicism’s status as a distinctive 

religious community in the United States as the Latin Mass was widely abandoned in 

favor of services in the vernacular. Parishes added seemingly Protestant characteristics 

such as increased lay participation and congregational singing to the Holy Mass. 

American Catholics also found themselves divided over the morality of the Vietnam War. 

Catholic proponents of American military intervention in Vietnam, like Cardinal Francis 

Spellman, argued that it was both the civic and spiritual duty of Catholics to stop the 

advancement of communism in the region. Others opposed to the war cited Pope Paul 

VI’s 1963 peace encyclical, Pacem in Terris, as evidence that the only true moral witness 

was one that embraced peace at all costs. As the seemingly timeless institution of the 

Holy See changed to fit the times and political lines were increasingly drawn among the 

faithful between the rising Catholic left and the conservative right, American Catholics 

struggled to determine how they should best live out their faith while remaining engaged 

citizens.         

 Two figures that embodied the struggle of American Catholics to connect their 

faith to politics in the mid-to-late twentieth century were Father Daniel Berrigan, S.J., 



3 

 

and Michael Novak. Descendants of European Catholic immigrants to the United States, 

Berrigan and Novak both rose from humble middle-class backgrounds to prominence as 

leftist Catholic authors and public intellectuals in the early 1960s. Their respective 

careers brought them into close contact with other leading members of the Catholic left—

Dorothy Day and Thomas Merton,—and of the Protestant anti-war movement, 

particularly Robert McAfee Brown. As direct participants in the debates regarding 

Catholic identity and civic responsibility in the years of the Vietnam War and latter half 

of the Cold War, Berrigan and Novak serve as a valuable case study by which to more 

closely examine the degree to which Catholics gravitated towards the political left in the 

1960s and what caused their progressive moral witness to wane in the subsequent 

decades. This thesis is concerned with exploring the roots of the ideological break 

between these two leading Catholic intellectuals and what it says about the nature of the 

American Catholic left in mid-twentieth century. How did the Second Vatican 

Ecumenical Council complicate Catholic identity in the United States and facilitate the 

rise of leftist politics amongst the faithful? What factors led Berrigan and Novak to come 

to such different conclusions about how a devout Catholic should express opposition to 

the Vietnam War? How did Berrigan’s leftist politics contribute to Novak’s rightward 

drift? This thesis contends that the decline of the Catholic left in the mid-1970s was a 

direct byproduct of anxieties related to the loss of distinctive Catholic identity in the 

wake of the Second Vatican Council and the failure of the Catholic New Left to 

effectively gauge the needs of working class ethnics. 
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The Bona Fides of Daniel Berrigan and Michael Novak 

While Fr. Daniel Berrigan and Michael Novak have each separately been featured 

in academic studies concerning Catholic identity in the United States of America, there 

has yet to be a serious scholarly comparison of the two men. More than just 

coreligionists, Berrigan and Novak were contemporaries whose backgrounds and careers 

closely mirror one another. One can hardly afford not to examine the two in conjunction 

when it comes to trying to understand the nature of the decline of the American Catholic 

left in the late twentieth century. Before delving into how the ideological split between 

Berrigan and Novak mirrored broader crises of Catholic identity in the United States, one 

must first have an understanding of Berrigan and Novak’s bona fides as men whose life 

paths often paralleled one another in their professional and spiritual pursuits.  

Daniel Berrigan descended from recent Irish immigrants. Facing bleak economic 

conditions in the late 1850s in County Tipperary, Ireland, Berrigan’s paternal 

grandfather, Thomas, crossed the Atlantic lured by the promise of cheap land and 

plentiful work in America. Thomas and his wife Bridget ended up settling near Lafayette, 

New York on 120 acres. They were subsistence farmers, part of an Irish-American 

minority “within an entrenched Anglo-Saxon, or Yankee, ascendancy.”1 In 1879, Bridget 

gave birth to a son named Tom, Daniel’s father. After shouldering the burden of upkeep 

of the family farm for the majority of his childhood, Tom left Vinegar Hill at age twenty-

one to make his fortune in the Great Lake states. Tom joined “a workforce of some 

41,000 immigrants from twenty-five countries enticed by New World tales of 

cornucopia…he belonged to the ‘Brotherhood of Boomers’, railroaders named for the 

                                                 
1 Murray Polner and Jim O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, (New York: BasicBooks, 1997), 34. 
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notoriously fickle nature of their industry, busted as often as booming.”2 Seeking some 

degree of stability, Tom settled in Minnesota and married a German immigrant named 

Freda Fromhart on June 21, 1911.3 Their union would prove fruitful, producing six sons, 

but ultimately troubled due to economic hardship and deep-seated cultural differences 

between the second generation Irish-American and his bride.   

Born on May 9, 1921, Daniel was Tom and Frieda Berrigan’s fifth child. Unlike 

his more robust family members, Berrigan struggled with poor vision and limited 

mobility in his early childhood. Skinny and bespectacled, Berrigan’s ankles folded 

whenever he tried to walk, requiring him to wear gawky prescription shoes and to 

undergo various home remedies.4 Berrigan reached age five before he was able to take 

his first unassisted steps. Thankfully, he soon thereafter gained enough strength to keep 

up with his brothers and to enjoy life in the Minnesotan wilderness. Though money was 

tight, “there was pride, and life on the land,” he said, “and food, homegrown and sensibly 

prepared.”5 The family remained in Minnesota until 1926 when Tom decided to relocate 

everyone to Syracuse, New York in order to live closer to his sisters and take a job as a 

licensed steam boiler operator and maintenance man at St. Mary’s Maternity Hospital. 

                                                 
2 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 41-42. 

 
3 Freda Fromhertz’s parents, Wilhelm and Louise, were among the first in their families to 

emigrate from Germany. Freda was born in the southern Black Forest in 1886.  She lived on the family 

homestead in Minnesota from age five until she married. Prior to her union, Freda worked as a telephone 

operator and was known for her love of opera and millinery. 

 
4 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 22-23. 

 
5 Daniel Berrigan, To Dwell in Peace: An Autobiography, (San Francisco: Harper & Row 

Publishers, 1987), 6. 
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During adolescence, a growing sense emerged within Berrigan that he had been 

called to the priesthood. Pursuing his vocation, Berrigan requested pamphlets from 

multiple orders. In his autobiography, To Dwell in Peace, Berrigan recalled being 

unimpressed by the “snazzy illustrated booklets” he received from various seminaries 

that featured a message of comfortable all-American sanctification.6 He reported being 

drawn to the Jesuit’s austere pamphlet due its distinct lack of hype and chastening 

paragraphs. However, it is more likely that Berrigan selected the Jesuits because of the 

order’s storied reputation (centuries of stalwart missionaries/martyrs) and its rigorous 

academic nature suited his scholarly bent. In 1938, Berrigan applied to and was accepted 

into the Society of Jesus. The following year he entered St. Andrew’s Seminary to begin 

his fifteen years of training.  It is important to note that in 1939, “there were 6,000 Jesuits 

in the United States, comprising more than twenty percent of their worldwide total.”7 For 

the duration of Berrigan’s period of training, the above numbers rose significantly, and 

Berrigan found himself a member of a select order “at a time when both the Jesuits and 

the Catholic priesthood were held in high regard.”8 Like it had for countless of his 

working-class Irish ancestors, the priesthood afforded Berrigan the opportunity to pursue 

higher learning and to escape a future of professional options limited to the realm of 

manual labor. 

                                                 
6 Berrigan, To Dwell in Peace, 85. Berrigan was repulsed by the “intense come-on” of the 

pamphlets with their pictures of “seaside property, lake property, country property, tennis courts, [and] 

swimming pools…Everything was easy, natural, miles of smiles, the ecclesiastical elevator to- Utopia?”  

 
7 Peter McDonough, Men Astutely Trained: A History of the Jesuits in the American Century (New 

York: Free Press, 1992), 4-5. 

 
8 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 69. 
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Following his ordination on June 21, 1952, Berrigan embarked on a ministerial 

career that brought him into direct contact with the diverse face of Catholicism in the mid 

twentieth-century. In 1954, Berrigan went abroad to France and there was exposed to a 

country in which the Catholic Church was seemingly at odds with the broader populace. 

At the level of the laity, longstanding anticlerical sentiment mixed with bitterness at the 

Church’s failure to take a definitive stance against Nazi occupation and to support the 

postwar labor union movement.9 The gulf that seemed to exist between the needs of the 

laity and the daily operations of the clergy shocked Berrigan.10 He watched with great 

interest the worker-priest movement and its support of strikes and embrace of a 

communal life that emphasized shared sacrifice. During the early 1950s, Berrigan served 

as a military chaplain in West Germany during the Lenten season, offering the 

sacraments to young American soldiers stationed on the front of the burgeoning Cold 

War. Berrigan fulfilled his priestly duties on the bases and showed no hint of problems 

with the military at this point.   

After his European sojourn, Berrigan took up a priestly academic career that 

placed him at the forefront of American Catholic intellectual and political circles. He won 

the prestigious Lamont Prize in 1957 for his first book of poems Time Without Number.  

He corresponded with the influential Trappist monk Thomas Merton. He gained the 

attention of Sargent Shriver (then director of the Peace Corps) and spent three years as 

                                                 
9 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous,, 88. The French Church refused to support the 

burgeoning union movement in the name of anticommunism.  

 
10 Berrigan quoted in Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 89. He described this divide 

in the following manner: “On the one hand the families of the poor, their squalor and contempt. On the 

other, the religious and their holy indifference and secure livings and noses on high. I [have] never seen the 

like: two planets whizzing by, different orbits, muttering. Incompatibilities, injustice. Two walls set one 

against the other.”  
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one of the specially invited priests that said Mass for the Kennedy family at their Hyannis 

Port salon. He served as an Associate Professor of Dogmatic Theology at Le Moyne 

College in Syracuse and held the post of Associate Director for Service at Cornell 

University’s United Religious Work (the duties of which included teaching, counseling, 

and offering Catholic sacraments on campus).11 As a priest seeking to best serve God in 

this diverse environment of Catholic thought and action, Berrigan was deeply shaped by 

the broader conversations going on around him, including mounting divisions over 

American Catholic Identity. 

While his academic work and writings earned him a certain degree of recognition 

in the late 1950s, Berrigan’s controversial commitment to pacifism in the latter half of the 

twentieth century is what truly raised his public profile, bringing him fame but also 

opposition and marginalization. In 1965, Berrigan’s increasing involvement with the anti-

war movement (he served as a founding Catholic member of the Clergy and Laymen 

Concerned about the War in Vietnam) and public support of draft resistors, led him to be 

expelled from the Archdiocese of New York at the behest of the pro-war Cardinal 

Spellman. After a brief period of exile in South America, Berrigan was reinstated to the 

Archdiocese of New York due to public pressure mounted by students on Jesuit college 

campuses and sympathetic colleagues. However, Berrigan would soon again find himself 

on the wrong side of Church authorities and the law with his participation in a dramatic 

raid on the Selective Services office in Catonsville, Maryland on May 17, 1968. In a bold 

move to publicly denounce the Vietnam War, Berrigan and eight others seized 378 draft 

board files and proceeded to burn them outside using homemade napalm while select 

                                                 
11 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 143 and 149. 
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members of the press recorded the act.12 Tried and convicted of breaking and entering a 

government building and willfully destroying federal property, the court sentenced 

Berrigan to three years in prison. Feeling the ruling unjust, Berrigan initially refused to 

report for prison and spent four months ‘underground’ avoiding F.B.I. capture. Upon his 

successful apprehension, Berrigan spent most of his time in jail battling poor health and 

low morale. While the demonstration at Catonsville enjoyed a high profile for most of the 

period of Berrigan’s evasion of justice and imprisonment, public attention towards 

Berrigan waned upon his release. Nevertheless, Berrigan remained committed to peace 

activism and helped found the Plowshares movement with his brother Philip in 1980. He 

was a fixture at anti-war protests in New York State well into the early 2000s until health 

complications prevented him participating. Berrigan died on April 30, 2016 in relative 

obscurity from his days of front-page news as the radical priest at Catonsville.   

Though a good deal of anecdotal sources exist regarding Berrigan’s childhood, 

less information is available concerning Michael Novak’s early years.13 Born on 

September 9, 1933 in Johnstown Pennsylvania, Novak was the first of five children. All 

of Novak’s grandparents immigrated to America from small farming villages in rural 

Slovakia in the early 1900s. His father, Michael, worked as a salesman for Metropolitan 

Life Insurance and his mother, Irene, was a homemaker. Though his father only had an 

eighth grade education, he was an avid reader of history and made sure his children had 

access to the complete set of Harvard classics in the family library. Novak’s mother led 

                                                 
12 Bob Fitch, “Forty-eight Hours with the Berrigans,” The Christian Century, May 20, 1970, 643. 

 
13 At the time of writing, no official biography of Michael Novak has been published. While basic 

biographical details are available via Michael Novak’s official website, stories of his childhood have had to 

be pieced together through brief reminisces in Novak’s intellectual memoir Writing from Left to Right, 

(New York: Image, 2013).    
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his early spiritual formation and Novak credited her with imbuing in him a deep love of 

the Catholic Church.  

Novak noted that his political views were very much shaped by his childhood in 

Johnstown. An iron and steel mill town in the midst of coal country, Johnstown brought 

Novak into frequent contact with the ethnic working-class Americans his writings would 

later champion. He cited the influence his two uncles, Emil and Johnnie, had on shaping 

his understanding of what it meant to be American. Novak admired Emil and Johnnie for 

their patriotism, liberal politics (staunch FDR Democrats), “unsentimental” churchgoing, 

and commitment to family. Novak noted that Emil “took no guff from politicians whom 

he roundly disliked” and derived from him the “Uncle Emil test” for judging politicians 

and elites.14  

In his intellectual autobiography, Writing from Left to Right, Novak recalled two 

events from his youth that were particularly important in shaping his future political 

views. At the age of six, an idyllic evening at home with his father ended with the radio 

announcement that Nazi troops had invaded Poland. In response, Novak’s father told him 

that this news was “going to change your life” and admonished him to “study all you can 

about the Nazis and the Communists. These will be the two movements that will shape 

the next forty years.”15 The atrocities of the Third Reich continued to weigh heavily on 

the political consciousness of a young Novak. At age eleven, he watched a newsreel in 

which lines of trucks prepared to take away hundreds of dead bodies from a concentration 

camp in southern Germany. Novak noted that he “was horrified” to see the deceased men 

                                                 
14 Novak, Writing from Left to Right, 9-10. 

 
15 Ibid., 8. 
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and women “being slung like sacks of sand.” It “shook [him] deeply” and frightened him 

to his core.16 It is likely Novak’s fear of authoritarianism first took root in these moments. 

Novak would go on to follow his father’s politically charged advice, becoming a vocal 

critic of communist regimes in East Asia and the Soviet Union during the height of the 

Cold War.   

Thinking he might be called to religious life, Novak spent the better part of his 

youth studying to become a priest of the Congregation of Holy Cross.17 Pursuit of an 

ecclesiastical career allowed Novak to bring together the two great passions of his life– 

God and philosophical inquiry. It also afforded him the opportunity to obtain a higher 

level of education than his working class background might have ordinarily allowed. In 

1956 Novak graduated summa cum laude with a Bachelor of Arts degree in philosophy 

from Stonehill College in Easton, Massachusetts. He was selected for higher studies at 

the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome and graduated cum laude from there in 1958 

with a Bachelor of Sacred Theology degree. Novak spent another eighteen months in 

seminary and took his ordination exams at the Catholic University of America in 

Washington, D.C. However, instead of enjoying this period of final preparation for 

ministry, Novak described it as a time of “acute inner turmoil and suffering.” After much 

prayer and contemplation, Novak made the agonizing decision to withdraw from the 

priesthood in 1960. He realized that he “really could not become a priest.” It simply “was 

not what God wanted of me.”18 

                                                 
16 Novak, Writing from Left to Right, 9. 

 
17 Ibid., 13. Novak dedicated himself to a life apart from “worldly affairs” from age fourteen to 

age twenty-six.   

 
18 Ibid., 14-15. 

 



12 

 

Instead, Novak moved to New York City with no more than a hundred dollars in 

his pocket, to pursue his dream of becoming a writer. He found cheap lodging at Leo 

House on Twenty-Third Street, a former apartment house for newly arrived German 

immigrants. He shared his room with a seemingly endless supply of cockroaches but his 

shabby accommodations did nothing to dampen his spirit. He felt he “belonged” in the 

city and set himself to the task of writing his first book. The finished work, The Tiber was 

Silver, is a semi-autobiographical novel that details the experiences of a young man 

preparing for the priesthood in Rome in the 1950s. Doubleday agreed to publish the novel 

and Novak estimated that it sold around “30,000 copies, mostly in paperback.”19 

After the publication of his first novel, Novak decided to continue his studies by 

pursuing graduate school at Harvard. He entered the philosophy department and was 

frustrated by the program’s bias against metaphysics. The lines of inquiry that “most 

grabbed” Novak, “especially those concerning God, politics, and the social sciences” 

were largely absent from his seminars. However, Harvard did allow Novak to encounter 

the ideas of French playwright and existentialist philosopher Gabrial Marcel. Marcel’s 

work on “the person” (an individual who is conscious, choosing, and self-directing) and 

views on human rights had a profound long-term effect on Novak’s politics. Novak 

graduated with a Master’s degree in the history and philosophy of religion from Harvard 

in 1966.20   

 In the middle of his graduate studies, Novak’s life took a domestic turn. He met 

and fell in love with Karen Ruth Laub, a successful painter, sculptor, and printmaker. The 

                                                 
19 Novak, Writing from Left to Right, 17.  

 
20 Ibid., 26-27. 
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two married in 1963 and had three children together. Friends recall their home being one 

of lively intellectual debate, genuine piety, and great hospitality. Karen and Michael were 

practically inseparable until her death in 2009. 

 The Novaks traveled to Rome in September of 1963 so that Michael could cover 

the second session of the Second Vatican Council for various publications and Karen 

could work on a series of lithographs. Though the “West’s oldest living institution was 

undergoing a painful aggiornamento (bringing the Church up to the present day),” as 

Novak put it, the couple was thrilled to be at the center of this historic event and held 

great hopes for the session’s ability to revitalize the Church. Shortly after the second 

session ended, Novak published The Open Church, a detailed account of his observations 

of the Second Vatican Council. The success of The Open Church opened the door for 

further writing opportunities for Novak in Catholic, Protestant, and secular publications.21  

The mid-to-late 1960s were a period of increased political activity, writing, and 

teaching for Novak. During this time, he held teaching posts at Stanford University and 

the new experimental college of the State University of New York at Old Westbury. 

These posts brought Novak into direct contact with the views of the radical students of 

the New Left. While Novak did not approve of some of the students’ violent protest 

tactics, he largely agreed with their concerns about civil rights and supported their efforts 

to reform the American political system.  In August of 1967 Novak flew to Saigon to 

cover the upcoming election in South Vietnam for the National Catholic Reporter and 

Commonweal (a leftist Catholic journal). During this dangerous thirty-two day period of 

reporting, Novak witnessed firsthand the brutality of the conflict and decided that it did 

                                                 
21 Novak, Writing from Left to Right, 42. 
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not fit the religious criteria of a just war. He then publicly reversed his position on 

American military involvement in Vietnam from one of cautious support to one of 

adamant opposition, especially as it pertained to the practice of the draft.22 Desiring to 

help end the war and advance civil rights, Novak put his weight behind the Democratic 

Party. He canvassed for liberal Democratic presidential candidates Eugene McCarthy and 

Robert Kennedy in 1968, and George McGovern in 1972. His writings even drew the 

attention of Sargent Shriver and they bonded over their shared vision of Catholicism as “a 

culture-changing force.”23 However, Novak’s relationship with the New Left was not to 

last. In response to Cold War tensions and the seeming failure of the New Left to serve 

ethnic working-class Americans in the mid-to-late 1970s, Novak’s politics drifted 

rightward.  

Just as Berrigan’s blending of religion and leftist politics brought him recognition 

in the late 1960s, Novak achieved his greatest level of fame as a leading Catholic 

neoconservative in the latter half of the twentieth century.24 Novak’s writings in this 

period reflect his growing neoconservative beliefs. He became a champion of capitalism, 

a passionate advocate for strategic defense in response to the threat posed by the Soviets 

and unapologetic booster of the Reagan administration. He wrote regular columns for 

leading conservative publications like The Washington Star and The National Review. In 

1978, Novak began work as a resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute for 

                                                 
22 Novak, Writing from Left to Right, 62 -65. 

 
23 Ibid., 110-112.  

 

 24 In the context of this thesis, the term ‘neoconservative’ is taken to mean a political ideology that 

champions free-market capitalism and interventionist foreign policy. Its adherents drifted rightward in the 

late 1960s as a reaction against the radical politics of the New Left and the perceived ineffectiveness of the 

Democratic Party. Novak identified himself as a neoconservative and was a staunch supporter of the 

Reagan and George W. Bush. 
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Public Policy Research in Washington, D.C. He held the George Frederick Chair in 

religion and public policy there from 1983 until his retirement in 2009. The latter half of 

the twentieth century marked the high point of Novak’s career as a public intellectual. 

Novak served as the United States Ambassador to the United Nations Commission on 

Human Rights from 1981-1982.  His commitment to religious freedom and the protection 

of minorities led him to be awarded the prestigious 1994 Templeton Prize for Progress in 

Religion. Novak was perhaps most proud of the fact that his writings and political work 

afforded him the opportunity to meet and befriend Pope John Paul II. Novak remained a 

well-known public intellectual in conservative circles until his death on February 17, 

2017.  

Berrigan and Novak lived out their faith in a time of great political and religious 

upheaval for American Catholics. Both men viewed the reforms of the Second Vatican 

Council favorably and argued that the Vietnam War was immoral. However, Berrigan’s 

stance against the war would ultimately lead him to commit a felony by stealing and 

burning draft records with eight other Catholics in Catonsville. Berrigan saw it as his 

priestly duty to put the Vietnam War on trial through his actions. Novak’s spiritual 

convictions also led him to write openly against the war, but he took exception to 

Berrigan’s showy actions at Catonsville and the subsequent legal proceedings. In the later 

1970s, the two men would drift further apart as Berrigan remained a committed pacifist 

and Novak moved towards neo-conservatism and support for strategic defense initiatives. 

This thesis argues that the ideological break that occurred between Berrigan and Novak 

offers insight into the roots of the Catholic left’s decline in the mid-1970s. It contends 

that the Catholic left, while briefly bolstered by the reforms of Vatican II, ultimately lost 
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influence due to a broader Catholic identity crisis triggered by the liberalizing reforms of 

Vatican and the failure of the Catholic New Left to effectively gauge the needs of 

working class ethnics. 

 

Historiography 

 

Many scholars have written about the tension between Catholic identity and 

American politics, including in the 1960s, though few have carefully examined how some 

members of the Catholic left in the late 1960s were instrumental in the rise of the 

Catholic right in the 1970s. Philip Hamburger’s Separation of Church and State argues 

that nativist and anti-Catholic cultural developments in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries (especially debates regarding public education) formed our legal understanding 

of the separation of church and state. Jay P. Dolan’s work, In Search of an American 

Catholicism, discusses how American culture has influenced Catholic practice in the 

United States. Dolan argues that both American notions of democracy and church 

traditions have shaped Catholic senses of citizenship and public advocacy. John T. 

McGreevy’s Catholicism and American Freedom also examines how Catholics 

negotiated the traditional communal focus of the Holy See with American understandings 

of freedom and individual autonomy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. McGreevy 

notes the significant contribution Catholics have made to American intellectual life, 

especially in the debates surrounding controversial issues such as slavery, segregation, 

and social welfare. Todd Scribner in his work A Partisan Church: American Catholicism 

and the Rise of Neoconservative Catholics, discusses the fragmentation of Catholic 

identity post Vatican II and how American Catholic neoconservatives strove to bring 

unity to the embattled group. Scribner examines Novak as one of his leading 
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neoconservative figures but does not focus on his early days as an active member of the 

Catholic Left. Jason C. Bivins’ The Fracture of Good Order spends a chapter profiling 

the Berrigan brothers and what he terms their unique brand of “Christian Antiliberalism” 

but does not delve into their relationship to Catholic neoconservatives or how their 

protest styles may have led to the rise of the Catholic right. William A. Au and Patrick 

Carey also discuss the degree to which Catholics divided along conservative and liberal 

lines after the Second Vatican Council.25 However, none of the above scholars offer a 

close examination of why the Catholic left declined in the mid-1970s. 

 A growing body of scholarship exists on ideological shifts within Protestantism 

concerning both the left and right in the mid-to-late twentieth century, but this literature 

has paid less attention to similar political shifts at the same time among Catholics. Most 

recently, David R. Swartz’s Moral Minority examined how the evangelical left in the 

1960s and 1970s led to the broader politicization of evangelicalism in the latter half of 

the century in the form of the conservative Moral Majority. Swartz highlights figures 

from the evangelical left such as Jim Wallis, Ron Sider, and Sharon Gallagher and notes 

that it was ultimately political displacement (rejection by conservatives and alienation 

from secular leftists) that led to the evangelical left’s decline. Darren Dochuk’s From 

Bible Belt to Sunbelt tracks the movement of ordinary citizens from the western South to 

Southern California and their gradual political shift from New Deal enthusiasts to 

Reaganites. Barry Hankins in his work Uneasy in Babylon: Southern Baptist 

                                                 
25 Philip Hamburger, Separation of Church and State, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2002);  Jay P. Dolan, In Search of an American Catholicism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); 

John T. McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2003); 

William A. Au, The Cross, the Flag, and the Bomb, (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985); Patrick W. 

Carey, Catholics in America: a History, (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2004). 
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Conservatives and American Culture charts the movement of Southern Baptists from a 

denomination characterized by moderates to one of conservative cultural warriors, united 

by umbrage against secularizing forces as well as theological ideas. Recent sources that 

deal with Catholics tend to focus more on right-wing activists than those on the left. For 

instance, Donald T. Critchlow’s Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism examines 

how Schlafly’s Catholic faith informed her conservative politics and served as the driving 

force behind her dedication to the Republican Party. Historians like William A. Au and 

Shawn Francis Peters discuss figures involved in the rise of the Catholic left such as 

Berrigan but do not speak at length about the decline of the Catholic left or take into 

consideration the role figures like Berrigan might have played in its decline.26  

While all of the aforementioned scholars have made sizeable contributions to the 

historiography concerning American religious and political culture, more grassroots-

centered case studies are required to understand how the Catholic laity dealt with the 

complex sociopolitical developments of the mid- to late twentieth century. Shawn Francis 

Peters’ The Catonsville Nine offers an in-depth character study of the Catholic 

participants in the draft board raid at Catonsville (including Berrigan), but only offers a 

cursory analysis of how the protest action reveals a greater split within American 

Catholicism and signals one of the last public triumphs of the Catholic left. Murray 

                                                 
26 David R.  Swartz, Moral Minority: the Evangelical Left in an Age of Conservatism, 

(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012); Darren Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt: 

Plain-Folk Religion, Grassroots Politics, and the Rise of Evangelical Conservatism, (New York: W.W. 

Norton and Co., 2011; Barry Hankins, Uneasy in Babylon: Southern Baptist Conservatives and American 

Culture, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2002); Donald Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly and 

Grassroots Conservatism: a Woman’s Crusade, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2008); 

William A. Au, The Cross, the Flag, and the Bomb, (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985); Shawn 

Francis Peters, The Catonsville Nine: a Story of Faith and Resistance in the Vietnam Era, (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2012).   
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Polner and Jim O’Grady’s Disarmed and Dangerous, an extensive biography of Daniel 

and Philip Berrigan, does acknowledge the decline in Berrigan’s influence in the latter 

years of the twentieth century but doesn’t explain in detail how this drop might be linked 

to the rise of the Catholic right. Likewise, McGreevy’s argument that the Second Vatican 

Council reforms encouraged American Catholics to “shape and engage their own 

societies, not simply fortify Catholic subcultures within them,”27 serves as a useful 

springboard for my thesis’s discussion of Catholic moral witness, which receives 

relatively little attention in much of the literature on Catholic political shifts. The 

historiography still leaves much to be desired in its account of the rise and decline of 

Catholic left and can be remedied in part by a study focused on two major players in that 

narrative: Berrigan and Novak. To date, no scholarship exists that contrasts Berrigan and 

Novak as a means by which to better explore the broader identity crisis that is occurring 

within American Catholicism in the mid-to-late twentieth century. While Peters mentions 

Novak’s critique of Berrigan’s action at Catonsville and their names appear separately in 

the works of Scribner, Bivins, Au, Dolan, and McGreevy, there is not yet a study that 

directly takes into account these two men as contemporaries and representatives of the 

Catholic left.  

Considering these two men as complementary case studies addresses this 

scholarly lacuna by highlighting convergences and divergences in experience, ideology, 

and theology. As their differences became more pronounced in the early 1970s, we can 

see unfolding at a micro-level the larger split that occurred between the Catholic left and 

right. Berrigan and Novak ultimately disagreed about what a Catholic prophetic witness 

                                                 
27 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 283. 
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should look like, and this disagreement sheds valuable light on the decline of the Catholic 

left in the mid-to-late 1970s. A comparative biographical study such as my thesis is 

valuable because it provides a human face to meta-scale ideological shifts and allows 

scholars to understand how personal relationships are key to understanding broader 

sociopolitical concepts. 

 

Methodology 

 

This thesis is primarily an intellectual history as I am most concerned with 

understanding why Berrigan and Novak experienced such a dramatic ideological split in 

the mid-1970s. I make use of the extensive body of literature (books, articles, interviews 

etc.) produced by Michael Novak and Fr. Daniel Berrigan from 1960–1975. In the late 

1960s, Novak served as an Associate Editor of the left-leaning Catholic opinion journal 

Commonweal and published numerous reports and thoughtpieces in the magazine well 

into the mid-1970s. I examine these articles in addition to the books (The Open Church, 

A Theology for Radical Politics, Vietnam: Crisis of Conscience, Politics: Realism and 

Imagination) Novak authored in order to better understand Novak’s place within the 

broader Catholic left and how theology informed his leftist politics. In these works, 

Novak is deeply critical of the American military-industrial complex and very open to 

both practical and spiritual forms of political resistance. They also reveal a real concern 

with class and whether blue-collar Americans will be included within the ‘new left’. In 

1972, Novak expressed his growing disillusionment with the selective social justice 

politics of the New Left in the book Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics. By the late 1970s to 

early 1980s, Novak’s writings (particularly The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism, and 

Moral Clarity in a Nuclear Age) are more in line with right-wing politics and offer a 
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more charitable interpretation of the arms buildup in the spirit of defending religious and 

intellectual freedom.  

I am reading Novak’s large body of writings from the 1960s and early 1970s with 

the objective of identifying the key points of reasoning that led him to shift his allegiance 

from the New Left to neo-conservatism. I take seriously his background as the 

descendent of blue-collar Slovak immigrants and believe his political views should be 

examined through both the lens of class and religion. Novak’s published articles offer 

timely takes on contemporary issues of import and make it easier to chart the nuances in 

his evolving views of politics and faith. While Novak wrote an intellectual biography 

(Writing from Left to Right) prior to his death, it is a work that must be carefully 

approached as it largely exists as an apologetic piece for Novak’s neoconservative career. 

Published in 2013, the work features Novak speaking of his own intellectual journey 

through the benefit of conservative hindsight. The first half of the book tends to dismiss 

his left-leaning views while the latter half indulges in name dropping and lavish praise of 

political and religious conservative figures such as Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, 

and Pope John Paul II. I am aware of the bias inherent to the text and largely use it to 

provide insight into how Novak conceptualized his own transition from left to right.    

I analyze the myriad of periodical sources (Catholic, Protestant, and secular) that 

published articles by Berrigan or interviews featuring him in the late 1960s and early 

1970s. As in the case of Novak, these sources offer insight into Berrigan’s commitment 

to leftist politics and how his public resistance to the Vietnam War was shaped mainly by 

his Catholic faith. The books (Night Flight to Hanoi, The Geography of Faith, America is 

Hard to Find, To Dwell in Peace) Berrigan wrote or coauthored before and after the raid 
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of the Catonsville draft board office yield particular insight into the personal spiritual 

journey that led him to burn the draft cards and the degree to which he interpreted the act 

as being sacramental and part of a longer Catholic tradition of prophetic witness. I read 

these sources with the objective of understanding how Berrigan blended religious 

language (Catholic liturgy) with the parlance of the New Left and to what extent his 

viewpoints take into account his working-class background.  

There are several challenges to working with interviews of Berrigan or sources 

authored by him in the period concerned. One major obstacle to determining Berrigan’s 

exact position on certain issues is that his language tends to be overly poetic and he often 

indulges in hyperbole. For example, his autobiography To Dwell in Peace does not 

contain many dates and the prose is characterized by a meandering, lyrical style. In 

articles and interviews, Berrigan often does not always clearly spell out his position on 

contemporary issues but speaks in flowery terms that can be difficult to decipher. One 

also has to be aware that left-leaning publications (both in the period of the Catonsville 

Nine protest and after) have a tendency to discuss Berrigan’s politics and ministry in 

almost hagiographical terms. I endeavor to take the core expressions of Berrigan’s faith 

seriously while understanding that he can be given to dramatics. Secondary sources 

regarding Berrigan’s life such as Peters’ The Catonsville Nine and Polner and O’Grady’s 

Disarmed and Dangerous provide necessary historical context for understanding the 

primary sources and provide me with a clearer chronological framework from which to 

conduct my analysis.  
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Thesis Structure 

  The chapters of this thesis are structured around three distinct themes. The first 

theme is catholic identity in crisis. It is important to begin with the topic of Catholic 

identity because without explaining the nature of the identity crisis that ensued after the 

Second Vatican Council, one cannot properly understand the degree to which Berrigan 

and Novak’s politics represented new ways of thinking about the Church’s role in secular 

affairs and why some Catholics would later want to align themselves with more 

conservative politics in a bid to maintain stability/tradition.  The second theme is the 

Catholic witness tradition. It is an important matter of debate whether or not Berrigan’s 

protest action at Catonsville represents a continuation of the Catholic witness tradition or 

an embrace of showy leftist activism. By examining how leading Catholics and 

Protestants interpreted the burning of the draft cards, one will be able to better see why 

the act galvanized the Catholic left and disturbed more conservative Catholics. The third 

theme is class and ethnicity. One cannot discount the degree to which economic status 

and ethnic identity contributed to the split between the Catholic left and right in the mid-

twentieth century.     

The first chapter will examine the Catholic pedigree of Berrigan and Novak and 

their understanding of Catholic identity in the mid-twentieth century. It will highlight the 

commonalities that existed between the two men by detailing how their socioeconomic 

backgrounds and respective upbringings were characteristic of America Catholics. 

The second chapter the chapter will discuss the impact the reforms of the Second 

Vatican Ecumenical Council had on Berrigan and Novak’s understanding of Catholicism 
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in the United States and how these reforms may have shaped and encouraged their 

ideological drift leftward. 

The third chapter will focus on the moral crisis the Vietnam War posed to 

American Catholics and how Berrigan and Novak each responded to that crisis. Both men 

identified most closely with the Catholic left in their conviction that the war was immoral 

and needed to be publicly opposed. However, they diverged in terms of how far each man 

was willing to go in order to oppose the war. 

The fourth chapter will closely examine how prominent Catholics reacted to 

Berrigan’s participation in the Catonsville draft board office raid. The raid and Berrigan’s 

latter imprisonment elicited a variety of strong responses from the Catholic faithful. 

These responses are illustrative of the broader Catholic identity crisis occurring in the late 

1960s. This chapter also explores how Berrigan’s understanding of the Catholic prophetic 

witness tradition led him to break the law and how his own viewpoint was complicated 

by the liberalization of the post-Vatican II Church. 

 The fifth chapter will address how differing understandings of class and ethnicity 

shaped Berrigan and Novak’s ideological split. This section of the thesis will focus on 

how the brand of leftist Catholic moral idealism made famous by Berrigan in the late 

1960s fell out of favor with Novak. Not feeling properly represented by either the 

hierarchy of the Catholic Church or the leadership of the New Left, Novak turned to 

ethnic identity as a meaningful marker upon which to base his personal politics. This 

chapter will argue that different understandings of class and ethnicity were one of the 

primary reasons the ideological gulf emerged between Novak and Berrigan in the early 

1970s and that Novak started drifting towards neo-conservatism in that period.  
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The conclusion will reassert the main points of the thesis and briefly examine how 

the moral witnesses of Berrigan and Novak are remembered by Catholics in the twenty-

first century. Finally, it will suggest several ways that a comparison of Berrigan and 

Novak can help scholars think about the experience of Catholic identity as a whole in 

mid-twentieth century America and better understand the complexities behind Catholic 

displays of conscience during the Cold War.
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Open Church: Novak, Berrigan, and the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council 

Introduction 

Impelled by the winds of change or the stirrings of the Holy Spirit, Pope John 

XXIII surprised the Roman Catholic world when he announced the formation of the 

Second Vatican Council (Vatican II) in January 1959. He summoned the council with the 

intent that its findings would usher in an age of renewal by adapting Catholic practices to 

the needs of twentieth-century society. Nearly 2,500 bishops and thousands of observers 

(Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant alike) attended the four sessions held between 1962 

and 1965. From those meetings, the Council produced sixteen documents detailing the 

Church’s position on subjects ranging from Christian unity to liturgical reform. These 

findings ushered the Catholic faithful into a new era of worship that stressed openness 

and thoughtful engagement with contemporary society over staunch traditionalism and 

sectarianism. While some Catholics embraced the Council’s efforts to revitalize the 

Church, others believed the attempts at liberalization stripped Catholicism of its unique 

identity and rendered its worship services indistinguishable from those of Protestantism. 

This chapter focuses on the degree to which the reforms of Vatican II challenged 

Catholicism’s standing as a unique religious subculture in America and how that 

challenge was perceived by American Catholics. It will begin with a broad look at 

Catholic responses to some of the more contentious reforms of Vatican II. The chapter 

will then examine Michael Novak and Daniel Berrigan’s respective relationship to the 
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Council and how the reforms impacted their personal witness. This chapter contends that 

while the reforms caused an identity crisis for many American Catholics, Novak and 

Berrigan were not in that number. Rather, the two men were on the same ideological page 

in that they both saw the reforms as a necessary revitalization of the Church and the 

means by which the sociopolitical concerns of the New Left could be brought into the 

fold of the ancient faith.     

Vatican II and the Complication of American Catholic Identity 

By opening the door to the forces of modernization, the Second Vatican Council 

deeply unsettled the American Catholic Church.  One of the most significant changes 

enacted at the council was the adoption of the Declaration of Religious Freedom in 

1965.1 Despite international efforts in the postwar period to recognize religious freedom 

as a basic human right (the United Nations and the World Council of Churches publicly 

endorsed this principle), the Catholic Church had yet to speak out on the subject.2 Prior to 

the council, the Church held that in matters of church-state relations, only Catholics could 

enjoy complete religious freedom. Other religions were to be tolerated when necessary 

but preferably not given the same rights. The Declaration of Religious Freedom 

contradicted the above perspective by introducing the American idea of “the free exercise 

of religion in society” to the Catholic Church.3  

1 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 237. 

2 Dolan, In Search of an American Catholicism, 251. 

3 Ibid., 252. The Bishops of the United States fully supported the ratification of the document on 

religious liberty. Fr. John Courtney Murray, a leading expert on the issue, received sanction to attend the 

second session and provide testimony after having been silenced by more conservative Church leaders at 

the previous session.  
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Though at face value a victory for American Catholics, especially for the Bishops 

who championed it, the Declaration was not without its negative consequences. On one 

level, the declaration undermined Catholic identity in the United States in that it 

demonstrated that Catholic doctrine was not set in stone but changeable.4 This gave 

parishioners the impression that the Church was perhaps not the timeless institution it 

touted itself to be.5 If doctrine was still being developed, could previous moral 

injunctions on issues like birth control and divorce be reevaluated as well? While some 

American Catholics welcomed the prospect of a general reassessment of the Church’s 

social teachings, others recognized that such a reassessment could significantly 

complicate Catholic worship in America. Even Father Charles Curran, a professor of 

moral theology at the Catholic University of America who would later be driven out of 

Catholic higher education for his liberal views, noted that such debates meant that it 

would become increasingly difficult to speak from a position of moral authority within 

the contemporary Church. He lamented that “in effect, there is no specifically Catholic 

ethic anymore.” The Catholic Church “used to have a very poor understanding of sin as a 

few do’s and don’ts….But having jettisoned this impoverished sense of sin, we still have 

failed to replace it with anything else.”6 

 In addition to complicating moral consensus within Catholicism, the declaration 

opened the door for Catholics to understand their faith through an individualistic 

framework that went against the traditional communitarian focus of the Holy See.7 This 

4 Dolan, In Search of an American Catholicism, 250. 

5 “Has the Church Lost its Soul?” Newsweek, October 4, 1970, 

80. 6 Ibid., 87. 
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seeming Americanization of Catholic doctrine served to further divide Catholics. On one 

side were the faithful who viewed the American bishops at the Second Vatican Council to 

be heroes and the declaration to be proof of the complementary nature of political 

liberalism and the sacred faith. To these Catholics, the ratification of the declaration 

served as a sign that Catholics in America not only supported the American constitutional 

system but could use one of its central tenets to transform the Holy Church. On the other 

side of the debate were those Catholics who felt that such a measure threatened to strip 

Catholicism of its unique identity within America.  

  Likewise, the Second Vatican Council’s efforts at liturgical reform posed a 

serious challenge to Catholicism’s status as a distinctive religious community in the 

United States. Accepted by council participants in a vote of 2,162 to 46, the “Constitution 

on the Sacred Liturgy” (Sacrosanctum Concilium) and the following Instruction (details 

concerning the implementation of the decree at the parish level) permanently altered the 

way Catholics would worship. Prior to the council, Catholics participated in a Latin-

language Mass that they understood to be timeless, a rite of worship indelibly linked to 

and in continuity with ancient Christianity. Many American Catholics took pride in the 

fact that their style of worship set them apart from Protestants and provided them with 

membership to a unique subculture within the United States. They cherished the priest-

centered Mass of the Roman Rite with its “drone of Latin with sudden sounds of Greek 

(Kyrie eleison)” and “ancient titles applied to the Bishop of Rome (Summus Pontifex).”8 

7 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 13. 

8  Mark Massa, The American Catholic Revolution: How the Sixties Changed the Church Forever 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 2. 
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The Sacrosanctum Concilium upended the above. Latin was rejected as the universal 

language of the Church in favor of native tongues. The laity were now encouraged to 

actively participate in the Mass via scripture readings and corporate responses to priestly 

prayers. The altar was pulled away from the sanctuary wall so that the priest would face 

the assembly while performing the sacraments rather than standing with his back to them. 

This raised the question among the laity of whose side the priest was now on. Did he 

represent the congregation before God, or did he stand in persona Christi (“in the person 

of Christ”) for the worshipers? Another seemingly small but equally significant change to 

Mass was the introduction of regular congregational hymns, a practice that had hereto 

been limited to Protestant forms of worship. Some lay people and clergy welcomed the 

changes, seeing them as necessary measures for the renewal of Catholic worship. Others 

perceived the reforms to be a betrayal of tradition and a step that threatened to make 

Catholicism indistinguishable from Protestantism.9 

The two sides in the aforementioned division are perhaps best represented by 

Father Gommar De Pauw and Monsignor J.D. Conway. Fr. De Pauw, a Belgian-born 

priest in the Baltimore diocese, established the Catholic Traditionalist Movement in 

protest to the liturgical reforms. He condemned the “new Mass” as a violation of a 

thousand years of worship in the western Church by “extremist advisors to the bishops.”10 

De Pauw’s views were quietly echoed by many parishioners who missed the mystical 

nature of the Latin Mass and who worried that the adoption of congregational singing 

9 Massa, The American Catholic Revolution, 4. 

10 “Backlash Gets Organized: Ask Referendum on Liturgy,” National Catholic Reporter 1, April 

1, 1965, 1.   
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would render Catholic services indistinguishable from those of Protestants. Still for every 

objector, there were many priests and lay people who embraced the changes and felt they 

were long overdue. In the week the reforms went into effect, Monsignor J.D. Conway 

used his popular column in the National Catholic Reporter, “The Question Box,” to voice 

his support of the reforms and to call into question the loyalty traditionalists felt towards 

the Latin Rite. He associated high mass with “the meaningless and threateningly endless 

repetition of Latin words, sung to cheap and gaudy music by a mediocre choir while the 

congregation sat in silent boredom.”11 The broad theological and liturgical reforms in the 

Church produced deep divisions between Catholics. However, the battle lines were not 

drawn for everyone. In the immediate years following the council, Berrigan and Novak 

found themselves on the same side of the liturgical divide as both men welcomed the 

reforms of Vatican II from within the ranks of the Catholic left.     

Disciples of Change: Vatican II’s Impact on Berrigan and Novak 

The sweeping reforms of Vatican II did not so much revolutionize Berrigan’s 

ministry as sanction many of his previously established clerical practices. In several key 

areas, Berrigan as a young priest had anticipated the future reforms of Vatican II. For 

instance, Berrigan foresaw the need to make the clergy more approachable to the laity. 

Prior to Vatican II, most priests strove to maintain a guarded, professional rapport with 

their congregants. This was not the case with Berrigan. He endeavored to cultivate close 

relationships with those under his spiritual care and to be open about his own passions 

and struggles. Berrigan particularly enjoyed his membership in the Walter Ferrell Guild 

11 Msgr. J. D. Conway, “Question Box,” National Catholic Reporter 1, November 25, 1964, 4. 
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which organized informal discussion groups for members of the clergy and laity on topics 

pertaining to the arts or current events. While such interactions would become standard 

practice in the years following Vatican II, Berrigan’s personal openness as a priest was 

uncommon in the 1950s. Berrigan also demonstrated foresight in the changes he made to 

the mass during his chaplaincy at LeMoyne College in Syracuse. Well before such 

exercises were approved by Rome, Berrigan turned the altar to face the congregation and 

performed parts of the liturgy in English. The above actions outraged some of Berrigan’s 

Jesuit superiors. Berrigan joked that these men treated his actions as if he “was working 

at the family jewels with a sledge hammer.” In his mind, he was only making the 

renovations necessary for Catholicism to adapt to the changing needs of parishioners in 

modern America. Given the above examples, it is safe to say that Berrigan was a Jesuit 

ahead of his time in terms of his personal openness and liturgical adaptability.12 

Yet, for all of Berrigan’s pioneering clerical tendencies, it should be noted that the 

reforms of Vatican II were what provided him with the opportunity to truly cultivate the 

image he later became best known for –the radical priest. The liberalization of Catholic 

worship practices at Vatican II did much to strengthen Berrigan’s association with both 

Christian and secular left-leaning groups. For one, the Council saw the successful 

reinstatement to international prominence of some of Berrigan’s heroes from the Catholic 

left. Berrigan greatly admired the witness of the French worker-priests of the mid-1940s 

who embraced not only an ecumenical approach to ministry but one that saw them 

leaving the trappings of parish life to share the burdens of the working class poor through 

employment on farms and in factories. He was deeply disturbed by Pope Pius XII’s harsh 

12 Peters, The Catonsville Nine, 85-86. 
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clampdown on the worker-priests in the early 1950s due to the latter’s antimodernist fears 

of heresy and anything resembling communist ideology. When Pope John XXIII invited 

the formerly censored worker-priests and theologians Yves Congar and Henri de Lubac 

to take leadership roles in the Second Vatican Council, it signaled to Berrigan that the 

Holy See was willing to move in a direction that would open up the Church to not only 

fresh theological perspectives but perhaps new ideological alliances.13 For Berrigan, this 

new openness was license to reach out to the secular New Left. 

Berrigan believed that the social justice ethos of the secular New Left was not that 

far removed from the progressive Catholic theology he already favored. As a cleric 

whose congregants were primarily college students, Berrigan wanted to be able to reach 

the politically conscious youth involved in diverse New Left movements such as Students 

for a Democratic Society, the Weather Underground, and the Black Panther Party. The 

messages of Vatican II that denounced nuclear war, condemned racism, and championed 

the rights of the poor, echoed similar moral positions taken by members of the secular 

New Left. As a result, Berrigan was able to act as a bridge between his faith community 

and the activist circles of the New Left. He even dressed in a manner designed to signify 

his status as a priest to those affiliated with the counterculture. In lieu of boring cassocks, 

Berrigan favored a “mendicant Beat-poet look” comprised of a black beret, turtleneck, 

peace pendant or ichthys symbol on a chain, and a “bowl shape haircut with jagged black 

bangs.”14 The reforms of Vatican II played a significant role in equipping Berrigan to be 

a priest to members of both the Catholic and secular Left. 

                                                 
13 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 113. 

   
14 Ibid., 157. 
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Whereas Berrigan embraced the reforms of Vatican II as a member of the clergy, 

Novak did so as an enthusiastic member of the laity. In 1963 Novak attended the second 

session of the Council and published his journalistic observations in the book The Open 

Church. He watched the proceedings with great interest as he believed the Catholic 

Church in the United States had lost its way and operated more as a bureaucracy than a 

life-giving spiritual institution. Novak lamented that the Church represented itself as a 

power bloc that was “Victorian in its conceptions and ruthless in the pursuit of its own 

interests.” Instead of “manifesting the life of the Gospels,” the American Catholic Church 

had become preoccupied with “money-making campaigns” and “public attacks” on 

anyone or thing perceived to be a threat.15 In Novak’s opinion it was not the Gospels, but 

the unattractive external trappings of the pre-Vatican II Catholic Church (i.e. legalism, 

preoccupation with sexual morality, outdated liturgical practices etc.) that provided 

“unnecessary hurdles” to personal faith. He hoped that the Council’s reforms would stop 

this trend toward selfish parochialism.  

Novak highly praised the Council’s decision to better engage society. He 

contended that such a pursuit would not be antithetical to the faith but rather a vital 

expression of it. According to Novak, the Church was certainly “ecclesiastical, clerical, 

special, [and] precious” prior to Vatican II but “it [had] little in common with the world.” 

If the Church wished to remain relevant and “sanctify present history,” Novak asserted 

that it would have to become “secularized in its mode of speech, habits of thought, [and] 

ways of acting.”16 Novak argued that the Church shouldn’t be afraid of embracing “the 

15 Michael Novak, The Open Church, (New York: Macmillan Company, 1964), 98. 

16 Ibid., 358-359. 
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open society” of the twentieth century, as no previous period was so “well adapted to 

manifesting the [core] messages of the Gospels: the freedom of the act of faith, the free 

community of believers, [and] the service of believers to their neighbors.” The above 

assertion is significant because it reveals Novak’s efforts to demonstrate the compatibility 

of the value systems of the secular New Left with those of the Church. For instance, 

rather than interpreting the New Left’s emphasis on personal freedom as a license to sin, 

Novak contended that such a value would enhance personal worship and the spread of the 

Gospel. By embracing individual freedom, the clergy and laity would be empowered to 

practice the holy faith without staid formula or government encroachment. Novak also 

asserted that the New Left’s concern with social justice was in line with Christ’s 

commandment to love one’s neighbor. It would be beneficial for the Catholic Church to 

better engage secular movements like that of the New Left because historically “many of 

the deepest revelations about God (at least what He is not) and about men have been 

discovered by non-believers.” Novak truly believed that “the competition of ideas” 

presented by the New Left would inspire Catholics to come to a deeper understanding of 

their own faith.17  There was no doubt in Novak’s mind that the opening of the Catholic 

Church to new ideas and modern practices was for the greater good of the body of Christ.  

 

Conclusion 

In order to understand the nature of the later ideological split between Novak and 

Berrigan, it is important to first establish that this division was not inevitable. In the early 

1960s, both men welcomed the reforms of the Second Vatican Council. They were in 

agreement that the Holy See needed to not only modernize its practices, but better engage 

                                                 
17 Novak, The Open Church, 359-360.  
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the laity and groups outside the sacred tradition. Both men wanted to see the Church not 

shirk away from rival contemporary ideologies but enter into a dialogue with them, 

noting that meaningful connections could be made between some of the New Left’s 

teachings on social justice and the messages of the Christian Gospels. As a result of the 

opening of the Catholic Church in the post-Vatican II years, Novak and Berrigan pursued 

close friendships and political alliances with members of the New Left. It can be argued 

that these associations would not have been possible without the Second Vatican Council. 

The liberalization of Catholic worship practices via the Second Vatican Council certainly 

opened the door to the further liberalization of the politics of the faithful. The next 

chapter will continue to explain Berrigan and Novak’s association with the New Left, this 

time in the context of their resistance to the Vietnam War. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Crisis of Conscience: Novak, Berrigan, and the Vietnam War 

 

This chapter concerns the moral crisis the Vietnam War posed to American 

Catholics and how Berrigan and Novak each responded to that crisis. In the late 1960s 

Novak and Berrigan used their respective public platforms as authors and educators to 

raise consciousness about what they perceived to be disastrous American foreign policies 

in East Asia and the unnecessary bloodshed that occurred in the name of preserving 

American military interests in the region. They shared the conviction that the war was 

immoral and that it was their duty as Christians to contest its legitimacy. The period of 

1967-1971 represented the height of Novak and Berrigan’s involvement with the New 

Left.1 Though Novak and Berrigan would ultimately split ideologically from one another 

before American troops were withdrawn from Vietnam, it is important to note that this 

divide was not necessarily inevitable. Many similarities are to be found between Novak 

and Berrigan’s experiences with the New Left and the antiwar movement although 

fracture lines are also evident in this period.   

 

 

 

                                                 
1 The New Left is the name used to describe the broad range of left-wing activist movements that 

emerged in the late 1950s and 1960s in North America and Western Europe. Novak and Berrigan’s 

contemporaries used the term to collectively describe those sympathetic to or directly participant in 

American based leftist movements such as Students for a Democratic Society, the Weather Underground, 

and the Black Panther Party. 
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American Catholics & the Moral Crisis of the Vietnam War 

The broader Catholic identity crisis was very much expressed in the American 

Church’s dissenting positions on what should be done in Vietnam. Not only did the war 

command their attention in the manner that the draft saw countless Catholic young men 

being called up to serve but the Catholic Church had the “longest-standing and most 

permanent Christian presence in Vietnam.”2 Catholic proponents of American military 

intervention in Vietnam argued that it was both the civic and spiritual duty of Catholics to 

stop the advancement of communism in the region. Eye-witness accounts from their 

spiritual brothers and sisters in Vietnam painted a bleak picture of Catholics struggling to 

survive in the face of communist encroachment from China and now North Vietnam. 

John McLaughlin, S.J., associate editor of the conservative Catholic periodical America, 

traveled to Vietnam and published his interviews with refugee Catholic priests and lay 

people from the North who urged the United States to win the war because “no other way 

will work with the communists.” He met also with twenty U.S. Air Force chaplains who 

argued that only a war “could protect the church in Vietnam because the Vietnamese 

Communists would force it underground, as had the Chinese.”3 The above viewpoint 

found much support among the hierarchy of the American Catholic Church.  

Perhaps one of the most vocal advocates of American participation in the Vietnam 

War was Cardinal Francis Spellman. During his tenure as the Archbishop of New York4, 

2 David E. Settje, Faith and War: How Christians Debated the Cold and Vietnam Wars, (New 

York: New York University Press, 2011), 92. 

3 Ibid., 91. 

4 During this period, the Archbishop of New York also served as the Bishop to the United States 

Military Vicariate. Spellman embraced this role with patriotic gusto. 
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Spellman traveled to the battlefields of World War II, Korea, and Vietnam to provide 

spiritual oversight to the chaplains and servicemen stationed on these fronts. He saw the 

conflict in Vietnam as a win-win scenario for Catholics, as it would not only serve to 

protect Catholicism in East Asia but also to advance the status of Catholics in America 

through the patriotic respectability that came of war service. Spellman actively supported 

Ngo Dinh Diem’s presidency due to Diem’s Catholic faith and willingness to prioritize 

Catholic interests in Vietnam. When Diem was assassinated in 1963, Spellman became 

even more insistent upon the need for a “forceful” American presence in Vietnam.5 

During a 1965 visit to South Vietnam, Spellman delivered a homily in Saigon that argued 

the conflict was “a war for civilization!” Following the mass, when asked by reporters 

about the steady escalation of America’s involvement in Vietnam, Spellman responded 

with “[M]y country, right or wrong.”6 Spellman and numerous other American Catholics 

felt that it was both their patriotic and spiritual duty to stop the spread of communism in 

East Asia. How could they in good conscience abandon their Catholic Vietnamese 

brothers and sisters to the Viet Cong who would likely persecute them? Surely this was a 

just war.      

Yet, dissenting Catholic voices complicated the above seeming consensus that it 

was America’s moral duty to fight in Vietnam. Catholic peace activists argued that 

church teachings in the post Vatican II era supported the cessation of hostilities in 

Vietnam.  After all, Pope Paul VI’s last encyclical, Pacem in Terris, focused on the 

importance of peace negotiations and non-nuclear proliferation. How could the faithful 

                                                 
5 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 119. 

 
6 Spellman quoted in Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 137. 
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not be emboldened to speak out against war after Pope Paul VI declared “No more war, 

war never again! Peace, it is peace that must guide the destinies of peoples and of all 

mankind,” in his speech at the General Assembly of the United Nations on October 5, 

1965.7 The Second Vatican Council’s “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 

Modern World: Gaudium et Spes,” recognized  the rights of conscientious objectors and 

select parishes took this as a call to found in-house draft counseling programs for 

conflicted conscripts. As the war continued and casualties on both sides mounted in the 

late 1960s, numerous leading American Catholic figures came out strongly against the 

Vietnam War. Sociologist Gordon Zahn argued that those Catholics who offered fear-

based justifications for the war were no better than the German Christians who 

capitulated to the Nazis. He asserted that there was no way the present conflict could fit 

the just war criteria and that it was only being used by the American government as a 

testing ground for military technology.8Author and Trappist monk Thomas Merton 

described the war as a “pure power policy” and a “complete travesty of justice and right 

and liberty.”9 In his mind there was “not a shred of justification” for it.10 Dorothy Day 

called for the public to embrace pacifism and join the Catholic Workers in peaceful acts 

of civil disobedience. According to Day, the only way to end “this insane war” was to 

“pack the jails with our men!”11 Clearly influential Catholic clerical and lay leaders were 

7 Pope Paul VI quoted in Patricia McNeal, Harder than War: Catholic Peacemaking in Twentieth-

Century America, (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 131.  

8 Gordon Zahn, “American Catholics and the Attack on North Vietnam,” Continuum 3, Spring 

issue, 1965, 118-120. 

9 Thomas Merton quoted in McNeal, Harder than War, 137. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Dorothy Day quoted in Peters, The Catonsville Nine, 128. 
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torn between calls for peace and ones for continued American military intervention in 

East Asia. These dissenting views regarding the morality of the Vietnam War are 

indicative of the broader identity crisis occurring in the American Catholic Church during 

the 1960s. Given the polarizing nature of the war, it is not surprising that Novak and 

Berrigan each seized the opportunity to view the conflict for themselves. 

The War Made Real: Novak & Berrigan in Vietnam 

Novak and Berrigan’s status as popular authors afforded them each the chance to 

travel to Southeast Asia. Novak spent over a month in Vietnam and Berrigan spent a 

week in Vientiane, Laos and a week in Hanoi, Vietnam. Their experiences in the region 

occurred within six months of one another and are worth examining together for the way 

in which they helped shape the increasing radicalization of each man’s position against 

the war. For the sake of chronology, Novak’s trip will be discussed first and then that of 

Berrigan. 

Novak flew to Saigon in August 1967 to cover the presidential election for the 

National Catholic Reporter and any other news outlet that might pick up the reports.12 

Novak’s primary contacts in Vietnam were American associates of his from Stanford. 

They included three of his former students and Don Luce, leader of the International 

Voluntary Service chapter at Stanford.13 Although his guides to Vietnam were largely 

12 Most of what historians can gather about Novak’s experience in Vietnam comes from his period 
articles and the 2013 memoir Writing from Left to Right. The memoir poses a distinct challenge in the 

manner that Novak is reminiscing about his 1960s era leftist politics through the rose-colored glasses of his 

later staunchly neoconservative self. I have endeavored to take his remembrances of this period at face 

value while keeping in mind the neoconservative bias that might slightly tint/distort his account.  

13 Those students were Dwight “Dee” Owen, Tom Fox, and David Truong. Truong was the son of 

presidential candidate Truong Dinh Dzu in the 1967 South Vietnamese election. He was active in the anti-
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American, Novak visited as much of the embattled South as was possible. He toured 

American bases, took stock of foreign aid outposts, and covered the presidential election 

of 1967. These travels introduced Novak to the serious dangers the Viet Cong posed to 

American military personnel in the South and the divided loyalties that seemed to stymie 

any real diplomatic progress in the region. This murky political landscape perplexed 

Novak and he spent much of his trip asking leading Vietnamese citizens for their 

solutions to the quagmire. One figure that offered Novak a compelling vision for the de-

escalation of the war was presidential candidate Truong Dinh Dzu.  

Representing the People’s Unified Front, Dzu was a serious civilian candidate 

challenging the current leadership team of Nguyen Van Thien and Nguyen Cao Ky. Dzu 

proposed that South Vietnam should lead the peace negotiations with Hanoi and not the 

United States of America. He contended that foreigners would not be able to properly 

address/balance the unique concerns of Hanoi, the South, and diverse interest groups in 

the region like the Buddhists and Catholics. Most importantly, Dzu did not want to see 

Vietnam divided like other Cold War era contested states. “We do not wish to inherit the 

fate of Germany and Korea. We wish to show the way to a peaceful settlement of 

national reunification,” Dzu told Novak. The primary goal of his administration would be 

to work towards making Vietnam a whole nation again. To achieve the above ends, Dzu 

advocated for the gradual withdrawal of American and North Vietnamese forces from 

South Vietnam. In his opinion, the American military effort was a waste and the conflict 

Vietnam War peace movement in the United States and was later convicted of espionage in 1978 for 

passing diplomatic and classified information to the Vietnam government.  
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would wind up in the history books as “the first war the Americans ever fought for 

nothing.”14  

Novak’s views on the war and the political future of Vietnam were directly 

shaped by Dzu. While he did not necessarily believe that America entered the Vietnam 

conflict “for nothing,” Novak did agree with Dzu that the North and South should be 

reunited on a foundation of “solid human rights principals.” Upon returning to the United 

States, Novak echoed the sentiments of Dzu in his antiwar writings for various 

publications. Novak consistently argued that South Vietnam should not be turned into a 

“virtual colony,” its administration propped up by the “heavier fire power” of the United 

States. Novak noted that “every single day of destruction and bloodshed [made] the 

rebirth of the country so much more difficult and improbable.”15  It was high time that the 

nation be turned over to its own population. Having experienced the murky politics of the 

American presence in South Vietnam, Novak became convinced more than ever of the 

futility of the war and the need for America to take a stand for human life rather than 

death. Berrigan underwent a similar moral and political awakening while in Vietnam, 

although his trip would prove to be more harrowing than that of Novak. 

On January 30, 1968 Berrigan received a call from David Dellinger, a prominent 

pacifist and radical activist, asking him if he would be willing to travel to Vietnam with 

historian/activist Howard Zinn to receive three captured American fighter pilots from the 

Vietcong. The North Vietnamese government was willing to free the pilots as a gesture of 

                                                 
14 Novak, Writing from Left to Right, 65-73.  

 
15 Michael Novak, “Stumbling Into War and Stumbling Out” in Vietnam: Crisis of Conscience, ed. 

Robert McAfee Brown (New York: National Board of Young Men’s Christian Association, 1967), 11-46.   
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goodwill in celebration of the Buddhist Tet holiday. Berrigan readily agreed to the 

mission and within twenty-four hours was boarding a flight at Kennedy Airport with 

Zinn. The journey to North Vietnam was fraught with obstacles, including a week long 

layover in Vientiane, Laos due to dangerous flying conditions, but the two peace activists 

finally made it to their intended destination.16  

In Hanoi, Berrigan witnessed firsthand the devastation inflicted by the American 

military offensive. Early on, the North Vietnamese arranged for Berrigan and Zinn to 

meet with doctors at a makeshift field hospital so that they might better understand the 

extensive damage caused by America’s antipersonnel warfare. There Berrigan visited 

with four civilians who had been wounded from daylight bombing raids carried out far 

from the zones of jungle combat. Berrigan was particularly struck by the injuries of one 

of the victims, a twenty-three year old woman employed as a teacher, who had sustained 

two hundred pellet wounds on her body. The North Vietnamese also showed Berrigan 

and Zinn film footage documenting the American aerial bombing of hospitals and the 

chaotic aftermath of these raids. Since most of these medical facilities were located “far 

from any other population centers,” Berrigan surmised that “only conceivable purpose of 

the attacks [was] to maim and kill the patients, and to induce terror in the medical 

workers, in order that the whole society might be intimidated” and its essential 

infrastructure crippled. As the grisly images played on the screen, Berrigan “felt like a 

Nazi watching films of Dachau.”17 Berrigan and Zinn also toured a facility that stored 

16 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 184. 

17 Daniel Berrigan, Night Flight to Hanoi: Daniel Berrigan’s War Diary with 11 Poems (New 

York: The Macmillan Company, 1968), 61. 
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American weaponry and the preserved remains of civilian war casualties.18 The exhibits 

in the center were a dreadful sight. Particularly alarming to Berrigan were the examples 

of human organs riddled with the steel pellets of the BLU-3 Pineapple cluster bomblets 

favored by the American forces.  Berrigan left the center “numbed and appalled” and 

convinced “beyond any doubt” that America would be held accountable to history for this 

“genocidal war.”19  

Twice during the visit, American airstrikes threatened Berrigan and Zinn’s 

personal safety and forced them to retreat into underground shelters with their North 

Vietnamese hosts. As shells exploded nearby, Berrigan struggled with the knowledge that 

as an American, he also bore “the stigma” that “pollute[d] the skies.”  Faced with the 

ugly reality of the war, Berrigan resented the seemingly sanitized views of the conflict 

presented to Americans by the White House. “Mr. Johnson, we taste here the bitter end of 

that rhetoric, ‘We attack only mortar and steel.’ We are indeed not made of mortar and 

steel, and we are among the people, and it is the people who die.” The war was personal 

to Berrigan now. There was no mistaking the human cost of these raids.20  

The airstrikes further angered Berrigan because of the risk they posed to the safe 

release of the pilots he was charged to bring home. The airmen would not be freed if the 

United States pursued any additional bombing raids during Zinn and Berrigan’s trip. 

Berrigan lamented the way that America’s commitment to total war had seemingly 

18 Berrigan, Night Flight to Hanoi, 65. Their North Vietnamese guides told Berrigan and Zinn that 
the center existed to facilitate “the work of the [International] War Crimes Commission in preparation for 

its Stockholm Assembly.” Berrigan noted that the Commission was comprised of Frenchmen, Cubans, and 

Hungarians. 

19 Ibid., 68. 

20 Ibid., 112. 
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eliminated any regard for the well-being of friend and foe alike. “Not only is the enemy 

ground under, but regard for those who might be considered ‘our own,’ is nearly 

obliterated. We are giving day by day a new twist to that knife in man’s vitals known as 

‘total war’.”21 Thankfully, the North Vietnamese officials decided to still honor the 

agreement to free the pilots and Berrigan and Zinn were able to take the men into their 

custody.     

However, when Berrigan and Zinn finally arrived back in Laos with the three 

airmen, U.S. Ambassador William Sullivan intercepted the group. Sullivan made it clear 

that the Defense Department and the White House expected the pilots to fly home via a 

military plane and not on a commercial airline with Berrigan and Zinn. After almost an 

hour of tense discussion between Ambassador Sullivan and the two peace activists, the 

pilots opted to leave with Sullivan. The ranking officer of the POWs, a major, told 

Berrigan that his decision was based on his position as “an army career man,” and that he 

did not have a choice to respond otherwise as “any least indication of the will of my 

superiors is a command to me.” Berrigan commented that the above “was the most 

ominous sentence [he] had heard yet in a war whose daily currency was groundless 

rhetoric, duplicity, body counts and murderous ideology.” Sullivan’s ‘theft’ of the POWs 

deeply angered Berrigan and Zinn and further catalyzed their opposition to the American 

military presence in Vietnam.22  

21 Berrigan, Night Flight to Hanoi, 114. 

22 Ibid., 136-7. Both Berrigan and Zinn lamented the loss of the positive publicity the safe return 

of the pilots would have brought to the peace movement. Sullivan’s intervention counted as another 

“instance in a larger betrayal whose field of action [was] the bodies of the Vietnamese people.”  
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And yet for all the deep grief, anger, and shame the trip stirred up, Berrigan 

believed that the experience provided him with a unique opportunity to embrace the truth 

about the war and to move forward.  As Berrigan explained in his diary: 

A great gift, granted to few Americans, is in my hands. I am so strangely and so 

immediately at home in this new world, where myths are being shattered by the 

immediate experience of suffering and survival. If I have hard words for 

American audiences on my return it can be only because I have seen an aspect of 

truth which is hidden from the vast majority. For the man of faith such an 

experience induces reflection on what God may mean by granting this trip. 

Possibly, all these days will mean nothing spectacular- simply taking up the work 

of peace with more will and courage…possibly a wider hearing…but more 

suffering also. To have seen the truth has its price attached.23  

The above passage is significant for the manner in which it reveals Berrigan’s awareness 

of the price of his newfound knowledge. The truth of the war compelled him to act 

against it. Berrigan knew that personal suffering would be a necessary part of furthering 

the work of peace. This recognition of the cost of peace helped set the foundation for 

Berrigan’s later radical antiwar activism.  

For Novak and Berrigan, their respective trips to Vietnam confirmed their worst 

fears that the United States’ military presence in the country was anything but holy. Both 

men witnessed firsthand the effects of American heavy bombing raids against the North 

Vietnamese and the Cold War inspired political quagmire that seemed to thwart any 

meaningful efforts to reunite North and South Vietnam. Novak and Berrigan were 

similarly disheartened by the manner in which American soldiers and Vietnamese 

citizens continued to suffer and die in a conflict that they felt had no real moral purpose. 

23 Berrigan, Night Flight to Hanoi, 110. Berrigan noted that “the stain of ‘propaganda’” would be 

attached by his critics to a good deal of this account. Pro-war factions would assume that he was a 

communist sympathizer or had been brainwashed/presented false evidence by the Viet Cong. Berrigan 

lamented “the inevitable poisoning of a beautiful thing,” that would come of these assumptions.   
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It became increasingly clear to Novak and Berrigan that something needed to be done to 

stop the violence. As devout Christians, they believed they had a moral responsibility to 

translate their principles into further action.  

A Tale of Two Radicals 

For a time, Novak and Berrigan’s antiwar activities mirrored one another. They 

were both leading members of Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam 

(CALCAV), an interfaith group that sought to coordinate national efforts among 

Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish communities to bring about policy changes in Vietnam.  

CALCAV was an influential player in the peace movement and its membership included 

other notable American religious leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Rabbi Abraham 

Joshua Heschel, and Reinhold Niebuhr. Novak and Berrigan regularly participated in 

CALCAV marches, rallies, and conferences. They both worked on college campuses, 

Berrigan as the associate director of United Religious Work at Cornell and Novak as an 

assistant professor at Stanford, and used their respective academic platforms to counsel 

draft resisters and publish antiwar pieces. However, lines of fracture would soon appear 

as Novak ultimately adopted a more reserved approach to resistance.  

Novak’s writings on the Vietnam War reflect his own shifting ideological 

leanings in this period. On one level, Novak’s views were still very much in line with 

those of Berrigan and the New Left in that he was not afraid to speak frankly about the 

immorality of the war and the folly of the bureaucracy surrounding it. For instance, in his 

April 1967 article “Draft Board Theology,” Novak took aim at the Selective Service 

system and its failure to provide due process for those young men seeking conscientious 

objector status. Novak argued that in its current phrasing SSS Form No. 150 was 
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“theologically outmoded and discriminatory” and “put local draft boards in the position 

of playing inquisitor” to the young men who dared to oppose the war on religious 

grounds. Question by question, Novak highlighted the document’s problematic phrasing 

and contended that not even a Christian theologian would be able “to assent to the form 

as it [was then] written.” Being denied conscientious objector status held disastrous 

consequences for draft-age pacifists. Novak lamented that he had seen too many 

“splendid young men mentally and emotionally broken” by the terrible threefold choice 

forced upon them “between (1) killing other human beings in an unnecessary and evil 

war, (2) going to jail for five years [for refusing to report for service], or (3) leaving their 

native land.” Novak noted that these men could not continue to bear this strain alone. It is 

here that Novak’s piece moves from critical scrutiny to a rallying cry for action akin to 

those later made by Berrigan.24  

Novak believed that it was not enough to speak out against the unjust treatment of 

would-be conscientious objectors but that direct action needed to be taken as well to 

reverse their cruel situation. “In order to share the burden of an unjust and stupid draft 

law, I would like to join those who aid, abet, and encourage young men to resist the 

draft,” declared Novak. He was unafraid to face the five-year prison sentence or the fine 

of $10,000 for assisting draft dodgers. Concerned citizens needed to mount a courageous 

resistance against the war “until the conscience of a sleeping and silly nation is 

awakened.” Novak lamented that the United States seemingly “cherish[ed] the myth of 

anti-Communism more than it cherishe[d] justice and peace.” He called the American 

                                                 
24 Novak, “Draft Board Theology,” Commonweal, July 28, 1967, 467-469. 
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public to further vigilance as the price for the nation’s current blindness towards the 

Vietnam War was “the mangle[d] bodies of young men.”25  

While Novak was no doubt sincere in his anger at the injustices being suffered by 

young draftees, it should be noted that there is little evidence to suggest that Novak ever 

backed up these words of solidarity with tangible action. Despite expressing a willingness 

in “Draft Board Theology” to suffer alongside draft-dodgers, Novak was never arrested 

for his involvement in antiwar protests nor was he convicted of obstructing justice in 

efforts to aid young men resisting conscription.26  It is possible that Novak contributed 

money to draft evader defense funds in secret or he meant his published articles to be a 

form of written solidarity. However, he did not put his words to public action in the same 

radical fashion that some of his contemporaries, including Berrigan, ultimately chose to. 

Novak used his September 1967 Commonweal article “All, All Honorable Men,” 

to denounce the use of American bombing raids as a means of “diplomatic leverage.” He 

argued that it was clear that the U.S. government did not want to end the fighting in 

Vietnam in favor of peace talks but rather wished “instead to gain military concessions 

before any cessation of the bombing.” To support this claim, Novak cited the findings of 

an unpublished study of eighty recorded exchanges between the United States and North 

Vietnam compiled by Stanford senior James E. Marti. Novak noted that forty of the forty-

nine U.S. transactions were non-conciliatory whereas the North Vietnamese had made 

nineteen conciliatory moves, fifteen of which were initiatives and none military-based. 

25 Novak, “Draft Board Theology,” Commonweal, July 28, 1967, 467-469. 

26 Michael  Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers…Fall, Gall Themselves…Gash Gold-Vermilion” in 

Conspiracy: The Implications of the Harrisburg Trial for the Democratic Tradition, ed. John C. Raines 

(New York: Harper and Row, 1974) 38.  Novak did participate in a week-long antiwar blockade of the 

Selective Service office in Oakland but “was luckily not among those arrested.”  
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Furthermore, President Johnson and Secretary Rusk’s terms of settlement for the war 

were simply unattainable in Novak’s mind because they not only violated the Geneva 

Accords of 1954 which specified that the division of North and South Vietnam was “to 

be neither political nor permanent,” but they would be seen as hypocritical and 

unreasonable by Hanoi.27 President Johnson said he wanted “peace with honor,” but 

Novak bitterly questioned how ‘honorable’ that peace would be. According to Novak: 

Honor appears to mean the abject surrender of our opponents, an agreement to 

mutilate their own nation by dividing it, the acceptance of a tyrannical general 

[Prime Minister Nguyen Cao Ky] allied to mandarin interests as ruler of half the 

land, and the betrayal of a nationalist dream for which scores of thousands have 

laid down their lives for over twenty years. It is obvious that honor has a different 

meaning in Hanoi and in the jungle headquarters of the NLF [National Liberation 

Front], as it once had in Washington.28 

 

Novak wanted his readers to understand that President Johnson’s understanding of 

‘honor’ would not ensure a lasting peace in the region as it did not consider the needs of 

the Vietnamese people as a whole. 

Yet, for all his righteous anger, Novak still displayed a level of reservation in his 

critiques of the war that Berrigan did not. In “All, All Good Men,” Novak sympathized 

with the plight of the American armed forces stationed in Vietnam and refused to 

categorize the men fighting the war as unequivocally evil or immoral. Novak contended 

that as long as their conduct in combat was ethical, individual soldiers should not be 

judged for answering the draft. He recognized the high cost of their involvement in the 

                                                 
27 Michael Novak, “All, All Good Men,” Commonweal, September 22, 1970, 581. As reported by 

Novak, President Johnson and Secretary Rusk laid down the following guidelines for a future peace 

settlement: “(1) an end to ‘aggression’ from the North; (2) the political separation of South Vietnam from 

North Vietnam; (3) the guaranteed independence of South Vietnam from North Vietnam; (4) the ‘freedom’ 

and stability of South Vietnam.”  

 
28 Ibid., 582.  

  



52 

conflict and the complicated host of personal reasons that drove their further 

participation. For instance, Novak acknowledged that “with every American soldier who 

has been killed or crippled in Vietnam, American emotional stakes in the war have risen.” 

Upon witnessing the growing list of casualties, active soldiers and the general public 

were justified in asking that “these honored dead will not have died in vain.” In Novak’s 

mind, the U.S. government was to blame for the public’s unawareness that they were 

embroiled in a civil war and one in which the generals were “committing blunder after 

blunder.”29    

Perhaps the closest Novak came to adopting a hyper-moralistic tone akin to the 

one used by Berrigan in this period, was his take on the controversy surrounding the trial 

and conviction of Lieutenant William Calley for his role in the My Lai massacre. In the 

1971 Commonweal article “The Battle Hymn of Lt. Calley… and the Republic,” Novak 

challenged the popular belief that America was a holy nation whose history remained 

unstained by the spilt blood of innocents.30  “We have been a Pelagian, not a Christian 

nation,” Novak boldly claimed. Specifically, he called on citizens of the Bible Belt and 

Catholics in particular, to face the fact that atrocities had not only occurred in past wars 

but were now being willingly committed in Vietnam by fresh-faced young American 

boys “carrying miniature bibles and wearing religious medals around their necks.” 

Building on the popular adage “there are no atheists in foxholes,” Novak proceeded to 

take American Christians to task for assuming that war crimes were only committed by 

29 Novak, “All, All Good Men,” 582. 

30 On March 16, 1968 U.S. troops murdered hundreds of unarmed Vietnamese civilians in the 

hamlets of My Lai and My Khe in the Quang Ngai Province. Lieutenant William Calley Jr., a platoon 

leader in C Company, was the only one convicted for the massacre. He served three and half years under 

house arrest after having his parole granted by Secretary of the Army Howard Callway in September 1974. 
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those without faith. Novak argued that pro-war religious leaders like Billy Graham and 

the Catholic bishops needed to theologically “come to grips with the evils in the hearts of 

their own constituents,” and then bring those constituencies “to contrition, and stop 

blaming others only” for the murders committed overseas.31  

Like Berrigan and other members of the Catholic left, Novak decried the pretense 

of American “moral superiority” that most citizens felt “obliged to keep up.” In his mind, 

it was “a heavy falsehood” that led to spiritual complacency. It was “not enough for a 

Christian or any moral man merely to be patriotic, or obey orders, or give his conscience 

over to a bureaucracy.” Novak believed that “each man must reflect, choose, and pay the 

consequences” for his actions whether those actions be ones of subservience or 

resistance.32 What Americans needed most now was: 

a sense of America’s capacity for evil; a breaking of our pride and tribalism; the 

humility in which to accept defeat; the contrition according to which we 

unflinchingly accept the truth about ourselves, ask the mercy of God, and hope for 

the compassion of other men. 

 

Novak derived some hope from the fact that Lt. Calley was convicted for his crimes 

against humanity. That the jury found Calley guilty and the U.S. government had thus far 

allowed the damning verdict to stand, indicated that perhaps the system was not entirely 

broken. There were still some who believed in the power of individual conscience and for 

                                                 
31 Billy Graham’s view of the Vietnam War was complicated. He moved from vocal support of the 

conflict in the mid-1960s to neutrality by the time the United States withdrew its military presence in 1973. 

For more concerning Billy Graham’s evolving stance on Vietnam, see Grant Wacker’s America’s Pastor: 

Billy Graham and the Shaping of a Nation, (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2014).   

 
32 This quote shows that Novak shared Berrigan’s conviction that no moral citizen should have to 

sacrifice the dictates of their conscience for the sake of patriotic obedience. This subject will be revisited in 

greater detail in chapter five’s discussion of Novak’s split from Berrigan and the Catholic Left.  

 



54 

that reason perhaps “redemption [could be] wrested from the limp bodies” that Lt. Calley 

and his colleagues had left for dead in “the godforsaken ditch[es]” of My Lai.33   

It should be noted that Novak’s strong moral condemnation of American war 

atrocities in “The Battle Hymn of Lt. Calley” is tempered/complicated by his assertion 

that this type of conduct was instigated by the Viet Cong. The above opinion is evident in 

Novak’s statement that “the V.C. and North Vietnamese invited ‘total war’” via their 

attacks on hamlets and military bases that contained large civilian populations. Novak 

cited his experience visiting the smoking remains of a navy base near My Lai where, 

seven months before the massacre occurred, the Viet Cong “zeroed in on the wives’ and 

childrens’ quarters” and then “overran the base killing everyone they could.” In Novak’s 

opinion, the subsequent terrorism and brutality of the Americans was a direct byproduct 

of the “quicksand set for us by the V.C….We dropped our moral scruples and met their 

totalistic strategy with a totalistic strategy of our own,” comprised of free-fire zones, 

search and destroy tactics, defoliation, the torture of prisoners, and unprecedented aerial 

bombardment to name but a few examples.34 Though Novak called for moral 

transparency and accountability regarding the atrocities committed by the United States 

military in Vietnam, he did not want his country to assume full responsibility for the cruel 

nature of the war. Clearly, Novak’s antiwar stance was a complicated one. He was 

willing to publicly decry the immorality of the war but not to surrender his belief in the 

33 Michael Novak, “The Battle Hymn of Lt. Calley…and the Republic,” Commonweal, April 30, 

1971, 183-186. 

34 Ibid., 185. 
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core virtue/viability of the American way or to commit to acts of resistance that could 

bring him into danger with the law. 

 

Fiery Words to Real Flames: Berrigan & the Catonsville Draft Board Office Raid 

While Novak continued to oppose the Vietnam War in print, Berrigan began to 

question if words alone would be sufficient to bring about the end of the conflict. Was it 

enough to simply preach peace, offer counsel to draftees at Cornell and participate in 

marches organized by CALCAV and its ilk?  He worried about the degree to which his 

protest actions were enacted without real stakes. As a result, Berrigan slowly began to let 

his convictions lead him into the line of fire. For instance, on October 22, 1968, Berrigan 

participated in an anti-Vietnam War demonstration at the Pentagon that ended in his 

arrest. Since it was his first altercation with the law, Berrigan was only charged with a 

misdemeanor for “refusing to move on when told.” Yet once he was taken into police 

custody, Berrigan decided alongside other young activists to forgo any food and 

committed himself to prayer. He maintained his fast for six days before finally accepting 

bail. 35 Berrigan’s spiritualized response to his arrest seems to suggest that he felt he had 

something to prove or that he was testing his own mettle in the face of adversity. Though 

he held up well while behind bars, after his release Berrigan was still uncertain if he 

would be willing to sacrifice his life as a Jesuit to commit to acts of “ultra-resistance” 

against the war.36 

                                                 
35 Berrigan, Night Flight to Hanoi, 3. 

 
36 Berrigan quoted in Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 189. 
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As the war intensified in 1968, Berrigan’s awareness of the relatively 

‘comfortable’ nature of his resistance was increasingly thrown into sharp relief by the 

ongoing suffering of the Vietnamese people and the willingness of other pacifists to place 

their lives on the line in opposition to the conflict. Berrigan’s conscience was especially 

pricked by the example set by his younger brother Philip, a Josephite priest. On October 

27 1967, Philip and three other men occupied the Selective Service Board in the Customs 

House, Baltimore in order to pour blood onto 1-A draft files.37 This protest action was 

groundbreaking in its provocative nature. Here were four devout Christians who willfully 

damaged government property in the name of peace. Nothing like this had been done 

before in the United States and it set a new standard for spiritualized protest. Berrigan 

had no prior knowledge of the raid and learned of it when he was released from his own 

short jail stay The Baltimore raid was meant to inspire others to assume greater personal 

risks in acting against the war, and it certainly had that effect on Berrigan after he had 

convinced himself of its necessity due to continued government indifference to legal 

means of protest. The self-immolation of Ronald Brazee, a high school honors student in 

Syracuse, also deeply moved Berrigan towards action. After journeying to visit the dying 

teenager, Berrigan noted that Brazee interpreted his act as one of hopeful protest against 

the war, even though it meant his untimely death. From that point forward Berrigan knew 

that he “must speak and act against death because this boy’s death was being multiplied a 

thousandfold in the Land of Burning Children [Vietnam].”38 As a result of this internal 

37 Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 175-7. The other participants in the raid were 

David Eberhardt, James Mengel, and Thomas Lewis. The blood they poured on the files served as a symbol 

of the war’s high death toll. The Baltimore Four carried out this raid openly during business hours and with 

select members of the press in tow. They did not resist arrest.   

38 Berrigan quoted in Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 186. 



57 

 

decision to surrender his comfort for the cause of peace, Berrigan was ready to commit to 

action when his brother Philip approached him about participating in another draft board 

office raid in Maryland.  

On May 17, 1968, Daniel alongside Philip and seven other Catholics arrived at 

the Knights of Columbus Hall in Catonsville, the temporary home of Selective Service 

Board #33.   To the casual observer, there was nothing in the group’s appearance to 

suggest that they were saboteurs. Daniel and Philip in their clerical garb especially did 

not fit the bill of individuals with criminal intent. Yet the group had converged with the 

goal of being arrested that day for the theft and destruction of government property.  

Emboldened by their shared belief this action would save the lives of hundreds of 

draftees, the group entered the office and proceeded to raid the filing cabinets containing 

1-A records and then 2-As and 1-Ys. They packed as many files as they could into wire 

trash baskets while horrified female file clerks endeavored to stop the theft. The head 

clerk, Mary Murphy, got into a brief scuffle with Philip as she attempted to wrest one of 

the baskets away from him. Murphy unfortunately sustained slight injuries from this 

altercation, thereby thwarting the Nine’s best efforts to keep the protest completely 

nonviolent.39  

Sensing they did not have much time before the authorities would be called, the 

group calmly carried the baskets out to the building’s back parking lot where a small 

number of tipped-off reporters and photographers waited for their arrival. The Nine then 

                                                 
39 Peters, The Catonsville Nine, 102. The other members of the group were Tom and Marjorie 

Melville (former missionaries in Guatemala), Mary Molan (a nurse), Tom Lewis (a Baltimore artist and 

social justice activist), James McGinnis “Brother David” Darst (a member of the Christian Brothers 

religious order), John Hogan (former Maryknoll Brother and missionary to Gautemala), and George Mische 

(a U.S. army veteran and peace movement organizer).    
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doused the files with homemade napalm. So that all nine protestors would be equally 

culpable for setting the materials ablaze, each member of the group stepped forward to 

toss a lit match into the baskets. The resulting fire was meant to act as a political and 

spiritual symbol, bringing to mind both the United States’ use of incendiary bombs in 

Vietnam and the revival flames of Pentecost when the Holy Spirit appeared in the form of 

tongues of fire above the apostles’ heads in the Book of Acts. As the draft records 

burned, Daniel stepped forward, led the group in a prayer and then proceeded to explain 

the rationale behind the protest to the gathered press.  He voiced the group’s hope that the 

military debacle in Vietnam would soon come to an end and that the example set by the 

Nine would prove that “Americans [were] willing to take some risks for justice.” They 

were not afraid to break the law if it meant that young men would not be sent to their 

untimely deaths in an immoral war. Their Catholic faith compelled them to speak out 

against injustice and to suffer with those people groups most hurt by the American 

military-industrial complex. The protest ended when a mixture of local police officers 

and F.B.I. agents arrived to take the group into custody.40 

The trial of the Catonsville Nine transformed a localized act of protest into a 

national discussion of the morality of the Vietnam War. The sheer audacity of the act 

combined with the unique character of the defendants made for a sensational story. 

Extensive media coverage of the arrest of the Nine ensured that the group would have a 

large audience when making their defense in court. The group used this heightened 

interest to draw the public’s attention to the immoral nature of the war and the atrocities 

being committed by the United States abroad in the name of preserving democracy. 

40 Peters, The Catonsville Nine, 105. 
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Although Judge Roszel Thomsen quickly struck down the “justification” defense —

whereby the defendants would have been allowed to speak to the court and jury about 

their motives—he did allow them to talk about their lives and the rationale that drove 

their activism. Taking advantage of the above, Daniel used the stand to read the following 

statement: 

Our apologies, good friends, for the fracture of good order, the burning of paper 

instead of children, the angering of the orderlies in the front parlor of the charnel 

house. We could not, so help us God, do otherwise. For we are sick at heart, our 

hearts give us no rest for thinking of the Land of Burning Children….We say 

killing is disorder; life and gentleness and community and unselfishness is the 

only order we recognize. For the sake of that order, we risk our liberty, our good 

name. The time is past when good men can remain silent, when obedience can 

segregate men from public risk, when the poor can die without defense…We have 

chosen to say, with the gift of our liberty, if necessary our lives, the violence stops 

here, the death stops here, the suppression of truth stops here, the war stops here.41  

 

The group did not deny the illegality of their action and as Daniel’s statement made clear, 

they were all willing to sacrifice their livelihoods and reputation in order to stand for 

peace. Given the above evidence, the jury found the defendants guilty. The Nine received 

prison sentences that varied from two to three years. However, the ruling did not dampen 

the spirits of the group who were glad to have been found guilty for violating man’s law 

but upholding a higher moral order in the name of peace. As Daniel stated to supporters 

upon leaving the courthouse, “I think we can agree that this was the greatest day of our 

lives.”42 

 

 

 

                                                 
 41 Berrigan, Night Flight to Hanoi, xvii-xviii. 

 

 42 Berrigan quoted in Polner and O’Grady, Disarmed and Dangerous, 208. 
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Conclusion 

Though Novak and Berrigan’s experiences in Vietnam left them both convinced 

of the immorality of the Vietnam War, we can see the beginnings of the lines of fracture 

between the two men in their differing responses to the crisis posed by the war. Even 

while radicalized, Novak’s actions were considerably more measured than those of 

Berrigan. Novak lamented the plight of draftees and called for the American public to 

help bear their burdens yet did nothing outside of the medium of print to assist them. He 

was repulsed by America’s embrace of total war in the region but blamed the Viet Cong 

for setting those unscrupulous terms of battle. Novak took definite professional risks by 

writing widely about the moral shortcomings of the war. Nevertheless, he drew the line at 

breaking the law in order to achieve peace. In contrast, the continued bloodshed and the 

seeming unchecked power of the American industrial-military complex compelled 

Berrigan to act. Berrigan believed that words were no longer enough to achieve peace 

and that it would be a sin for him to acquiesce to the laws that sent young men to their 

untimely deaths in foreign rice fields.  

The Catonsville draft board office raid marked the turning point in Novak and 

Berrigan’s relationship and their respective commitments to the Catholic Left and secular 

New Left. After 1968, Berrigan and Novak found themselves on increasingly different 

ideological platforms. By committing himself to radical action at Catonsville, Berrigan 

went further in his ideological commitment to nonviolent resistance/ civil disobedience 

than Novak and many members of the Catholic Left were willing to go. In this case, the 

fracture of good order also extended to Novak and Berrigan’s relationship to one another 

and the Catholic Left at large.    
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Making Sense of Catonsville’s Embers: 

Berrigan and Catholic Identity in Flux in the late 1960s 

 

While a northeaster darkened the skies over Block Island on August 11th, 1970, a 

birdwatcher in an orange raincoat apprehended one of the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation’s most wanted fugitives. Granted, this was no ordinary citizen whose 

passion for ornithology was only matched by a love for law and order. It was an F.B.I. 

agent dispatched to put an end to Father Daniel Berrigan’s four month long evasion of 

justice. The captive and captor made for an odd pairing, as the Jesuit priest was led away 

by a Jesuit graduate. Fully aware of this distinction, the agent gloated in his victory by 

uttering the Jesuit motto —“ad majorem Dei gloriam”— within earshot of Berrigan.1 The 

above exchange represents the strange convergence of the sacred and the profane that 

was all too familiar in the life of Daniel Berrigan, a ‘rare bird’ indeed in the history of the 

American Catholic Church and the most wanted lists of the F.B.I. 

 As a Jesuit priest, an award-winning poet, and a vocal pacifist, Daniel Berrigan 

made for an unlikely felon. Yet, it was Berrigan’s faith and deep opposition to the 

Vietnam War that led him to join eight other Catholics in a raid on the Selective Service 

office in Catonsville, Maryland on May 17, 1968 to destroy federal property.2 The 

                                                 
1 Peters, The Catonsville Nine, 284. The Jesuit motto in English appears as “for the greater glory 

of God.” 

 
2 Ibid., 4. It should be noted that Philip Berrigan, a Josephite priest and Daniel’s brother, assumed 

most of the responsibility for organizing the raid. 
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Catonsville Nine, as the group became popularly known, seized 378 draft board files 

from bewildered staff members and proceeded to burn the files outside using homemade 

napalm.3 As the flames leapt higher, Berrigan calmly led the group in a recitation of the 

Lord’s Prayer.4 When the nine were placed on trial and subsequently sentenced to prison 

terms ranging from two to three years, Berrigan’s conscience compelled him to become a 

“fugitive from injustice”5 so that he could continue his moral witness from the 

underground.     

At the same time that Berrigan was leading F.B.I. agents on a wild goose chase 

across the northeastern United States from May to August of 1970, his witness was 

stirring up controversy within the American Catholic Church. Berrigan’s radical civil 

disobedience came at a time when the American Catholic Church was undergoing an 

identity crisis. While Catholicism remained the nation’s largest single religious 

denomination at forty-eight million adherents, its numerical superiority did nothing to 

diminish fears in certain circles that Catholicism was losing its status as a distinct 

subculture within the United States. As discussed in the second chapter, the reforms 

introduced by the Second Vatican Council intended to modernize the Church led to 

accusations that mainline Catholicism was becoming indistinguishable from 

Protestantism and its reformers had more in common with the radical New Left than the 

saints of old. It did not help matters that the clergy found itself divided over the proper 

moral response to the escalating war in Vietnam. In sanctuaries across the nation, 

3 Fitch, “Forty-eight Hours with the Berrigans,” 643. 

4 Massa, The American Catholic Revolution, 104. 

5 Fitch, “Forty-eight Hours with the Berrigans,” 643. 
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parishioners were left wondering what would become of the Holy Mother Church now 

that priests were publicly flouting the law in the name of God.6   

This chapter concerns the years of 1969-1974, specifically the religious debate 

surrounding the Catonsville Nine, and Berrigan’s flight from justice and eventual 

imprisonment. Already divided by the reforms of the Second Vatican Council and 

conflicting opinions as to how to handle the Vietnam War, American Catholics could not 

reach a clear consensus regarding Berrigan’s moral witness. To further illustrate the 

increasing fracture of American Catholic identity, this chapter will begin by highlighting 

the diverse responses of Catholic intellectuals to Berrigan’s outlaw priest status. It will 

then examine Berrigan’s perception of himself during this critical period and how his 

perspective reveals this broader fragmentation of Catholic identity. This chapter contends 

that the diverse responses to Catonsville and Berrigan reveal not only an increasing 

fracture of American Catholic identity but the beginnings of Catholics like Berrigan 

developing new frameworks for understanding their identity outside of traditional 

denominational bounds. 

 

Catholic Responses to Berrigan & Catonsville 1968-1974 

Some of the Catholic commentaries about the Catonsville draft-board raid 

published in the period of 1968-1974 supported aspects of Berrigan’s civil disobedience, 

noting that his actions helped counter the uncritical assimilation of Catholicism into 

mainstream American society.  Edward Duff S.J., an Assistant Professor of Political 

Science at Holy Cross, did not agree with Berrigan’s choice to break law but 

acknowledged that there was some merit to challenging in the public mind “the automatic 

                                                 
6 “Has the Church Lost its Soul?” Newsweek, October 4, 1970, 80. 
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identification of American Catholicism with the status quo.” Berrigan’s efforts allowed 

American Catholics to be honest about the root motivation behind their “alliance with 

prevailing patriotic causes,” and to recognize that it was the desire to be accepted “as a 

group of citizens just like everyone else” that made them complicit in the workings of a 

corrupt state.  Duff expressed hope that American Catholicism would no longer be 

counted on “to supply acolytes for all the shrines of the civic religion that is the American 

Way of Life.”  The above viewpoint is significant because it identifies the mores of the 

state as the source of corruption in contemporary society and not the doctrine of the 

Catholic Church.7  

In the minds of dedicated Catholic antiwar protestors the dire moral dilemma 

posed by American involvement in the Vietnam War left Berrigan and company with no 

other godly recourse but to resolutely stand against it. They acted not as unscrupulous 

lawbreakers but as Catholic leaders led by conscience. The burning of the draft cards by 

the Berrigan brothers, two ordained priests, thereby legitimized antiwar protests as a 

sacred act and effectively announced “the severing of that century-old and carefully 

woven cord that tied being a ‘good’ Catholic to respect for law and order and an 

unhesitating support of U.S. foreign aid and military policy.”8 Remember that the general 

public viewed priests and nuns in this period to be “by definition good Catholics; indeed 

they were super Catholics because of their lives of heroic celibacy.”9 This perception 

7 Edward Duff, S.J., “The Burden of the Berrigans,”in The Berrigans, ed. William Van Etten 

Casey S.J., and Philip Nobile (New York: Praeger Publishers, Inc., 1971), 27. 

8 Massa, The American Catholic Revolution, 113. 

9 Ibid., 114. 



65 

helped take the subversive sting out of Berrigan’s acts of civil disobedience in the minds 

of his supporters, by identifying him as a priest who was not abandoning the Holy Church 

but rather leading a righteous resistance against an American government that thwarted 

justice and peace.   

 Catholic supporters of Berrigan were keen to cast the action at Catonsville as a 

needed rebellion against an American state whose values often were contradictory to 

those of the Holy See.  David J. O’Brien, Associate Professor of History at Holy Cross, 

noted as much when he stated: 

It was not the message of Pope John XXIII or the Vatican Council which turned 

liberal Catholic idealists into militant advocates of revolution and evangelical 

preachers of judgment and restoration.  The personal history of Catholic radicals 

has been made torturous not by any uncertainty about their own values or faith but 

by doubt about their country.10      

O’Brien interpreted Daniel Berrigan’s acts of civil disobedience to be a sign of 

the renewal of Catholic resistance in the United States. Those who had perhaps grown too 

comfortable within the status-quo, were reminded by O’Brien that up until very recently 

Catholics were content to proclaim the basic values of American society: personal liberty 

democratic government, equality of opportunity and material success, “while regarding 

official agencies of the society with suspicion.”11 Berrigan’s opposition to American 

militarism would not be out of place among the conservative bishops of the 1930s and 

1940s who supported conscientious objection and denounced universal military training.  

10 David J. O’Brien, “The Berrigans and America” in The Berrigans, ed. William Van Etten Casey 

S.J., and Philip Nobile (New York: Praeger Publishers, Inc., 1971), 77.

11 Ibid., 78. For a divergent take on Catholics and their relationship to the American understanding 

of freedom, see John T. McGreevy’s Catholicism and American Freedom. McGreevy argues that the 

Catholic perception of freedom is community oriented and extremely wary of the emphasis American 

liberals place on individual autonomy.  
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More importantly, O’Brien appeared to contend that Berrigan’s radicalism served 

as the necessary corrective to the errors of his liberal Catholic predecessors. O’Brien 

attributed much of the present state of distress in American Catholicism to the liberal 

Catholics of the 1940s and 1950s whose desire to avoid prejudice led them to sell their 

Catholic birthright and uncritically champion the growth of federal power.12  O’Brien 

noted that while the great social experiment of the Kennedy administration offered 

Catholics fresh hope, this hope could not survive the bloated bureaucracies of the 

Johnson and Nixon administrations and the ravages of the Vietnam War.   Catholic 

churches were now either hopelessly compromised by their newfound respectability or 

too divided to offer parishioners any sense of life-giving community. O’Brien argued that 

it was individuals like Daniel Berrigan who were working to fill this seeming moral 

vacuum and properly engage the spiritual and material needs of “real, warm human 

beings.”13  Only in this manner would American Catholicism recover from its present 

malaise. 

Also present in the debate over Berrigan’s actions were those Catholic 

intellectuals who agreed the Vietnam War was immoral but still remained optimistic 

about the eventual attainability of the American Way. Commonweal magazine decided to 

take such a stance on Daniel Berrigan. The editorial “Taking Fr. Berrigan Seriously” 

filtered Berrigan’s radical cries for reform through a less political outlook. On one level, 

the editors of Commonweal unequivocally condemned the Vietnam War.  The editors 

went so far as to argue that the conflict in Vietnam represented not a “mistaken policy or 

12 O’Brien, “The Berrigans and America,” 78. 

13 Ibid., 81. 
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an error in judgment,” but a “crime.” The editors also acknowledged that any Catholic 

who hoped to bring about profound change in the world had to be willing to open 

themselves up to suffering. They agreed with Berrigan that moderate liberalism was not 

enough to solve America’s most pressing problems. However, Commonweal’s editors did 

not share Berrigan’s belief that America’s institutions were corrupt beyond repair.  In 

their view, the presence of vice did not negate the long-term value of a constitutional 

government.  If anything, now more than ever it was important to preserve America’s 

institutions, as these institutions would serve as the “kernel” of whatever regeneration 

America would be capable of. The editors closed by stating that Daniel Berrigan deserved 

to be taken seriously because his message, “to the scandalizing of some and the 

embarrassment of many,” was very much the message of the Gospel.14 However, not 

everyone was quite so willing to forgive the scandalizing nature of the draft board raid 

and Berrigan’s flight from justice.  

Though Catholic intellectuals recognized the spiritual symbolism behind 

Berrigan’s act, some objected to its appropriateness. One common critique was that the 

symbolic flames counteracted Berrigan’s central message of nonviolence. Thomas 

Merton, a Trappist monk and influential author/peace advocate, believed the protest at 

Catonsville was problematic because it brought the peace movement dangerously close to 

the edge of violence. The deed “bordered on violence and was violent to the extent that it 

meant pushing some good ladies around and destroying some government property.” 

Though he recognized it to be “an attempt at prophetic nonviolent provocation,” it was an 

                                                 
14 “Taking Fr. Berrigan Seriously,” Commonweal, August 7, 1970, 380. 
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action that nonetheless “has frightened more than it has edified.”15 The editors of Ave 

Maria, a Catholic periodical founded in 1865, agreed that the homemade napalm only 

served to obscure Berrigan’s message of peace and instead raised numerous troubling 

questions concerning “respect for the law and for other individuals” and matters of 

“propriety and taste.”16 They did not find the protest’s form to be “a very effective way of 

talking to the American people.”17 Others were less restrained in their expression of 

distaste for Berrigan’s choice of symbolism.  In an open letter to Commonweal, Catholic 

novelist Walker Percy stated that he saw nothing spiritually edifying about the actions of 

the Catonsville Nine. According to Percy, Berrigan was clearly in the wrong because he 

“violated federal law, destroyed public property, and terrorized government employees.” 

He felt that Berrigan’s moral justifications for his crimes were not that far removed from 

the rationale used by the Ku Klux Klan to explain their burning of churches and 

harassment of private citizens.  As a result, Percy “would be hard pressed to explain to a 

Klansman why he should be put in jail and the Berrigans set free.” Most importantly, 

Percy was of the opinion that “no society could long endure if many people resorted to 

the same violent, not to say illegal, means of translating belief into action.”18 Percy was 

not the only Catholic intellectual to be unnerved by this new vein of politicized religious 

protest.  

15 Thomas Merton quoted in Peters, The Catonsville Nine, 129. 

16 Ave Maria editors quoted in Peters, The Catonsville Nine, 126. 

17  Ibid. 

18 “The Discussion Continues,” Commonweal, September 4, 1970, 431. 
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Several Catholic commentators believed that Berrigan had taken on the 

radicalized ideology of the secular New Left to the detriment of his Catholic witness. 19 

His rejection of law and order seemed to indicate that he was simply a New Left radical 

in the clothing of a cleric. There were two prevailing lines of thought in this particular 

critique and they sometimes blended with one another. The first was that Berrigan, like 

his problematic secular New Left counterparts, scorned all existing American religious 

and state institutions and sought to tear them down in the name of pseudo-reform. For 

example, Andrew Greeley, a priest and popular author, called Berrigan “the clerical hero 

of the New Left,” and claimed that Berrigan’s press interviews proved that “he denies the 

legitimacy of American society and is calling for its destruction.”20 Greeley worried 

about the natural consequences of following Berrigan’s logic of resistance against the 

state. In his mind, Berrigan’s call for resistance was fueled by the same reasoning that 

justified the violent protest actions of leading secular New Left groups like The Weather 

Underground and the Black Panthers. He believed such a position was a slippery slope 

that would surely lead to violence even if Berrigan did not intend it to. As Greeley put it: 

If [American] society is as corrupt and immoral as [Berrigan] says it is, and if it is 

resolutely resisting reform as he says it is, then it is but one step to the solution of 

the Mark Rudds, the Angela Davises, the Bobby Seales and the snipers who take 

seriously the battle cry, “Kill the pig!” American society must be destroyed one 

way or another.21 

                                                 
19 It was not entirely unreasonable for Catholic commentators to claim Berrigan had become too 

cozy with the activists of the radical New Left. Berrigan was friends with leading New Left 

scholar/spokesperson Howard Zinn who secretly helped arrange safe houses for Berrigan during his 

underground period. Berrigan also regularly corresponded with members of the Weather Underground and 

Black Panther Party in an attempt to unite resistance groups and promote non-violent protest tactics. While 

these groups interacted with Berrigan, they did not feel that nonviolent protest would achieve lasting social 

change.   

 
20  Andrew M. Greeley, “Phrenetic?” Holy Cross Quarterly, January, 1970, vol.4, number 1, 17.  

 
21  Ibid.  Greeley references several leading members of the radical New Left here. Mark Rudd 

was a prominent member of the violent leftist activist group the Weather Underground. Angela Davis 

served as the leader of the Communist Party USA and had close ties with the Black Panther Party. Bobby 
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Greeley acknowledged that America had “grave social problems” and was “urgently in 

need of reform” but nevertheless it was “still the most free and the most just society the 

world has ever known” given its relative youth and population.22 For Catholics like 

Greeley, Berrigan’s unlawful behavior and public denunciation of the American state 

were too close for comfort to the actions/rhetoric of the radical secular New Left.  

The second line of critique concerning Berrigan’s connection to the secular New 

Left was that Berrigan’s hyper moralistic stance was rooted more in the New Left’s self-

indulgent understanding of personal piety/virtue rather than traditional communal 

Catholic notions of virtue. Building on his previous objection to Berrigan, Greeley argued 

that it was unacceptable that Berrigan and his supporters wished to rebuild American 

society based on their own nebulous notions of “virtue.” Greeley believed that if this 

were to be the case, virtue would “necessarily rule as a tyranny,” because there would be 

no place for those “who are so immoral as to accept the [current] society’s legitimacy and 

[to] disapprove of [Berrigan’s] ‘liturgical gestures’.” He claimed that “the self-righteous 

moralism” displayed in the Berrigan interviews proved that Berrigan would “not tolerate 

the immorality of those who dare to disagree with him.” Greeley was convinced that if 

Berrigan was in power, “I would be in jail— and not for destroying government property 

either, but because I was immoral.”23 While the above statement is clearly hyperbolic as 

Berrigan was not the sort to argue that his opponents should be imprisoned, Greeley’s 

Seale was the co-founder of the Black Panther Party. All three of the above figures experienced trouble 

with the law in the same period as Berrigan. 

22 Greeley, “Phrenetic?”, 17. 

23 Ibid. 
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concern with Berrigan’s preoccupation with his own understanding of personal virtue 

was not isolated.  

Rosemary Radford Ruether, a peace activist and left leaning Catholic theologian, 

also took issue with Berrigan’s brand of hyper-moralism. Adopting a more reasoned tone 

than Greeley, Ruether believed that the chief defect of Berrigan’s ideology was its 

organization around a “type of radical personalism in which one becomes ‘reborn’ and a 

‘new man’ by risking oneself and putting one’s body on the line,”— a  line of thought 

very much in step with that of the secular New Left. This perspective was detrimental in 

Reuther’s eyes because it encouraged the blind assumption that every act of bodily 

sacrifice was driven by noble reasons and that dissenters were nothing but “moral 

fink[s].” It also had the potential to compromise Berrigan’s moral witness in the manner 

that critics could interpret Berrigan’s preoccupation with personal suffering to be a sign 

of terrible narcissism. Reuther pointed out that Berrigan’s writings were “centered 

primarily on himself,” and in this manner he became “his own laboratory for the ‘new 

man’ and thus appears to be on a kind of ego-trip and creating a personality cult around 

himself.”24 The secular New Left had a tendency to elevate certain individuals as the 

faces of the ‘resistance’ (i.e. Tom Hayden, Mark Rudd, Bobby Seale etc.) and press 

attention certainly contributed to the rise of these figures. Berrigan’s high public profile 

due to his unlawful acts of resistance meant that he resembled to some the 

aforementioned controversial leading figures more so than a local parish priest whose 

primary calling was to humble service and the glorification of the Church. The idea that 

Berrigan could be mistaken for a member of the secular New Left was deeply troubling 

                                                 
24 “The Discussion Continues,” Commonweal, September 4, 1970, 431 
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to those worried about maintaining a distinct Catholic witness in an increasingly divided 

religious landscape. 

As the ideological battle lines were drawn concerning Berrigan, some Catholic 

intellectuals found themselves caught in the middle of the debate. The above viewpoint is 

evident in a 1971 New York Times article by Ned O’Gorman, a poet and educator who 

was a friend of Berrigan.25 The article was intended to be a review of The Trial of the 

Catonsville Nine stage play but ended up being more of an exploration of O’Gorman’s 

conflicted views regarding the current state of the Catholic Church in America. 

O’Gorman noted that it was difficult for him to write about Berrigan because of his own 

close proximity to “the agony and the wonder of the Church and its new life” in the post-

Vatican II era.  While he still “bravely” identified as a Roman Catholic, he explained that 

his other Catholic friends “call[ed] themselves Christians incessantly.” He was 

uncomfortable using the word “Christian” as it was “too large” for him.26 The above two 

remarks are significant because they illustrate the degree to which Catholics were 

becoming divided in the immediate post-Vatican II era. To identify oneself as a “Roman 

Catholic” was to risk association with the old order of “nasty” popes, “dreadful nuns in 

horrid parochial schools”, and “rosary clicking grandmother[s].”27 In the eyes of 

progressive Catholics seeking a more ecumenical approach to the ancient faith, being 

25 O’Gorman’s poetry earned him Guggenheim Fellowships in 1956 and 1962. In 1958 he won the 

Lamott Poetry Prize, Berrigan being the recipient the previous year.  From 1962-1965, he worked as the 

senior editor of Jubilee, a Catholic literary magazine. O’Gorman also served as the director of the Addie 

Mae Collins Library and Storefront School in Harlem.  

26 Ned O’Gorman, “Berrigan, the Church, and the Nine,” The New York Times, May 30, 1971.  

According to O’Gorman, he would rather “slosh around in the village of Catholicism than to stride through 

the vast savannas of Christianity.”   

27 Ibid. 
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known simply as a “Christian” provided distance from the ‘problematic’ Catholic old 

guard and allowed them to better blend in with other denominations advocating for social 

change.  

While O’Gorman respected members of the Catholic left like Berrigan, and 

shared some of their convictions regarding social justice, he remained dismayed at how 

this group’s politicized views seemed to overshadow Catholic discourse in the period. On 

the subject of Berrigan, O’Gorman described him as a “strong man blessed with a vision 

and burdened with the daring of a prophet.” O’Gorman agreed with Berrigan and his 

fellow conspirators in their assertion that “the war is evil…, American guilt is clear, [and] 

the silence of the churches and the government is shameful and vile, for in the face of the 

massacre they are still morally indolent.” However, O’Gorman questioned whether 

renewal in the Church would come “solely from political and social action” as the most 

passionate members of the Catholic left seemed to believe. He warned that as long as the 

Catholic “puts all his eggs in the political basket, we’ll get nothing but bad politicians and 

empty and tired ideas about man and life.” O’Gorman wished “that the Catholic left, in 

all their masks, would open schools, soup kitchens, infirmaries, libraries, playgrounds, 

and nurseries and stay the hell out of jail, get off pot, and stop gazing for a while into 

their religious navels and start rebuilding life.” As powerful as the witness of Berrigan 

was, the Church could not solely be sustained “through the life it is given by the political 

witness of some of the faithful.” Rather, “it will only live if “it can elicit from its people 

and from its divine origins a new life for its whole body.” O’Gorman wanted to see the 

Catholic revolution use some of the tools “still in its keeping— the Sacraments, tradition, 

history, philosophy, in all their contemporary brilliance”— to bring about effective 
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renewal.  Despite “the timbre of the cacophony” of Catholic identities around him, 

O’Gorman was hopeful that through it all the voice of the Holy Spirit could be heard and 

that somehow a new tribe would arise who would somehow agree on how to “make the 

Church sane and whole again.” 28 

American Catholics could not agree upon whether or not Berrigan’s dramatic 

witness was “for the greater glory of God.” Some were quick to laud Berrigan as a true 

prophet, a veritable Jesuit Jeremiah, who spoke God’s truth to power and suffered the 

consequences.  Others refused to take Berrigan seriously, dismissing him as an errant 

Catholic whose radical views were informed by egomania or a desire to cater to the 

mores of the secular New Left. A number of Catholics adopted a moderate position in 

which Berrigan’s commitment to nonviolence was celebrated, but his disregard for civil 

law was denounced. This diverse array of responses to Berrigan’s actions in the late 

1960s reveals deep fractures in American Catholic identity. In the wake of the reforms of 

the Second Vatican Council, Catholics were no longer a distinct religious subgroup 

within the United States. American Catholics were now free to interpret their faith 

through alternative lenses, be they secular or ecumenical. It is no wonder then that 

Catholics like Berrigan soon found themselves drawn to signifiers of identity outside of 

traditional denominational bounds. Berrigan’s self-perception in this period is worth 

exploring due to the way it brings to light this broader fracture of Catholic identity. 

28 O’Gorman, “Berrigan, the Church, and the Nine,” 1971. 
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Berrigan’s Self-Perception 

Before examining Berrigan’s understanding of his place within Catholic tradition, 

it is important to first establish that Berrigan did not perceive his actions to be immoral or 

contrary to divine law. Berrigan was unshaken in his conviction that he and the other 

eight Catonsville participants had committed a righteous act and that to resist 

imprisonment was a natural Christian response to the escalation of the war in Vietnam. 

“Two years after Catonsville, the arguments we proposed against the slaughter [in 

Vietnam] go unheeded…the courts have stopped their ears against our cry for justice and 

peace.” In his opinion, the advocates for peace found themselves “gagged in public and in 

the courts,” while the war went on “like a runaway nightmare.” The courts had become 

“more and more the instruments of the war-makers.” As a result, Christians faced a hard 

choice to either “unthinkingly submit before such powers” or to resist. Berrigan, speaking 

as well for his brother Philip who also elected to defy imprisonment, provided the 

following justification for their position of legal noncompliance: 

The powers and dominations remain subject to Christ, our consciences are in his 

keeping and no other. To act as though we were criminals before God or 

humanity, to cease resisting a war which has immeasurably widened since we 

first acted, to retire meekly to silence and isolation – this seems to Philip and me 

a betrayal of our ministry.29 

 

They rejected that a good man must prove his goodness by accepting his punishment. In 

their minds, such acquiescence was “politically irresponsible” as “by capitulating you 

may strengthen the forces of evil you first confronted in your action.” Berrigan claimed 

he did not evade justice to create a spectacle or engender public concern for his well-

                                                 
29 Berrigan quoted in Philip Nobile, “The Priest Who Stayed Out in the Cold: Father Berrigan,” 

The New York Times, June 28, 1970. The quotation is from an open letter originally published in The 

National Catholic Reporter. 
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being. He stated that his goal was to help “professional people –professors, writers, [and] 

clergy- avoid a trahison des clercs.30” He was trying to invite his intellectual peers “into 

forms of jeopardy parallel to Catonsville.” Berrigan hoped that “new actions outside the 

law” would “create larger and larger communities dedicated to large nonviolent 

resistance.”31  

Though his Catholic witness would be called into question by many after the draft 

board raid at Catonsville, Berrigan definitely did not see his actions as a break with 

Catholic tradition. On one level, Berrigan recognized the Catonsville protest to be in a 

spirit similar to the Catholic social gospel messages he encountered in his youth. During 

the 1930s, the Berrigan family listened avidly to the radio broadcasts of Father Charles 

Coughlin, a fiery priest who used the airwaves to decry the excesses of capitalism (the 

greed of bankers/ Wall Street), call for workers’ rights, and hold President Roosevelt 

accountable for promised New Deal reforms. While Berrigan disagreed with Coughlin’s 

angry factionalism and later anti-Semitic messages (calling him a “rather sinister figure”), 

he noted that Coughlin was the first example he saw of a priest publicly daring to 

challenge “the political status-quo” rather than simply awaiting further orders.32 

 He found a more worthy spiritual hero in Dorothy Day, cofounder of the Catholic 

Worker Movement. Day’s paper, the Catholic Worker, also had a place of honor in the 

Berrigan family home. As an adult, Berrigan admired how Day was “witheringly 

30 Berrigan is referring to the title of French philosopher and novelist Julien Benda’s 1927 work La 

Trahison des Clercs. The title refers to a betrayal of intellectual, artistic, or moral standards by members of 

academia, writers, and/or artists.  

31 Berrigan quoted in Nobile, “The Priest Who Stayed Out in the Cold: Father Berrigan,” New 

York Times, June 28, 1970. 

32 Berrigan, To Dwell in Peace: An Autobiography, 66-68. 
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contemptuous of the political game as it played in the national arena.” She was aware that 

the Church “had become the great moral adjuster, soother, conspirator, jingoistic and 

complacent” but loved it nonetheless. She committed herself to helping the poor and 

oppressed through nonviolent direct action. Berrigan credits her as introducing him to “a 

sane and perennial Catholicism: a circle of prayer and compassion and service.” Most 

importantly, she showed Berrigan the power of nonviolent civil disobedience as a means 

to say ‘no’ to the war-makers (“she went to jail and said her no from there”). Berrigan 

would cite Day’s friendship as a strengthening force in the days after Catonsville and he 

sought throughout his pacifist career to live up to her example.33 

Yet, for all his recognition of the Catholic social justice figures that inspired him, 

Berrigan made the choice to often associate his prophetic stance against state immorality 

to that taken against Nazi Germany by Protestant pastor and theologian Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer. As a leading member of the Confessing Church and a co-conspirator in the 

failed July 20, 1944 assassination plot against Adolf Hitler, Bonhoeffer quickly became 

in the postwar period one of the most well-known examples of Protestant resistance to the 

Third Reich. That Bonhoeffer was ultimately imprisoned and executed for his 

unwillingness to submit to the evils of Hitler’s regime likely made him a compelling 

martyr figure for a devout individual such as Berrigan, who believed his own lawlessness 

was provoked by a government intent on pursuing an immoral war. 

While Bonhoeffer and Berrigan were both ministers of the gospel, the fact they 

represented two distinct faith traditions is significant and should not be overlooked. 

Catholic history is full of examples of priests who refused to bend their knee to corrupt 

                                                 
33 Berrigan, To Dwell in Peace: An Autobiography, 69-72. 
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rulers and were gladly martyred for their convictions.34 Though Bonhoeffer was closer to 

being a contemporary of Berrigan, it was not inevitable that Berrigan would seek to 

compare his experiences of resistance and suffering with those of a Protestant minister. 

The following paragraphs will examine the ways in which Berrigan drew lines between 

his outlaw status and Bonhoeffer’s road to martyrdom. Berrigan’s decision to repeatedly 

use a Protestant lens to evaluate his own actions is evidence that American Catholic 

identity had fragmented to the point that Protestant role models were now acceptable.   

In interviews and short articles published during his fugitive period, Berrigan 

frequently used Bonhoeffer as a historical and spiritual framing device to explain/make 

sense of his current course of action.35 Referencing a section of Mary Bosanquet’s Life 

and Death of Bonhoeffer to Christian Century reporter Bob Fitch, Berrigan reflected on 

how Hitler promised to relieve the fears of German Christians (stop immorality of the 

Weimar Republic, defeat the threat of godless communism etc.) and strategically 

partnered with Protestant churches to the point that when the Jewish issue arose, “the 

churches were with him.”36 Berrigan noted that the current White House administration 

34 The Catholic martyrs of the English Reformation come to mind as an example. 

35 Larry Rasmussen, Reinhold Niebuhr Professor of Social Ethics emeritus at Union Theological 

Seminary, also explored this connection between Berrigan and Bonhoeffer in the third chapter of his book 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer: His Significance for North Americans (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990). As did 

psychiatrist Robert Coles in the introduction of his work The Geography of Faith (Boston: Beacon Press, 

1971), a collection of interviews conducted with Berrigan while he was underground. Rasmussen adopts a 

similar perspective to my own, in that we both believe that Berrigan sought to make sense of his own 

resistance experiences through the example of Bonhoeffer. Coles argues the opposite. He contends that 

Berrigan “was not hoping that somehow Bonhoeffer would supply him with hints” or that “his experiences 

would in some way prepare his mind’s already established lyrical side with new energy and momentum.” 

Instead, Cole asserts that Berrigan came to Bonhoeffer “well prepared, very much himself, 

and…responsive out of his own rich and by no means settled life,”(27-29).  The analysis of Berrigan’s use 

of Bonhoeffer in this section remains my own based a close reading of the available primary sources. 

36 Fitch, “Forty-eight Hours with the Berrigans,” 644.  Fitch notes that Berrigan spoke of Nazi 

Brownshirts proudly wearing their uniforms to services and antisemitism/militarism remaining unchecked 

from pulpits during the Third Reich.  
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behaved in a similar fashion by paying lip service to the social concerns/public practices 

of Christians while promoting military aggression abroad. “When you consider Nixon 

and those White House religious services…Whew!” remarked Berrigan in the 

interview.37  

Perhaps the best example of Berrigan’s attempts to associate his actions with 

those of Bonhoeffer is the review he published of Eberhard Bethge’s Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer: Man of Vision, Man of Courage in the May 30, 1970 edition of the Saturday 

Review. With characteristic showmanship, Berrigan used a lengthy prose-poem to both 

discuss Bethge’s work and to evaluate his own path of resistance. Berrigan began by 

noting that the date of the poem, April 9, 1970, not only marked the exact time he became 

a “fugitive from injustice” but also “the twenty-fifth anniversary of the death of 

Bonhoeffer in Flossenbürg prison.”38 He then went on to directly quote Bonhoeffer as a 

means to explain his defiance of federal authority— “the task is not only to bind up the 

victims beneath the wheel, but also to put a spoke in that wheel.”39 As the prose-poem 

continues, it becomes clear that Berrigan intended for the reader to associate 

Bonhoeffer’s struggle with his own. For instance, Berrigan described Bonhoeffer’s 

journey towards resistance as being a process that would “turn the seams of his mind 

inside out, would draw him very far (far as prison and death) from conventicles, honors, a 

good name in his community, the hope (often a diseased delaying tactic) for gradualism, 

for church or state reform.”40 The two men appeared to be driven by the same questions. 

                                                 
37 Berrigan quoted in Fitch, “Forty-eight Hours with the Berrigans,” 644. 

 
38 Daniel Berrigan, “The Passion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” Saturday Review, May 30, 1970, 17.   

 
39 Ibid. 

 
40 Ibid., 18. 
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“Was it possible for the church to witness its faith, and in consequence defend victims 

even to the point of bringing a like storm upon Christians also...or was the church no 

more than a state function (a White House Sunday morning)?”41 It would seem that 

Berrigan & Bonhoeffer arrived at the same conclusion to the above moral quandary, as 

Berrigan heartily agreed with his Protestant predecessor that the whole of Christendom 

should be resigned to “resistance unto death” in the face of state sponsored wickedness. 

“The task of a good man in a bad time was to despise, to put to naught, the tactics of evil 

power.”42 Clearly Berrigan was eager to have his moral compass be perceived as being in 

line with that of Bonhoeffer. 

With his poetic voice echoing Bonhoeffer’s prophetic voice, Berrigan not only 

claimed to understand Bonhoeffer but portrayed himself as following a similar path. 

From his place of hiding as a newly-minted fugitive from justice, Berrigan wrote: 

I think I know the direction of Bonhoeffer’s life— even from afar! Sitting on the 

floor of a bedroom in a country area, curtains drawn, totally dependent on the 

risk-taking of a few friends, reading and meditating, realizing in one’s deepest 

being how few will understand, speaking the truth even when the ears of men 

seem turned to stone. I think I understand! 

Berrigan went on to laud Bonhoeffer’s decision to return early to Germany in 1939 from 

the safety of his American sojourn. On the subject of Bonhoeffer’s homecoming, 

Berrigan wrote “a man belongs with his people, when his people are ill and power is 

awry and only a lively tongue and mind and that courage which is more crucial than 

intelligence and (if required) imprisonment and death can bring access to health.”43 The 

41 Berrigan, “The Passion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” 

18. 42 Ibid., 19. 

43 Ibid., 21. 
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above quote not only affirms Bonhoeffer’s choice to be present with the German people 

during a time of great moral darkness but seems to illuminate the rationale behind 

Berrigan’s own evasion of justice. Though his time of exile was just beginning, Berrigan 

hoped to have his “life at the edge” mirror that of Bonhoeffer. Berrigan spoke admiringly 

of the degree to which Bonhoeffer’s “reflection and writing and prayer ripened” during 

the last five years of his life. Bonhoeffer was not blind to personal responsibility but 

realized “as every legitimate authority was stripped or corrupted” that “someone had to 

take on the shady business!” Rather than seeking personal gain, Bonhoeffer “encouraged 

communities of resistance.” Bonhoeffer lived “as though God were indeed God” not a 

“score keeper, Band Aid, bonbon, celestial oracle, [or] Good Humor man.” One cannot 

help but feel that the above statements serve the double purpose of honoring 

Bonhoeffer’s Christian witness while also revealing Berrigan’s aspirations for his own 

witness from the underground.44  

Semi-veiled and direct references to the action at Catonsville and its aftermath 

also appear throughout the poetic review. For instance Berrigan noted that “Bonhoeffer 

burned, sifted, [and] removed.”45 Here the words “burned” and “removed” are clearly 

meant to also stir up images of the stolen Catonsville draft cards and the homemade 

napalm that consumed them. After commenting that Bonhoeffer had to learn how to live 

as a “morally visible” and “inevitably assailed” man in a “boundary situation” with 

regard to “both the Caesarian church and Caesarian state,” Berrigan inserted a short 

passage to illustrate that the Catonsville participants also had to navigate such a 

44 Berrigan, “The Passion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” 20. 

45 Ibid. 
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predicament of living on the edge of society and deciding between personal gain and 

spiritual conviction. Our judge let it be known recently to the Catonsville felons: once 

you have surrendered yourselves and are safely under lock and key, I will call a hearing 

and attend to arguments relative to reduction of your sentences.” Interpreting the above 

offer of reduced jail time as a bribe for compliance, Berrigan responded that when it 

came to “carrots held on sticks,” he was “not a passionate vegetarian.”46 He asserted that 

the Catonsville Nine were more concerned with maintaining the ‘moral trajectory’ of 

their act than the question of their own welfare. Additionally, Berrigan later noted that 

John Hogan, a member of the Catonsville Nine, paraphrased Bonhoeffer during the trial 

with his statement that it would be his moral responsibility to divert a maniac driver away 

from a group of children crossing the road despite possible harm to the driver.47 

However, it is important to note that Berrigan did not wish to emulate Bonhoeffer in 

every respect. 

Berrigan was ultimately at odds with Bonhoeffer over the use of violence as a 

means to end oppression. It is in this disagreement that we see the extent to which 

Berrigan displays a level of internal conflict in his hero worship of Bonhoeffer. As 

mentioned earlier, Bonhoeffer was imprisoned and executed for his participation in a 

conspiracy to assassinate Hitler. It did not sit well with Berrigan that Bonhoeffer accepted 

46 Berrigan, “The Passion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” 20. Berrigan’s use of “Caesarian state” and 

“Caesarian church” is significant here. It not only references early Church history (the Roman empire under 

Constantine) but other historical instances of militaristic state powers enjoying a close partnership with 

Christianity ala the Deutsche Christen movement during the Third Reich and the endorsement of American 

military efforts abroad by many Christian denominations (including the Catholic Church) during the Cold 

War.  

47 Ibid., 22. Bonhoeffer is quoted by Berrigan as remarking to a fellow prisoner on April 2, 1945 

that “it was his duty not only to comfort the victims of the man who drive in a busy street like a menace, 

but also to try to stop him.” 
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violence as the means to end Hitler’s tyranny. In fact, Berrigan used this point of 

departure from Bonhoeffer as a means to perhaps subtly emphasize the 

righteousness/purity of his own nonviolent course of action. For instance, though he 

“firmly believe[d] that the Vietnam War [was] comparable in its genocidal character to 

Hitler’s war and his near extinction of the German Jews,” Berrigan resolutely stated that 

he and his brother Philip “would not, by any means” endorse or participate in any violent 

act committed in the name of political or religious resistance. Yet, the above statement 

was not intended to “condemn” Bonhoeffer, a “good man.” According to Berrigan: 

[It was] only to say we have learned from him, from Hitler, from Johnson and 

Nixon and the German church and the American church [,] from the cold war and 

the nuclear arsenals from the flareup and quick demise of student movements                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

perhaps most of all from one another                                                                                                                                                                                                       

what for us here and now are the limits of equivocal gestures.48  

 

It is unclear from the text what Berrigan exactly meant by “the limits of equivocal 

gestures.” Perhaps this line was an expression of humility on the part of Berrigan in that 

he recognized that Bonhoeffer’s concrete course of action against the Third Reich was 

easier to interpret/comprehend than his own brand of nonviolent activism rooted in 

symbolism. Nevertheless, for all his respect for Bonhoeffer, Berrigan still believed that 

the Catonsville Nine realized the need for action sooner than Bonhoeffer had. Whereas 

Bonhoeffer experienced a “gradual growth of heroic understanding,” the same sense of 

awareness was “thrust upon” the Catonsville Nine, as “a kind of forced growth from the 

brutal and unpredictable American experience.” The above assumption is interesting 

because it again highlights Berrigan’s belief that the Vietnam War posed the same level 

of moral crisis to Christians that Hitler’s Final Solution did previously. Given this 

                                                 
48 Daniel Berrigan, “The Passion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” 22. 
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perspective, it is not surprising that Berrigan could claim to “stand with Bonhoeffer, 

whose struggle was more protracted [and] who was faithful unto death,” while still 

maintaining that there was a “difference between us and him.” In this manner Berrigan 

appears to be divided between feelings of admiration for Bonhoeffer’s witness and deep 

reservations about the means by which Bonhoeffer achieved that witness.49  

Berrigan’s decision to examine the protest action at Catonsville and his outlaw 

status through the lens of the experience of Bonhoeffer reveals the fragmentation of 

Berrigan’s Catholic identity. His focus on the example of Bonhoeffer brings to light the 

degree to which it was now acceptable for American Catholics to look to other 

expressions of Christianity for a sense of identity or moral guidance in the post-Vatican II 

era. Berrigan could have drawn on the rich tradition of Jesuit martyrs or other Catholic 

historical figures who were persecuted by the prevailing political systems of their day. He 

chose not to do so. Instead, he compared his journey to that of a well-known Protestant 

pastor. Additionally, Berrigan assessed Bonhoeffer’s legacy according to his own 

ecumenical moral code rather than through a strict framework of Catholic doctrine. In his 

mind, he was “responsible, not to the warmakers and purveyors of violence, but to the 

[greater] community of peacemaking resistance.”50 Berrigan clearly cultivated an open 

identity in this period that would allow him to enjoy solidarity with Catholic, Protestant, 

and secular nonviolent activists alike.  

49 Daniel Berrigan, “The Passion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” 22. 

50 Ibid. 



85 

 

Conclusion 

The debate surrounding the Catonsville Nine and Berrigan’s flight from justice 

deeply divided American Catholics. They could not reach a clear consensus regarding 

whether or not Berrigan’s witness at Catonsville was for the greater glory of God. Some 

lauded Berrigan as the prophetic figure that would right the church while others 

denounced him as a criminal and moralistic zealot. Other Catholics found themselves 

caught in the middle of the debate; they respected Berrigan’s spiritual conviction and 

commitment to pacifism but were alienated by his leftist politics. This diverse body of 

responses to Berrigan is telling for the manner in which it reveals the increasing fracture 

of American Catholic identity in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Even Berrigan was not 

immune to this fracturing of identity. His ties to the secular New Left and interest in 

Bonhoeffer as a resistance hero serve as evidence that Catholics post-Vatican II were 

beginning to develop new frameworks for understanding their identity outside of 

traditional denominational bounds. For Berrigan, his Catholic identity was being 

expanded to include a kind of hyper-moralism akin to that of the New Left and a radical 

ecumenism centered on peace activism.  

 But what of the Catholic identity of Novak in this period? Would he remain as 

committed to the Catholic left as he was in the years following Vatican II? How did he 

respond to Berrigan’s radical breed of activism? The next chapter will examine Novak’s 

critique of Berrigan and how it illustrates not only a significant ideological break between 

the two men but how Novak was also finding new anchors for his identity outside of 

traditional Catholic bounds.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics: Novak on White Ethnic Identity 

Introduction 

Like most American Catholic commentators in the period, Michael Novak found 

himself closely following Berrigan’s curious journey from cleric to convict. Though 

Novak would seem a likely proponent of Berrigan’s brand of spiritualized rebellion given 

his vocal opposition of America’s draft laws and the conflict in Vietnam, this was not the 

case. Rather, Novak found Berrigan’s action at Catonsville to be “morally and politically 

deficient.”1 This surprising take on Berrigan arose from Novak’s deep-seated concerns 

about identity politics in America, and his belief that the New Left had failed working 

class ethnics with its myopic radical ideology/activism that benefitted only WASP 

intellectuals and their pet causes. Berrigan’s decision to raid the Catonsville draft board 

office was largely driven by his belief that lasting peace could not be achieved without 

putting one’s life on the line. In contrast, Novak believed in the means of pragmatic 

politics and rejected the idea that one must become a martyr or outlaw to ensure the war’s 

end. The following paragraphs contain analysis of Novak’s main points of criticism 

against Berrigan and how these points are connected to Novak’s larger concerns about 

the shortcomings of the New Left and the preservation of the identity of working class 

ethnic populations in America. The chapter contends that in the wake of the loss of 

1 Michael Novak,“Blue-Bleak Embers…Fall, Gall Themselves…Gash Gold-Vermilion” in 

Conspiracy: The Implications of the Harrisburg Trial for the Democratic Tradition, ed. John C. Raines 

(New York: Harper and Row, 1974), 69. 
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Catholicism as a unique subculture in the United States and the political failings of the 

New Left, Novak’s search for a personal identity marker led him to become a champion 

of working class ethnics.  

 

Novak on the Fires of Catonsville  

It is important to note before getting into the heart of Novak’s take on Berrigan 

and the Catonsville draft board raid that Novak waited six years to fully weigh in on the 

protest action. Though Novak wanted to “write in criticism of the moral and political 

positions” publically taken up by Berrigan, he did not think the aftermath of the 

Catonsville was the appropriate time to do so. As long as Berrigan was “attacked from all 

sides, especially by the government,” and while he served his prison sentence, unable to 

properly respond “it seemed unfair to speak.” However, once Berrigan was free and “the 

times have cooled,” Novak believed it would be acceptable to put forward his concerns.2 

In the essay “Blue-Bleak Embers…Fall, Gall Themselves…Gash Gold-Vermilion” 

published in the 1974 book Conspiracy edited by John C. Raines, Novak finally added 

his voice to the broader debate surrounding the controversial radical priest.  

Before launching into his critique, Novak admitted that he admired aspects of the 

Catonsville raid and Berrigan’s defiant witness. Although Novak did not participate in 

Catonsville or any of the subsequent protests that imitated it, he noted that “half of his 

soul” was “attracted to what the Berrigans did” and that the same part of him dearly 

“wishe[d]” that he had been in their number.3 Novak appreciated the uniquely Catholic 

                                                 
2 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 38. 

 
3 Ibid. 

 



88 

elements of the action. Unlike the more “verbal” and “rational” protests of Protestants, 

Catonsville was “dramatic” and “sacramental.” The methodical burning of the draft files 

and accompanying scripted statement that was equal parts prayer, call to repentance, and 

political manifesto showcased the “powerful liturgical sense” of Catholics. Novak 

recognized the overall significance of Catonsville and the other spiritualized protests 

undertaken by the Catholic Left. They “were heroic acts for which a real price in real 

lives was paid.” He had no doubt that they bore at least some fruit “in the grand calculus 

of public opinion and its impact on the makers of decisions.” Most importantly, Novak 

acknowledged that actions like Catonsville did much to rescue “the battered name of 

Catholicism” from accusations of conformity, impassivity and hardness of heart in 

regards to the American Church’s response to the Vietnam War. They provided a 

necessary counterbalance to the hawkish witness of Catholics like Cardinal Spellman. 

Yet for all his recognition of the positive aspects of the action at Catonsville, Novak 

ultimately found the protest to be deeply problematic.4  

To begin, Novak questioned the accessibility of the symbolism present in the 

Catonsville draft board raid. The act was indeed ‘heavy’ with meaning, but to the point 

where its dense symbolic nature obscured its true purpose. Novak noted that it took 

“sophistication of considerable power to understand what the Berrigans intended, to 

acquire the framework of information within which their action ma[de] sense, and to 

defend it against even the most obvious objections.” He backed up this assertion by 

pointing out that Daniel Berrigan, despite his prior three years of antiwar work, admitted 

that he was “very far from their understanding of things,” when the Baltimore Four 

4 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 60-61. 
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poured blood on the draft files in Baltimore. If Berrigan himself was only a recent 

convert to this radical mindset thanks to his Vietnam trip and activist family ties, how 

much more difficult would it be for the uninitiated to comprehend the Catonsville act? 

Furthermore, it took the Catonsville Nine over a week post-arrest, according to Berrigan, 

to explain their actions to their “puzzled” warden. Novak dryly pointed out that most 

Americans would not have the luxury of "eight days to quiz the symbol-makers about the 

meaning of their symbol.”5  

Continuing the same line of critique, Novak challenged the plausibility of the 

assumption that such a dramatic act as burning draft cards with napalm could ever be 

interpreted uniformly. Novak reminded his readers that symbols “do not exist outside of 

history, abstractly, [and] without reverberation in actual cultures.” America was not one 

cohesive whole but as the poet Walt Whitman put it, “a teeming nation of nations.” The 

“unassimilated, disunified tangle of cultural histories” present in the United States made 

it next to impossible to derive a singular meaning from most forms of public action, let 

alone a dramatic protest like the Catonsville raid. To support the above assertion, Novak 

drew attention to the diversity of perspectives at play in Maryland where the protest took 

place. It was a state in which “strongly marked Catholic-Protestant antagonism…great 

contrasts between rural and urban attitudes, poverty and affluence, education and cultural 

simplicity, and Anglo-Saxon nativism and strongly defined ethnic enclaves” were all 

concentrated within a relatively small geographic area. Given the above, it was not likely 

that the Catonsville protest would have “only one clear meaning” to “the many public 

faces of Maryland,” let alone those in other states. In Novak’s mind, it was nearsighted 

                                                 
5 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 46. 
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on the part of the Catonsville Nine to assume that the virtue of their raid was clear to all.6 

The symbolic act of Catonsville was “at best a parable, a puzzle, a tease, a torment.” It 

would lead people to talk and to question, but not to a consensus of meaning or future 

action.  

Novak also maintained that the draft board raid was problematic because it was 

not necessarily as ‘meek’ or nonviolent in spirit as the Nine purported it to be. He 

reminded his readers that regardless of “the private intentions of their agents, public 

symbolic acts are necessarily interpreted according to the hermeneutics supplied by the 

cultural histories of which they are a part.” The plurality of meanings surrounding 

Catonsville’s symbolism ensured that individuals from different social contexts were 

likely to disagree about what distinguished a violent demonstration from a non-violent 

one. Though the Nine touted their protest as being inherently nonviolent, Novak noted 

that such a “dramatic and shocking illegal act” might seem “violent to many” and not “far 

different from the nighttime burning of ROTC buildings, churches, or crosses in yards”–

acts that were also often justified in spiritualized terms by contemporary groups like the 

Ku Klux Klan, an argument that echoed Walker Percy’s critique. As a result, the draft 

board raid at Catonsville could reasonably be read as an aggressive act, if not an 

altogether violent one. Novak contended that the protest was certainly a “provocation,” in 

that it challenged the government at a “frontal, direct level” with its audacious 

lawbreaking. It was a deliberate “wager that the government, like an outraged authority 

figure, would strike back” at the Nine. Novak lamented that the protest shared the “same 

vice that marred U.S. policy in Vietnam,” in that it was “an escalation down whose future 

6 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 43-44. 
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there was no clear limit.” If breaking the law was the only way to enact change, where 

would the line be drawn in future protests? Surely as time passed and stakes increased, it 

would become even more difficult to discern a nonviolent protest from a violent one.7  

Novak took exception to the idea that Berrigan was a modern martyr whose 

activism was driven purely by altruism. He argued that the impetus behind Berrigan’s 

participation in Catonsville was personal need, namely his desire to be a true “man” and 

“hero.” In order to build his case for the above, Novak pointed out the frequency with 

which Berrigan complained about “having felt dead [or] half-alive” prior to the 

Catonsville action.8 He then noted that Berrigan claimed he was “saved at the last 

moment” by Philip’s invitation to join the draft board raid.9 The protest, which promised 

to blend the high moral ground with just the right amount of danger, offered Berrigan the 

opportunity to deliver himself from ennui.  Novak pointed out that Berrigan’s sudden 

awakening to the corrupt nature of the American scene in 1968 reflected a rapid personal 

change in perception on his part and not a precipitous drop in morality on the part of the 

United States. “America was what it always had been,” only Berrigan “had not noticed it” 

prior to 1968.10 It was Berrigan’s own personal need to live on the edge and be part of a 

grand heroic act that led him to burn those draft cards. 

Novak disagreed with Berrigan’s fixation on martyrdom as the best means to 

achieve lasting political change in America. Historically speaking, Novak did not deny 

                                                 
7 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 44-45. 

 
8 Berrigan quoted in Novak, “Blue-Beak Embers,” 58. For instance, Berrigan often asserted that 

“if you wish to become a new man, you must become a dead man.” 

  
9 Berrigan quoted in Novak, “Blue-Beak Embers,” 47. 

 
10 Novak, “Blue-Beak Embers,” 59. 
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that there was indeed a “powerful Catholic tradition of witness,” that involved 

martyrdom, as evidenced in the unyielding faith of persecuted sixteenth century Jesuits in 

England or the seventeenth century Jesuit priests whose missionary work with native 

tribes in the Americas led to their deaths. The Catonsville Nine clearly intended for their 

act to be a contemporary example of this tradition. Novak also conceded that many 

American Catholics were still concerned with “giving an accurate and courageous 

witness” but noted that this desire did not necessarily have to lead to a “death wish.”11 

Novak wanted Berrigan and his radical colleagues to remember that there was an equally 

strong Catholic tradition of “pragmatic accommodation, skillful brokerage, and winning” 

in modern America. For instance, the recent rise of Democratic city bosses (who were 

also practicing Catholics) did not happen because they committed “acts of ‘witness’” that 

required them to place their lives on the line. John F. Kennedy, the first Catholic 

President of the United States, would be remembered most not for his untimely death but 

for the reforms he achieved as a “very cautious, pragmatic” and “gradualist” leader.12 

Novak dismissed Berrigan’s position that obtaining peace in Vietnam could only be won 

by resistance or going to jail. Rather than directing their energies into martyrdom, Novak 

argued that Catholics should be dedicated to the “much harder task of building a political 

coalition” that would allow them to “institutionalize a new direction for the country.”13 

Having unpacked Novak’s direct objections to the Catonsville raid, it is now important to 

11 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 42. 

12 Ibid., 43. 

13 Ibid., 52. 
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discuss how Novak’s broader issues with Berrigan were rooted in the latter’s close 

relationship to the ideology of the New Left. 

 

Novak on Berrigan’s Embrace of the Ideology of the New Left 

To a large extent, Novak’s critique of Berrigan concerned his perception that 

Berrigan embodied the worst ideological tendencies of the radical New Left. For starters, 

Novak decried Berrigan’s embrace of the New Left’s peculiar brand of hyper moralism 

that made an idol of moral purity and cast strict judgments on American institutions. This 

frame of thinking interpreted any struggle “as [a] war between good and evil” and rigidly 

cast its players as the agents of those two moral camps. There was no room for 

ambiguity. Novak disliked the air of “preachiness and guilt” that accompanied such a 

narrow worldview. He reminded his readers that it was “quite possible to work for 

reforms (or even revolution) in a way that does not identify the good with one’s own side, 

[and] evil with the other side.”14 The New Left was “skilled” at diagnosing the reductive 

language of its enemies (i.e. how the “warmongers” wrongly identified good with 

America and evil with Hanoi). Yet the New Left failed to notice that its descriptions of 

opponents “share[d] in exactly the same simplemindedness,” engaged in the same tactics 

of “dehumanization” and “represented the same fever of ideological purity.”15 Novak 

pointed out that Berrigan’s treatment of his own foes – F.B.I. Director J. Edgar Hoover, 

General Hershey (the second Director of the Selective Service System), and complacent 

Christians etc. – were often not charitable. Berrigan “seldom” gave them credit for 

“seeing some things more clearly” than the New Left or for possessing “quite different, 

                                                 
14 Michael Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 49-50. 

 
15 Ibid., 50.  
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but in their own eyes, moral views.”16 It was simply too easy to paint them black with the 

broad strokes of hyper-moralism. 

Novak also took issue with the manner in which Berrigan and the New Left’s 

hyper-moralism seemed to foster an unbalanced understanding of the presence of evil in 

the world. Novak argued that Berrigan’s “discovery of evil” prior to the Catonsville 

protest came “too suddenly, too totally, to engender confidence,” in his ability to 

accurately assess the health of the nation. As evidence of the priest’s skewed perspective, 

Novak drew attention to the sweeping generalizations Berrigan made about the terrible 

state of American politics. Berrigan asserted that in contemporary society “law and order 

were violated almost universally…the citizenry were racist, police were violent, the 

Congress was delinquent, the courts were conniving…[it was] an interlocking dance of 

death, a celebration of horror.”17 As a humorous rejoinder to the above, Novak quipped 

that such a bleak assessment would be a fitting description of “a painting by Hieronymus 

Bosch,” or the aftermath of “one of the seven plagues upon Egypt” but was “not very 

serviceable” as a view of politics in America in the late 1960s. He could not believe that 

Berrigan was so surprised that the sociopolitical landscape of America had deep flaws. 

“Does not Scripture tell us that this world belongs to “the Father of Lies?” asked Novak. 

“Were we ever led to expect America—or any other empire of Caesar—to be a kingdom 

of justice, peace, truth, or liberty?”18 Indeed, where on earth is there a place one can 

“escape from participation in the general evil” that pervades all things? Novak argued 

16 Michael Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 71.  

17 Berrigan quoted in Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 49. 

18 Novak, “Blue-Beak Embers,” 49. 
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that what Berrigan wrote of American moral malaise could also be applied to “the 

English, the French, the Italians, the Swedes, [and] the North Vietnamese,” as “no human 

society” was without “hereditary and institutionalized evil.”19 

Yet, Novak recognized for all Berrigan’s lamentations about the evils at the heart 

of American society, Berrigan had a distinct humanist streak. Like many members of the 

New Left, Berrigan believed in the grand possibility of ever-advancing human progress 

and the ability of enlightened citizens to rise up to end oppressive systems and overturn 

‘business-as-usual’ politics. In his interviews with psychologist and author Robert Coles, 

Berrigan expressed his belief that it was “entirely possible that the first instance of a 

really great breakthrough [was] going to take place in America.” He did not “accept the 

inevitability” of original sin’s “omnipresent hold over human institutions.”  A “real 

revolution” was coming that would be led by youth. Berrigan charged that “it [would be] 

up to growing children to surpass the moral understanding and the world-awareness of 

their parents, and further rid us of the vestiges of violence and racism and the rest.”20 The 

above positions did not sit well with Novak. For one, he was highly skeptical of the 

ability of children to exceed the virtue of their parents. Examining the behavior of his 

own generation and that of the current college generation, Novak stated emphatically that 

he did not consider such a radical moral transformation to be possible. A revolution 

would not occur as “nothing in the experience of the twentieth-century prove[d] 

otherwise.” He argued that the existing political system was “the flesh in which the 

                                                 
19 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 50. The above quotes reveal how Novak’s orthodox 

understanding of original sin and the fallen nature of the world informed his political pragmatism. This 

makes for an interesting contrast as it was Berrigan’s Judeo-Christian worldview that drove his political 

idealism. 

  
20 Daniel Berrigan quoted in Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers,” 65-66. 
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Gospels [were], however inadequately, incarnate.” The Christ “does not come as a ‘real 

revolution’ or ‘the first instance of a really great breakthrough,’” but “in a guise 

altogether too ordinary, too encased in the weakness flesh is heir to— including political 

systems.” Most importantly, it was Berrigan’s seeming downplay of the doctrine of 

original sin that troubled Novak. “Daniel is Teilhardian in a way I cannot be,” said 

Novak.21 He often “lives from a vein of liberal optimism that has little to do with 

Christianity.” Berrigan’s aforementioned views about revolution and the inevitable 

advancement of morality are a direct byproduct of the broader fracture of American 

Catholic identity in the late twentieth-century, as Berrigan felt free to embrace the non-

canonical views of progressive Catholics like Teilhardian despite their previous censure 

by the Vatican.22 

Berrigan as an Example of the Loss of Ethnic Identity in the New Left 

One of the overarching concerns Novak had with Berrigan is that he seemed to be 

a man who had sold out his ethnic identity for the sake of membership in the progressive 

intellectual circles of the New Left. In civil discourse, it might seem uncouth to discuss at 

length, let alone call into question, someone’s ties to their ethnic background. However, it 

is likely that Novak felt emboldened to do so with Berrigan because the latter wrote about 

his family’s roots and thereby opened the matter for due consideration. Berrigan was only 

a second generation American, his father the stock of Irish-born parents and his mother a 

21 Novak is referring here to Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, a French Jesuit priest and idealist 

philosopher. Teilhard was censored by the Catholic Church in the early twentieth-century because of his 

controversial views that went against the doctrine of original sin. Teilhard believed the universe was 

constantly moving towards the highest point of moral/spiritual development, the Omega Point. For more 

information on Teilhard de Chardin’s views on human nature and sin see Pierre Teilhard de Chardin: 

Writings (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999). 

22 Novak, “Blue-Beak Embers,” 65-66. 
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recent immigrant from Germany. Berrigan admitted that his family “was a rural one, a 

part of the pandemic poverty of the great depression years.” They were “the hands into 

which the New Deal was dealt.”23 The struggles of the Berrigan family to survive and 

carve out a space for themselves in the early twentieth-century socioeconomic landscape 

of the United States mirrored that of other ethnic working-class families in the era.  

Given their shared blue-collar background, Novak reproached Berrigan for what 

he perceived to be cultural insensitivity towards the plight of Catholic immigrant 

communities. Like many of his New Left contemporaries, Berrigan strove to identify 

with marginalized racial minorities such as African Americans and Hispanics. He 

participated in the Civil Rights Movement and spoke out against oppressive regimes in 

Latin America and the ghettoization of America’s inner cities. However, as Berrigan 

sought to publicly stand in solidarity with these oppressed groups, he seemed to distance 

himself from the “ethnic” Catholics (of Polish, Italian, Greek, and Slavic origins) many 

of whom still lived at the outermost margins of American middleclass life.24 Novak noted 

that Berrigan appeared to be “astonishingly without social roots—not close to his parents’ 

world, not close to their friends, or to the seventy or eighty million other Americans who 

share a world like theirs.” While Berrigan paid tribute to his parents for their “daily 

goodness” and “resistance to the bitch-goddess of status and success,” he was detached 

from the world of his upbringing.25 

                                                 
23 Daniel Berrigan quoted in Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers,” 52. 

 
24 “Has the Church Lost its Soul?” Newsweek, October 4, 1970, 89. 

 
25 Novak, “Blue Bleak Embers,” 53. 
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Novak believed this detachment was best evidenced in Berrigan’s conviction that 

the Catholic community had a responsibility to use its full membership in American 

society to “reach out across national, and racial, and ideological barriers” to help others. 

Novak scolded Berrigan for forgetting that charity should begin at home. Catholic 

immigrant communities were not nearly as secure as Daniel imagined.  Many American 

Catholics were still engaged in a desperate fight for economic advancement and political 

agency. According to Novak, “the Italian-Americans of Newark and Canarsie, the Poles 

of Detroit, [and] the Irish of Queens” (to name but a few) were all “needy in spirit, needy 

in political power and purpose, [and] needy in identity and roots and goals.” The liberties 

Berrigan enjoyed as a well-connected public intellectual afforded him opportunities that 

were simply unattainable to those remaining in the social circles of his youth. They did 

not have access to trips abroad (France, Eastern Europe, and Hanoi), nor did they have 

“summer homes, or friends in publishing and the arts.” Novak pointed out the since 1954, 

Berrigan had been “rising in class and status and ‘sophistication’,” but millions of others 

remained like his own parents, “no better [and] no worse” than they were at the turn of 

the century.26 

Pulling no punches, Novak accused Berrigan of becoming an “Uncle Tom” to 

gain acceptance into the leadership circles of the New Left.  For instance, his words about 

his own people—Catholic, Irish, immigrant—were “characteristically harsh” and 

possessed a “distancing quality.” Also, instead of serving ethnic communities, Berrigan 

concentrated [his energies] on the sons and daughters of the educated classes, the 

collegegoers: resisters, Weathermen, movement people. [He] failed to see the 

accumulations of class and status and education and income generally required as 

an admission ticket into “the movement”. [He] fail[ed] to see that peculiar self-

26 Novak, “Blue-Bleak Embers”, 54. 
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hatred and despair characteristic of “the movement”—Daniel often speaks of his 

flock as wounded, hurt, despairing, torn by helplessness and powerless— are  

preciously the fruit of social rank. The ‘best and brightest’ brought on the 

war…and now their children suffer spasms of guilt.  

 

It came as no surprise to Novak that these “professional classes [were] afflicted with self-

hatred,” as they were the ones managing the society and whose “particular skills” had 

failed to fix the problem of violence abroad and racism at home. Novak was not without 

pity for the American upper class, but he believed that the educated elite had already 

“been saved.” The attention of Berrigan would be better directed towards the needs of his 

own people.27 

 

Novak and the Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics 

The questions of identity that informed Novak’s critique of Berrigan, stemmed from 

Novak’s ideological split with the New Left in the intervening years between the 

Catonsville Nine raid and Berrigan’s release from prison (1968-1972). It was a gradual 

divorce brought about through Novak’s growing unease with his own political and 

personal affiliations in the wake of the New Left’s failure to transform American society 

and Vatican II’s weakening of Catholicism as a unique subculture in the United States. 

Seeking a new marker of personal identity, Novak turned to ethnicity as a means to 

provide clarity to his place within society. 

 Novak’s advocacy for the rights of white ethnics, particularly those of eastern 

European descent, was a slow process of awakening. As his public profile grew in the 

late 1960s, Novak became more aware of the fact that many saw him not as an 

acculturated member of the New Left or upper-middle class, but as a white ethnic — a 

                                                 
27 Novak, “Blue-Beak Embers,” 54-55. 
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Slovak. At first, Novak was unsure whether he should embrace his ethnic identity. After 

all, America was supposed to be a melting pot and it was “so much easier” to “forget 

one’s ethnic past, to climb upwards into an elite culture, [and] become a ‘new man’ 

without connections to a past.” He did not want to be pigeonholed as a “Catholic” or 

“Slovak” writer. When the broader cultural battle lines were drawn “between the 

enlightened and the unenlightened,” it might also seem like career-sabotage as an 

established academic to “ally” himself with a largely “uneducated” population.28 Yet, 

Novak could not shake the shame he felt about how ignorant he was of his immigrant 

heritage. So, he decided to search out his family’s history. Novak learned about his 

Slovakian maternal and paternal grandparents’ separate journeys to America and the 

hardships they endured as they took on menial labor jobs in Pennsylvania. He gained a 

better sense of how Slovak culture informed his family’s temperament/traditions and how 

they continued to persevere and hope “these last six or seven generations” despite 

difficult odds. While this quest for understanding did not prove to be a “golden thread” 

that when pulled defined the whole pattern of Novak’s personal tapestry, it did offer him 

“additional light” for understanding his position in America.  From that light, Novak 

wrote his 1972 book, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics.29 

Though it is not Novak’s most well-known work as a political commentator, The 

Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics is an important text for how it reveals the rationale that 

led Novak to reject the New Left and Berrigan by extension. To begin, Novak blamed 

progressive forces in American culture, be they the liberals of old guard or the 

28 Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics, (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1972), xiii. 

29 Ibid., 53-54. 
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contemporary activists of the New Left, for making ‘ethnic’ a dirty word for the children 

of immigrants. He contended that the WASP dominated culture of his childhood put 

undue pressure on the other white ethnic groups to assimilate. The goal was to be 

Americanized. For instance, Novak recounted his mother’s sudden concern with the 

family’s appearance after his family relocated “from the Slovak Ghetto of Johnstown 

[PA] to the WASP suburb on the hill.” Novak’s mother impressed upon her children the 

need to always dress well and to behave because the neighbors thought of them as 

“different” and she didn’t want to lend credence to their prejudices. In a similar 

protective vein, Novak’s father taught him to answer proudly that his nationality was 

“American” when he would be challenged about it by his WASP classmates and teachers 

in grammar school.30  

Novak noted that despite his family’s “fierce pride” in America, “we did not feel 

this country belonged to us.”31 The cultural denigration of white ethnics seemed to meet 

them at every turn. Given these feelings of alienation and the broader cultural pressure to 

be a ‘good’ American, it is not surprising that as a young man Novak did not feel 

compelled to pursue a deeper understanding of his ethnic heritage. Rather, he worked 

hard to receive a good education so that he could both better provide for his family and 

gain access to the Ivy League intellectual circles that had been presented to him as the 

ticket to intellectual fulfillment and long-term academic success. However, these circles 

would ultimately prove frustrating as Novak realized that education did not necessarily 

                                                 
30 Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics, 54. 

 
31 Ibid., 56.  
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erase one’s ethnicity and the even the New Left’s progressive politics had classist 

undertones. 

While Novak acknowledged that the brand of liberalism prized by American 

intellectuals and inculcated in their institutions was not without virtue, he contended that 

it largely led to the disenfranchisement of working-class ethnics. On the positive side, 

Novak noted that the liberal bent of America’s educational system ensured that students 

were taught such important values as: “respect for individual conscience, a sense of social 

responsibility, trust in the free exchange of ideas and procedures of dissent, a certain 

confidence in the ability of men to ‘reason together’ and adjudicate their 

differences…[and] a willingness to protect workers and the poor [from exploitation by 

corporations].”32 However, Novak argued these merits were offset by the liberal 

imagination’s tendency to be “astonishingly universalist and relentlessly missionary.” 

According to Novak, the goal of liberal intellectuals was not simply education but 

“enlightenment” – ushering men and women into the ‘correct’ way of perceiving the 

world. Drawing from his own experience of cultural alienation, Novak noted that this 

type of liberal education “tend[ed] to separate children from their parents, from their 

roots, from their history, in the cause of a universal and superior religion.” He argued that 

while this mindset was in theory intended to create unity, in practice it often facilitated 

the politics of exclusion. For instance, Novak pointed out that the “universalist 

pretensions of liberal culture” often were suspended to support one pet cause/group over 

the others. In these situations, the interests of white ethnics tended to be downplayed or 

outright ignored in favor of whatever social justice cause was deemed most 

32 Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics, 57. 
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righteous/worthy by leading intellectuals. Novak stated that during his time in the New 

Left, he “regretted and keenly felt the absence of sympathy for PIGS…that same 

sympathy which the educated f[ound] so easy to conjure up for black culture, Chicano 

culture, Indian culture, and other cultures of the poor.” He could not understand why “the 

educated classes [found] it so difficult to want to understand the man who drives a beer 

truck…while their sensitivities race[d] easily to Mississippi or even Bedford-

Stuyvesant?”33 Given this seeming lack of empathy and engagement on the part of 

intellectuals, it is not surprising that ethnics responded in turn. Ethnics “do not like, or 

trust, or even understand the intellectuals,” asserted Novak.  After all, it was not easy to 

feel affection for those who blithely called you “pig,” “fascist,” or “racist,” in response to 

your lack of education, support for the armed forces, or questions about the sudden 

increase in social programs directed at African American and Hispanic populations. In 

Novak’s experience it seemed the ‘light’ emanating from the enlightened positions of 

progressive intellectuals left them with many blind spots.34 

It should be noted that Novak also believed that many leaders of the American 

Catholic Church were guilty of ethnic blindness as well. Though the Church had 

traditionally provided white ethnics with some level of “cultural reinforcement and a 

sense of dignity,” times were changing. Novak accused the American Catholic Church of 

failing ethnics in two central ways. The first was that in the Church’s mid twentieth-

                                                 
33 Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics, 58. Novak’s mention of Mississippi and Bedford- 

Stuyvesant is significant here as it points to his unease with the New Left’s prioritization of the Civil Rights 

Movement over any political advocacy for the needs of poor white ethnics. He believed intellectuals were 

willing to march in solidarity to end segregation, decry racial killings or the ghettoization of inner-city 

African American populations but not to protect working-class ethnic neighborhoods from the ills that 

threatened them. 

 
34 Ibid., 58-59. 
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century bid to appear non-threatening and respectable to skeptical Protestants (no papist 

spies here!), it was reluctant to take a real leadership role in American politics aside from 

that of patriotic boosterism.35 According to Novak, the Church taught ethnics “to work 

hard, to obey the law, to respect their leaders, and to concentrate [their energies] on 

private familial relationships.” Since the hierarchy of the American Catholic Church 

largely stressed the trustworthiness of elected officials and the existing political order, 

many ethnics felt betrayed when politicians did not act in their interest.36     

The second area in which Novak felt the Church had failed ethnics was how the 

modernizing reforms of the post-Vatican II era led some of its leaders to adopt both 

Protestant mentalities and the pet causes of the New Left. Novak objected to the degree to 

which the Church had become “Protestant, individualistic, and pietist in character.” He 

was resentful that Irish Catholics largely comprised the public face of Catholicism in 

America (Berrigan being in that number) and that their culture predisposed them to the 

“easy” absorption of Calvinism with its “ethic of work, decency, and moral 

indignation.”37 In turn, this particular brand of moral indignation lent itself well to the pet 

social justice causes of the New Left such as the Civil Rights Movement. Though the 

Catholic Church adding its voice to the broader calls to end racism was a noble act in and 

35 Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics, 10. Novak acknowledged that the American 

Catholic Church did engage in politics regarding legislation concerning censorship, abortion, and birth 

control in the twentieth-century.  

36 Ibid. To support his claim that some working-class ethnics felt betrayed by the Catholic Church, 

Novak quoted a Polish tugboat operator in Baltimore who was aggrieved that no local politician could be 

found to help protect his neighborhood from the construction of a planned expressway. “The Church 

blinded us…They told us to obey the law, to be respectable, to trust the politicians. They betrayed 

us…They did not teach us to be critical.”  

37 Ibid. 
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of itself, Novak pointed out that this newfound activism seemed to be directed by the 

terms of the New Left. As a result, ethnic blindness was intensified as white ethnics felt 

their needs were forsaken in the Church’s bids to advocate for blacks or Chicanos.38 For 

all of the above reasons, Novak asserted that when the white ethnics became politically 

organized, it would likely happen “independent of the hierarchy of the [American] 

Catholic Church.”39 

Considering the decline of Catholicism as a unique religious subculture and the 

inability of the New Left to effectively engage the needs of the working-class in late 

1960s America, it is no wonder that Novak turned to ethnicity as a meaningful marker of 

personal identity. For one, Novak liked that membership in an ethnic group is both 

“involuntary” (as determined by one’s bloodline) and “by choice” (the freedom to 

prioritize a particular ethnic group over another when one’s heritage was mixed). 

Additionally, an awareness of one’s own ethnic group allows the individual to share in 

the powerful “historical memory” that acts as a binding agent to everyone in their wider 

ethnic community.40 Novak relished how white ethnic communities prized home and 

hearth. He believed that “a politics based on family and neighborhood” (especially ethnic 

neighborhoods) was “far stronger socially and psychologically than a politics based on 

bureaucracy.”41 Novak suggested that a greater sense of ethnic identity might help deliver 

modern Americans from the isolation and loneliness characteristic of the New Left’s 

                                                 
38 Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics, 11.   

 
39 Ibid., 10-11.  

 
40 Ibid., 47.  

 
41 Ibid., 9.  
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WASP moral man, who was virtuous (at least according to the unreasonably high 

standards of the elites) but detached from those around him. To Novak, delight came 

“from sharing a communal sense of reality, from being faithful to a set of communal 

stories, from rejoicing in communal and personal symbols.”42  He did not believe that “by 

becoming more concrete, accepting one’s finite and limited [ethnic] identity, one 

necessarily becomes parochial.” Rather Novak maintained 

it seems more likely that, by each of us becoming more profoundly what we are, 

we will find greater unity in those depths in which unity irradiates diversity than 

we will by attempting, through the artifices of the American “melting pot,” and 

the cultural religion of science, or the dreams of radical utopias, to become what 

we are not.43  

Conclusion 

Novak’s critique of Berrigan was the opposite of a scholarly quick-take designed 

to cash in on the controversy surrounding America’s ‘grooviest’ Jesuit. Instead, it was a 

natural outflow of the broader ideological change Novak underwent in the early 1970s as 

he became increasingly focused on identity politics. Novak did not believe that America 

was being transformed for the better by the progressive moral philosophies of the New 

Left. He argued that its lofty ideals were essentially classist—well suited to the tastes of 

academia but not those of the working class. Though the New Left’s advocacy for greater 

civil rights for African Americans and Hispanics was admirable, Novak asserted that the 

New Left’s myopic focus on these groups excluded other needy populations. The country 

was not the effective melting pot so many supposed it to be. Despite the educational 

system’s efforts at ‘Americanization,’ Novak noted that ethnic cultural enclaves 

42 Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics, 46. 

43 Ibid., 71.  
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continued to persist especially among the descendants of Polish, Italian, Greek, and 

Slavic immigrants. But far from being a mark of failure of the American experiment, 

Novak interpreted the ‘unmeltable’ nature of these ethnic groups as a sign that they 

possessed positive cultural values that should be granted equal recognition in the public 

square. In a period of great social anxiety and cultural upheaval, one’s ethnicity offered 

an opportunity to be moored to something of substance – a distinct people group with set 

traditions and traits. It is no wonder then that as Catholicism ceased to be a unique 

subculture in the United States and the political failings of the New Left mounted, 

Novak’s search for a personal identity marker led him to become a champion of working 

class ethnics. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion 

This thesis is primarily concerned with how questions of identity plagued 

American Catholics in the mid-twentieth century. After a period of seemingly successful 

cultural integration (the Church sending its best young men to do their part in the First 

and Second World Wars, the election of John F. Kennedy as the first Catholic president 

etc.), Catholics appeared to have earned a respected seat at the national table. The 

reforms of the Second Vatican Council that emphasized the opening of the Church and 

the liberalization of worship practices also gave the impression that the ancient faith was 

vibrant and amenable to the American experience. Yet for all these outward advances and 

the public shows of unity put on by the hierarchy of the Church, deep fissures existed in 

American Catholic identity. For one, the broader cultural pressure to ‘Americanize’ often 

clashed with the traditions of both the Church and its ethnic congregants. Some American 

Catholics believed that they had to reject their unique ethnic or religious identity to be 

considered a ‘good’ American and fit within the larger WASP culture. As a result, many 

Catholics of immigrant stock perceived the United States to be more of a cauldron of 

stewing identities that never quite blended together, than the lauded ‘melting pot’ of the 

American mythos. The Church’s attempts to modernize also caused a good deal of 

upheaval. Numerous Catholics felt that the reforms of Vatican II sacrificed the elements 

of worship that made Catholicism a unique religious subculture in America. What would 

distinguish Catholics from Protestants if the Latin mass was no longer used and 
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ecumenical efforts meant that Catholics could adopt figures from other Christian 

traditions as their role models?  Would the New Left prove to be a means to rally the 

faithful in new, dynamic directions or would it compromise Catholic witness even 

further? What kind of factors could influence a member of the Catholic New Left to hold 

onto or abandon their progressive beliefs as the revolutionary spirit of 1968 waned? This 

thesis endeavored to answer these questions by examining how Daniel Berrigan, a 

pacifist Jesuit priest and Michael Novak, a popular author and public intellectual of 

Slovakian descent, each struggled to integrate their political and religious identities 

during this period.  

Both Novak and Berrigan rose to prominence around the same time in the 1960s, 

but their conflicting views on what constituted a faithful Catholic political witness set 

their careers sharply apart in the latter half of their careers. Reacting to the dilution of 

Catholic identity in the post Vatican II years, Novak and Berrigan sought out new 

identity markers beginning with their joint affiliation with the New Left. As was noted in 

Chapters Three and Four, Berrigan’s commitment to radical acts of resistance was rooted 

in his belief that the existing American political system was corrupt and that the activism 

of the New Left was a positive force for change. As Berrigan’s commitment to pacifism 

strengthened, his Catholic leftist brand of politics evolved to the point where he 

championed a type of ecumenical hyper-moralism in which one’s status as a citizen of the 

Kingdom of Heaven trumped all earthly national ties. As a citizen of the Kingdom of 

Heaven, Berrigan contended that he should not be beholden to laws created by 

warmongers and capitalist interest groups. For as long as those in government continued 

to build weapons of mass destruction, Berrigan would continue to publicly contest their 
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right to pursue actions that led to the murder of men, women, and children at home and 

abroad. Berrigan remained true to his pledge to uphold the standard of peace and was 

routinely arrested in the 1980s and 1990s for participating in raids of weapons 

manufacturing facilities and the staging of dramatic protests outside government 

buildings. Though he never wavered in his convictions, Berrigan lived long enough to see 

his once radical acts of ‘divine disobedience’ lose their subversive sting in the public 

consciousness. Whereas pouring blood on army files in 1968 was a shocking event 

worthy of national news coverage, by the late 1990s this type of action was considered an 

almost routine protest and barely worth a mention outside of a local byline. It would seem 

that the intended prophetic bite of those sorts of actions was lost to all but those who still 

identified with religious left, Catholics and Protestants alike. Members of the religious 

left continue to treat Berrigan’s witness in almost hagiographical terms (especially after 

his death in 2016) but the general religious public seemed to be either ignorant of his 

example or indifferent to it.  

It is an interesting to note that as public interest in Berrigan’s witness seemed to 

fall in the late twentieth century, Novak found his profile as a public intellectual to be on 

the rise. As detailed in Chapter Five, Novak drifted away from the moral and political 

philosophies of the New Left because he perceived them to be classist and hopelessly 

biased against the interests of white ethnic groups. Novak’s rejection of the New Left due 

to its inability to meet the needs of white ethnic communities illustrates the degree to 

which his understanding of personal identity differed from that of Berrigan post 1972. 

While Berrigan assumed the mantle of a prophetic resistance figure that appealed to both 

left-leaning Catholics and Protestants, Novak gravitated towards a public persona that 
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made him the champion of working class ethnics. Again, the absence of a distinctive 

American Catholic cultural identity in the wake of the reforms of Vatican II was what led 

Novak to first embrace leftist politics and then to drift away from the New Left so that he 

might better engage with his Slovakian heritage. While it seemed for a time that the 

social justice causes of the New Left would benefit all Americans, Novak became 

worried that the Left was favoring the civil rights of African Americans and Hispanic 

populations over those of white working-class ethnics. As the Cold War continued, 

Novak’s concern about the socioeconomic wellbeing of white ethnics in America and 

those abroad (especially populations located in the eastern bloc of the Soviet Union) 

increased. These concerns led him to become a passionate champion of representative 

democracy and the free market for the rest of his life. Although he admitted the 

aforementioned systems were not perfect, Novak believed that they were the best 

alternative the world had to offer to ward off the threat posed by the godless 

authoritarianism of communism. Upon his death in 2017, Novak was remembered for his 

work as a high profile neoconservative public intellectual whose Catholic faith was 

informed by his right-wing politics. 

A comparative biographical study such as this thesis is valuable because it 

provides a human face to the broader ideological shifts occurring in mid-twentieth 

century America and offers historians a means to better track how identity politics may 

have influenced the practice of public faith in this period. The fact that Novak and 

Berrigan came from the same faith tradition and had similar socioeconomic backgrounds 

makes them an ideal pairing to examine. That the two men ultimately came to different 

conclusions about what a Catholic public witness should look like, practically begs 
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historians to dig further into the nature of this split to discern how each man’s 

understanding of his identity and place in society may have led to this divergence of 

opinion.  

Berrigan’s rationale for his participation in the Catonsville draft board office raid 

and Novak’s subsequent critique of Berrigan’s ideology shed valuable light on the 

factors that led Catholics like Novak to become disillusioned with the ideology of the 

New Left. It is here that we see that concerns about class standing and ethnicity inform 

the breakage between the two men more so than religious differences. It is telling that 

Novak did not call into question Berrigan’s personal piety but rather his seeming 

abandonment of his working-class ethnic background. It suggests that theology was not 

the principle reason the Catholic left declined in influence in the mid-twentieth century. 

Rather it might have been due to the sons and daughters of the movement realizing that 

their political idealism did not translate into meaningful change for their working-class 

families. To predominately critique Berrigan along class lines may seem like an odd 

criticism coming from an established academic like Novak who had also ‘bettered’ his 

standing from that of his extended blue-collar family. However, Novak genuinely 

believed that his brand of pragmatic politics would help bridge the gap between his 

family’s needs and those of the upper-middle class academics he associated with.  

Berrigan held no pretensions that his activism would improve his family’s material 

comfort or class standing. He was more interested in challenging the government on its 

unethical practices so that hopefully its members would be convicted, and their 

conviction would lead to true repentance/change

Scholarly interest in Novak and Berrigan has begun to increase in recent 

years. One can only hope that further comparative studies of the two men will be 
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undertaken that will examine the sociopolitical climate of the Reagan administration and 

whether economic and class concerns still comprised the major divide between the two 

men. For now, it is enough to concern ourselves with the knowledge that identity politics 

drove both Berrigan and Novak’s efforts to use their public witness for “the greater glory 

of God.” 
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