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Change in life is inevitable and we expect it. Some

times, however, its suddenness catches us by surprise. 

In the literary world, students of a particular author 

and work refer to this phenomenon as maturity. Poet Daniel 

Berrigan serves as a qualified example. His poetry has 

definitely changed. There was no immediate overnight 

break in appearance. The transition has been gradual, 

though consistent and undiminishing. One would not recog

nize two of his books separated by the short span of only 

13 years as originating from the same poet. Few of his 

earlier poetical conventions have survived passage into 

his later poetry. The themes, motifs, forms, method of 

execution, and audience have all evolved into an entirely 

different brand of poetry.

But it is not enough merely to examine the poetry. 

One must also consider the poet himself. In fact, the 

best way to understand Berrigan's poetry is to view it 

in the context of his life. In the case of some poets

it makes no difference for the critic to be aware of their

biography. Background information is irrelevant to appreci

ating their work. The poetry can be judged solely upon 

its own merits. Berrigan's poetry, however, is intensely 

an extension of his identity and background. One cannot 

fairly separate the two. He makes this point abundantly
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clear in his poem, "The Poet to Himself:"

Color it not kind 
with skies of love and amber: 
make it plain with death 
and bitter as remember

Your paint be blood 
your canvas, you.1

So to know the poet is to know, or at least be capable 

of making sense of his verses. For Berrigan relies heavily 

on his education, travels, experiences and life events 

for inspiration and material with which he directly infuses 

his poetry. And he does not bring to his poetry the back

ground of the stereotypical priest (if such a stereotype 

does indeed exist) who after the seminary settles into 

the comfortable routine of his assigned parish, perhaps 

transferring from one parish to another where he would 

continue to dispense the sacraments, say mass and eventually 

retire. No, instead, Berrigan prefers change and an open

ness to the possibilities of life and growth in his minis

try.

Berrigan's life began normally enough in Virginia, 

Minnesota, where he was born May 9, 1921, to Thomas and 

Frida Berrigan. Thomas, a native of Syracuse, New York, 

was the son of Tipperary farmers who fled the potato famine

in Ireland. He was an unpublished poet and an inveterate 

reader who particularly enjoyed the poetry of Yeats, Shake

speare, and Francis Thompson. Thomas, a forceful man 

and often under the influence of alcohol, would round 

his six sons into a corner to endure listening to the
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works of his favorite poet. On the positive side, Thomas 

did provide a modest library which included the Bible, 

subscriptions to Commonweal. America. and the Catholic 

Worker. and some volumes of poetry, which could be read

at leisure. Thomas was also active in the labor movement

and sat on several labor boards. As a railroad engineer, 

he met Frida in Minnesota. Frida was a German immigrant, 

who at age five arrived at Ellis Island. Once in America, 

her family travelled to Minnesota to farm a land claim. 

There she married Thomas on June 21, 1911. But Frida

was of a gentler nature than her spouse. She was noted 

for the gracious hospitality she extended transients during 

the Great Depression. Though poor themselves, the Berri- 

gan' s always seemed to have enough food and room for those 
who needed it on their farm.2

Early in his life, Daniel discerned a vocation to 

the priesthood. At age sixteen, he and a friend wrote 

to the religious orders in the country requesting their 

literature. Berrigan was prophetic in a comment he made

upon the seductive nature of the subsequent literature.

He said, "What impressed us most about the Jesuits was

that they didn't seem to want us. All the other orders

were trying to rope us in by showing us photographs of 
jazzy swimming pools in their prospectus."3 But his attrac

tion to the Jesuits was, of course, for deeper reasons. 

Asked years later in a questionnaire from his publisher,

the MacMillan Company, why he entered the Order, Berrigan
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responded: "They have a revolutionary history, I only 

suspected it at the time; now I am more certain, and more 
proud."4 And as Berrigan's life has developed, he has 

proven to be no mediocre exception to the Jesuit tradition. 

In fact, the chapters he adds to this "revolutionary his

tory" have been diverse if not sometimes controversial: 

From visiting repressed Protestant communities in Marxist 

East Europe; to seeking protection in a Hanoi bomb shelter 

from attacking American planes; to organizing students 

at Cornell University; to protesting on the Pentagon steps; 

to spending eighteen months in jail; to appearing many

times between the covers of Time. Newsweek. Commonweal 

et al. , not to mention the numerous books and magazine

articles which he himself has written.

What the above listing does not so readily reveal 

is that Berrigan as a man and poet undergoes a deep, signi

ficant transition from 1939 to 1968. He did not accomplish 

the above activities (e.g., visiting Protestant communities 

in Marxist countries) for the sake of thrills and variety. 

This pattern of life indicates a shift from being concerned 

with religious matters to being concerned with social-polit

ical matters. Berrigan in doing so has not lost his faith 

or calling to the priesthood; he only is choosing to exer

cise his religion in a way that has more relevance to 

the world. In the earlier years of his priesthood, reli

gion, for him, was an institution which operated beside

and did not interfere with social-political systems, whereas
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in later years Berrigan viewed religion and its principles 

as prime reasons for influencing and changing public policy.

This transition from 1939 to 1968 represents an escal

ating commitment toward the welfare of humanity and of

its improvement. Berrigan is seeking a more just world 

order. This is not to imply that before the transition 

Berrigan had no concern for man. Rather it is to say

that his social conscience has since grown in conviction

and has manifested itself more obviously, especially as

expressed in his actions. His sincerity has earned him

the reputation of being "the sort of priest who causes 
the lights of the Vatican to burn through the night."5

If this escalating social commitment manifested itself 

in his activity, it is only natural that it should appear 

in his alter ego, i.e., his poetry as well. Chronological

ly, the two forms of manifestation are publically recogniz

able at roughly the same time. The theme of social commit

ment found in his poetry does, however, lag shortly behind 

that found in his activity. This fact can be explained 

in that it is an easier process to write about some activi

ty, having already done it (the activity), than to contem

plate the activity, write about it, and then lastly to

• do it.

Berrigan experienced three separate phases of commit

ment. This paper will attempt to prove the existence 

of these phases, and that the transition in the poetical 

theme is logical and orderly. Berrigan's biography and
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activities will be considered for the sake of and to the

extent that it illuminates his poetry. In effect, his 

activities will provide a framework upon which to hang

his poetry. Within the poetry itself, four elements will 

be analyzed — commitment, theme, audience and form 

to prove the exixtence of his literary and personal transi

tion .

Had Berrigan not undergone this transition, it is

conjectural whether he would have continued as a poet, 

i.e., one who enjoys popular success. Initially, it seems 

it was the novelty of his being a Roman Catholic priest 

who wrote poetry that cast him into the spotlight. At 

the time Berrigan, with the exception of Thomas Merton, 

was one of the few clerics since Gerald Manley Hopkins, 

to write poetry. There is reason for skepticism about

Berrigan's potential for maintaining his fame as a poet.

In his Early Period, he relied heavily on his education 

and religious training to provide inspiration for his 

poetry. Only later is it more evident that these were 

not his most natural or reliable sources for poetic inspira

tion. These experiences were limited and would have soon 

been exhausted as a poetic resource. Fortunately, Berrigan 

does not starve his inspiration by depending entirely 

upon his education and religious training. Unsatisfied, 

he continues learning, and turns to the world in the service 

of others. The resulting actions have adequately fed 
6his muse.



A. The Early Period.

For lack of a better name I have designated the years 

1939 to 1964 as the Early Period of Berrigan's poetry 

and life experiences. During this time, Berrigan underwent 

significant educational and religious formation. Beginning 

in 1939 at age 18, he entered the Society of Jesus, a 

Roman-Catholic religious order renowned for its rigorous 

scholarship. On the average it takes twelve to thirteen 

years of education and training to become an ordained 

Jesuit. Berrigan started the regimen with a three-year 

study of philosophy at Woodstock College. Steeped in 

logic and metaphysics, he taught religion and several 

languages at a New Jersey Preparatory School, 1946-49. 

Next he embarked on his theological studies at West College 

in Weston, Massachusetts. Still he had three years of 

study remaining until his ordination to the priesthood 

on June 19, 1952. Once ordained, he travelled to France

to study and travel for one more year. Returning to the 

States, he found steady employment, teaching Jirst at 

a Brooklyn Preparatory School in New York and later at 

LeMoyne College in the same state.

Fresh from school and ordination, Berrigan resembled 

most young academics, naive to the workings of the real

7



8

world. His head was stuffed with theories and neat theorems

none of which were immediately applicable to this complex 

world. Hence his social commitment could barely be expected 

to reach beyond the ivory towers of academe. After all,
• he had only recently gained the skills and tools necessary 

to critically examine society. An added obstacle to fully 

understanding society was the lifestyle he lived as a 

seminarian. In the seminary it would be easy and natural 

to become insulated (to some degree) from some of the 

inconveniences and discomforts experienced by many in

the world. Their worries of earning money and raising 

a family (e.g., medical bills, diapers, babysitters, etc.) 

would be strange to a seminarian (needless to say, there 

are worries endemic to seminarians). Berrigan's basic 

needs of food, shelter, and clothing were assured. And 

though the priesthood is a life devoted to serving the 

community, traditionally it is thought that the office 

is removed from secular, societal matters and that it 

operates only within the realm of spiritual duties and

devotions.

Berrigan's poetry reflects this level of commitment. 

As Director of the Catholic Poetry Society of America,

• he seemed more intent on establishing himself as a religious 

poet than fighting social injustices. The poetical themes 

of Berrigan's Early Period with characteristic aloofness 

are generally religious in nature. In "Said God" Berrigan

supposes the speech of God who muses aloud to Himself.
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God is overlooking man, "a living mirror," who in his 

foolish vanity sees the world in himself, when in fact 

man is helplessly dependent upon God.

Nor only a curious living mirror 
spinning and seeking in the world, 
coaxing the sun to his side, taking 
in absolute draughts the whole day to breast.
I shatter the lying mirror for his sake: 
he must take Me or break his infinite heart.®

Even the poems that are not explicitly religious 

possess a pious quality. "Piety" as used here, is not 

meant in the derogatory sense. The word should be under

stood as the attitude of reverence with which Berrigan 

writes about the subtle human feelings. Without a quiet, 

open disposition, these delicate feelings would pass unnot

iced and be wasted upon the person. Consider the poem,

"I Am Renewed:"

I am renewed to rising by that sun
sets courage like a summer round my roots
and welcomes me to stature.

I am renewed to breathing by that bread 
sent like a sunrise to my dark 
bringing me somehow morrow.9 
• ••••••••••«•••

At other times Berrigan's poems deal with random 

thoughts on life similar to those that could occur to 

any seminarian while strolling the handsome gardens of 

an abbey.The images are drawn usually from nature 

and bucolic settings. But the bees, the flowers, trees, 

etc., are considered not in themselves, but for the larger, 

ponderous questions which they pose. For example, the
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poem, "Everything That Is:"

is not something other: 
a ridiculous pablum for the poet's mind 
until the wind sing it, or star bring it 
ringing its name through the astonished night:

....Such things somersault the mind 
backward, inward:

I wonder who knew the stars 
from flowers, before flowers were not stars:....11

The above examples represent not the pressing questions 

of the average man on the street. Instead, these musings 

are the product of a lifestyle given to leisure, calm, 

and tranquility. Nevertheless they do illustrate the 

intellectual depth of Berrigan's thinking.

On October 4, 1947, Berrigan's unpublished manuscript

Time Without Number won the Lamont Book Award which is

a project of the Academy of American Poets. Part of 

the award includes the purchase and distribution of 5,000 
copies of the book to libraries nationwide.12 According 

to Berrigan, "The publishers would now take almost anything 
I chose to compile."I2 This statement, a near boast, 

should be taken with a grain of salt. The contest was 
for "discovery and encouragement of new poetic genius"14 

and not an award for an already accomplished poet. Berri

gan ' s work leaves room for improvement especially with 

regard to form.

In the Early Period it is form that best reveals 

his commitment as being grounded essentially in education 

and religion. The verses are so highly wrought that they

reek of academe. Only occasionally do the verses slip
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into a casual lilt. The serious tone combined with the

tight, concentrated verses indicate that the poet would 

do well should he wish to write for a scholarly journal.

A looser construction, however, is more appropriate to 

poetry. Critic Janet Fiscalini shares this opinion. She, 

too, feels that Berrigan "has relied too much upon the 

familiar patterns of schools and magazines.Fortunately, 

Berrigan does not feel compelled to impose rhyme patterns. 

It is not always necessary and in his case it would result 

in cramped prosody.

Berrigan's emotions or lack thereof also contributes 

to the heavy overtones of his collegiate background. He 

maintains a consistent reserved manner, never becoming

so aroused or excited that he loses track of his rational

faculties. When he does express sentiment, he does so 
in a calculated and intellectual way-1-® that blunts the 

impact of what he intends to say. Consider the poem "Hope" 

from his book of the same period, The World for a Wedding

Ring:
At night the fretful cricket
skirrs like a conscience, night in his bones
light in his points of eye — hope
illiterate and fey
a cock rousing miniscule dawn
match flare make, or a candle end
and he foolish cry dawn! at the false dawn
that prowled him out for death.
How small a thing is hope —
hairspring body, mind's eye, and all endangered.^

One wonders how effective Berrigan would be as a hack 

writer for a card company. His tepid messages could hardly
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offer hope and condolences to a grieved person.

The spirit of Berrigan's poetry seems mired in his 

over-attention to style, but primarily structure.Perhaps 

the difficulty lies in the religious nature of the ideas 

he attempts to convey. There is something about the super

natural, perhaps its ineffable quality, that requires 

it to have a structure of its own. Traditional poetic

structures fail to be adequate because they can rarely 

convey the religious emotions or promptings clearly enough.

A form freer of convention and rules is more natural to

religious poetry. This opinion seems unanimous among

most critics of Berrigan's Early Period. Critic Joseph 

Tusiani credits him for being "Precise and concise in 

the chiseling of his verve... Yet it is such precision 

and concision that at times strangles the poet's feeling 

and makes it gasp in articulation. The result is a stilli- 

cide of caesura in which the poet's own voice is hardly 
audible."1°

Critics tend to give him careful, cautious praise, 

not wishing to leave him discouraged, but all the time 

hinting at how they wish he would loosen up. The tone 

of their reviews are well-intentioned, not mean-spirited, 

indicating a certain faith in him as a promising poet 

in the budding stage. Yet a common complaint is that 
Berrigan fails to be daring as an artist.20 He is unwilling 

to commit himself to using words with specific meaning. 

Too often, he acquiesces by employing generic terms so
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broad in meaning as to include everything and thus stand

for nothing. Words like "love," "mind," "heart," "death," 
"winter," and "summer" hardly provoke any vivid images.21 

Yet in Encounters they are used so often that they become

• cliches.

Part One of Encounters consists of a series of poetic

meditations on various Biblical figures. Berrigan delves

into their lives to present us with religious and intel

lectual insight. While the stories of say Abel or St. 

John the Baptist are accurate, they would be enhanced 

by an increase in physical detail. Berrigan does not 

go beyond describing St. John as being old with "eyes 

cold, hair silver." Statues in a museum have more life 

and energy than what this description projects. Unable 

to imagine these people, all that we can be sure of is 

that they indeed were historical Bible characters.

Generic words are not the only point of contention 

concerning his diction. Berrigan has the rather annoying 

h,abit of using obscure esoteric words. The reader, if 

he is industrious, finds himself often walking to the 

dictionary in search of the meaning of some esoteric word. 

Reading the poetry becomes comparable to the exercise

• and patience involved in deciphering ancient hieroglyphics. 

Hence the poem may lose some of its intended punch. Worse 

yet, it may lose the reader who gives up in despair and 

anger. Consider the poem, "Winter Upon Our Eyes:"
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do the dead endure, eyeless and stern 
sleepwalking their dark cities?

Autumn leads
within heart. Midwinter, refusal 
of all but ghosts, makes man seem 
dun shadow of true man, unmelded 
palette of that splendor
awaits him.

A sere Christ
clings the stripped tree. His mouth 
if winds are oracle to him or no 
is shaped to

come [emphasis added]22

One is prone to suspect he may be (dare I mention it?) 

showing off his impressive vocabulary acquired as an educat

ed Jesuit. Such a practice makes the reader feel insecure 

if not ignorant. After all, poetry should conjure up 

wonderful images and not puzzled, empty stares. Further

more, such literary arrogance is repulsive.

But this is not to suggest that poetry should reduce 

its standards so that everyone, even the dullard, is capable 

of participating in the experience. On the other hand, 

poetry should not become exclusively the privilege of 

the sesquipedalianists. Whether Berrigan intends it or 

not, his poetry aims itself at intellectuals. It would 

be most likely a person with an above average interest 

that desires to read more than one or two of his poems 

simply because they are difficult. The frequency with

which he alludes to the Bible and the classics demands

a substantial background in literature. In the "Apostles" 

Berrigan assumes that the reader is familiar with the 

story of Jesus calming the sea:
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ringed Him about then,
not twelve profiles for a frieze
by artisan's hand scored, worried perfect:
Caesars, prophets, judges: would history have tossed 
rust coin on our future? doubt it.

No Moby, no conquistadors
but landmen groaning green on a two-mile pond 
and He stepping dry-shod as a Red-Sea Jew 
cradling
distempered night to a babe's closed eye.

we grew gentle to harbor 
in Christ's dream of us 
someday. Beached, and found
twelve dead men flung, wearing our faces drowned.23 

Being aware of the reference to Hermann Melville's Moby 

Dick. is not enough. We must be part mindreader. How 

else is one to understand the relevance of Moby Dick to 
the poem?24 Other questions arise. The obvious, literal 

translation of the last stanza is that the apostles sailed 

to the harbor on the calm sea, but what is the figurative 

meaning? Is it that the apostles gradually change ("grew 

gentle") and accepted ("harbor") the teaching ("dream") 

of Christ? And where does Berrigan get the notion of

dream? My recollection of the story does not include 

Christ dreaming at all. Berrigan himself may have been

a bit drowsy when writing the poem. How else does one

explain the use of the present tense verb "grew" and the

future-oriented word "someday" in the same sentence? 

Clearly, to appreciate Berrigan's poetry in the Early 

Period, it is necessary to break his poetic code. Only 

then will his hermetically sealed work unravel and become

plain.



B. The Middle Period

Berrigan's sabbatical to France in 1963 marks the 

beginning of the Middle Period of his commitment. That 

year his brother, Philip Berrigan, was stationed at the 

seminary in Newburgh, New York, as a Josephite priest. 

He (Daniel) was teaching theology nearby at Syracuse Col

lege, when Philip proposed the idea that they join others 

in a Freedom Ride to Jackson, Mississippi, to protest

the segregation of blacks in bus terminals. First, however, 

Daniel would consult with the Jesuit provincial in Buffalo 

about his (Daniel's) planned trip. It was flatly rejected 

by the provincial. In fact, the Bishop of Jackson threat

ened to complain to Rome should either of the Berrigans 

arrive within his diocese without permission. When the 

press caught wind of the incident, the fire of the civil 

rights crisis within the American Catholic Church was

fanned. As a measure of discipline, Daniel Berrigan was 
sent to France by his superiors.2$

Actually, the transition from being concerned with 

religious matters to social matters began before the contro

versy noted above. During his earlier 1950's stay in 

France he had observed the operations of the priest-worker 

movement. There many priests took their ministry to the

16
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factories and worked alongside the other laborers. From 

this witness of the priest-workers, he began making the 
connection between faith and society.26 But it took the 

radical witness of Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker 

here in the States to make clear the superficial differences 

between religion and social activism. He was impressed 

by the way Dorothy made religion seem direct and practical 

through the corporal works of mercy. He credits her with 

bringing him out of his "intellectual 'swaddling 
clothes.'"27

This was the first time that he encountered a direct

confrontation with his superiors. Previously, he had 

always deferred to their wishes. In 1960, the lunch-counter 

sit-ins at the F.W. Woolworth Stores spread northward 

to Syracuse. The rector of LeMoyne College was not going 

to allow anyone from the faculty to get involved with 
civil rights activities, so Berrigan checked himself.28 

Now in the struggle between Berrigan's conscience and 

external authority, the former occasionally breaks loose 

and would prevail over the latter. This marks his escalat

ing commitment to humanity. He is gradually willing to 

take more risks on behalf of his beliefs, despite the 

personal consequences.

If the intent of the sabbatical was to subdue Berrigan, 

it had the reverse effect. From abroad he gained the 

benefit of viewing America from new angles. He could

see his nation's involvement in Vietnam heading down the
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same treacherous path destined for failure that France 

had followed years earlier. The sour memory still lingered

in the French national mood. From France he went on an

excursion through Hungary and Czechslovakia observing 

how religion survived despite governmental opposition. 

In fact, the faith of the religious communities seemed 

to be made stronger by the difficult circumstances under 

which they labored. "The churches in the Marxist countries 
are small but purified by persecution."29 So if religion 

could remain healthy behind the Iron Curtain, how much 

greater were the religious possibilities that existed 

in a country (USA) free of opposition. The Orthodox and 

Baptist communities even invited him to the Soviet Union. 

He later wrote: "The impact of that trip is ineradicable 

upon my spirit. I was discovering for the first time, 

and at firsthand, the radically different social forms 

by which other decent men and women were living. I was 

discovering peaceable communities of faith, surviving 

and even thriving in most difficult and trying circumstanc

es. I was seeing at firsthand the damage wrought to the 
human spirit in the West as a result of the Cold War."20

And finally he attended the Christian Peace Conference 

held in Prague the summer of 1964. According to Berrigan, 

the conference did not prove interesting, but it did provide 

him with the chance to talk at length with three other 

American theologians (Jim Forest, James Douglass, and 

John Heidbrink) about Catholic positions on war and peace
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vis-a-vis the Vietnam conflict. The fruit of their discus

sion was the founding of the Catholic Peace Fellowship, 
a group dedicated to education and action.31

When Berrigan returned to the United States it would
• not be fair to call him a rebel. He was still tame, and 

continued to accord the authorities proper respect. The 

trip, whose final leg included a visit to Western Africa, 

Nigeria, however had emboldened him with new ideas. Like 

a piece of malleable clay he had allowed the forces of 

the world — moral, political, religious — to make their 

impression upon him. The extensive travel exposed him 

to many experiences, to the extent his conscience was 

stirred and his inquiring, critical eye toward American 

life sharpened. Wherever he went, world opinion held 

that our war in Vietnam must be stopped. And he agreed.

His appointed position as editor for Jesuit Missions 

seemed innocous enough. Yet Berrigan displayed an uncanny 

ability to get involved and attract attention in a way 

unappreciated by his superiors. First, it was his earnest 

support of David Miller, a former student of his, who 

on October 16, 1965, burned his draft card, thus becoming

the first person to violate the new federal law. Berrigan

• also gained some notoriety because of his clerical garb 

or lack of it. He preferred turtlenecks to white collars, 
and ski jackets to the traditional overcoat.32 And with 

regard to celebrating the liturgy he was equally innovative. 

He had no qualms about incorporating the readings of a
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contemporary writer or poet into the mass.33 The liturgical 

setting need not be limited to a church either. He some

times celebrated mass informally in a living room. Among 

clergymen he further distinguished himself by becoming 

co-chairman of "Clergy Concerned About Vietnam" (later 

called "Clergy and Laity Concerned"). This group believed 

the war to be the moral concern of all churches and that

the clergy should promote discussion. As a priest, Berrigan 

was one of the few Catholics to join the organization 

whose notable membership included: Abraham Heschel, Richard 
Neuhaus, Dr. Martin Luther King, and Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr.34 

In fact, his membership separated him from the mainstream 

of American Catholic thought. Francis Cardinal Spellman, 

as military vicar, had given his blessing upon the war, 

while the bishop's conference in 1966 had concluded the 

war justified in light of Vatican II principles. Berrigan's 

contrary opinions, however, were tolerated.

The final straw came with the self-immolation of

Roger LaPorte outside the United Nations Building to protest 

the war in November, 1967. Associated with Berrigan through 

the contact of Dorothy Day, LaPorte declared, "I am a 

Catholic worker. I am anti-war, all wars. I did this 
as a religious act."35 A great stir arose among Berrigan's 

religious superiors. They were disturbed by Berrigan's 

failure during the eulogy to denounce LaPorte's action

as suicide. He made the dubious distinction that suicide

comes from despair and is in vain, while in LaPorte's
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case "death was offered so that others may live." Berrigan 

further argued that the death was the "deliberate self-giv

ing, a choice which didn't depend upon some immediate 
crisis but upon thoughtful revaluation of life."36 Soon 

after, rumors abounded that perhaps Berrigan's relationship 
had influenced LaPorte's death.37 Church officials could 

not ignore the controversy. On an order from Spellman, 

Berrigan was exiled to Latin America on some contrived 

writing assignment for Jesuit Missions.

The exile, like his earlier "sabbatical," did not 

quiet his spirit. He used the opportunity of visiting 

ten countries in five months to soak up more knowledge 

of social action. Observing countries in the throes of 

poverty and political turmoil further challenged his commit

ment to humanity. Back at home, his sudden departure 

provoked protests, fasts, and picketing on his behalf, 

calling for an end to such shameful political maneuvers. 
Unwittingly, he had become a peace celebrity of sorts.38

Since this chapter concerns the transitional Middle 

Period, there may be some overlap in the analysis of the 

Early and Middle Periods. Comments made about the poetry 

of the Early Period may apply as well to the Middle Period. 

With regard to poetical themes, however, Berrigan appears 

to have increased his commitment toward humanity, in the

Middle Period. If numbers could be considered a measure

of one's social commitment, Berrigan has written more

poems directly concerning man, and fewer poems upon the
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seasons, mortality or time. "Man. man is my passion" 
he declares unequivocally.39 Berrigan began to delve 

into the lives of specific individuals whom he had encount

ered. He refrains from using broad, sweeping notions 

to describe humanity in the largest, most inclusive sense. 

And this is a thematic change for the better. Specific 

persons carry a more authentic flavor. Consider the poem

written on his sabbatical in France:

Sometimes, misery has beauty to commend it.
I saw a poor man bedding down
in the midnight street, cooly. He might have been 
gorgeous Louis preparing levee.

Weather stood austere,
late goers homeward, pinched, intent.
The beggar made his bed as best
rags, leaves, torn paper might. DeGaulle's

disgruntled snowman face 
crumpled under head, made a pillow 
like ambergris
floating the grain gently nightlong.

The poem gives the impression that Berrigan actually stood 

on a streetcorner and inconspicuously watched the beggar 

bed down for the night. Moved by the sight, he decided 

to capture it in words. The other possibility that, while 

sitting before his typewriter, the poem suddenly came 

to mind out of the blue sky seems unlikely. It would 

be too difficult, having never seen the sight, to write 

about the beggar with the same detail that the poem offers. 

And it is significant that he considers the beggar worthy 

of a poem. It indicates a growing sensitivity to the

plight of man. Berrigan begins to identify with the man-
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on-the-street. Life is not as pleasant and orderly as 

portrayed in his earlier poems. "Late goers [do go] home

ward, pinched, intent" and indifferent to the misery about

them.

Berrigan's spirituality undergoes a corresponding 

change. In his Earlier Poems, God was presented as some 

incomprehensible being who was best understood through 

the metaphysical intricacies of some theological system. 

The image of God was a being beneficient, omnipotent, 

transcendent and omnipresent, yet He always operated from 

above, presumably in the heavens. Thus He was considered 

distant and removed from our daily lives, though influen

tial. God, however, in the Middle Period, is represented 

as more "down to earth," immanent and wrapped up in the 

lives of His people:

I see You in the world —
venturesome children, their cries and gestures, 
the sharp sad whistle at six, the emptying park, 
flybitten leaves, embers of the magnificent 
weathered candelabra, the poplar lanes.41

Berrigan's piety as expressed above is more elemental 

and simple than before. He is capable of recognizing 

God's manifestations in something as ordinary as children 

playing. Berrigan also has his eyes open to the horrors 

in life. He will not ignore the possibility of the Divine 

being making an appearance in the bombed ruins of a city. 

Indeed, it is here where he gives his most poignant testi

mony of faith. In "A Pittsburgh Beggar Reminds Me of

the Dead of Hiroshima," he says:
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I believe in the Father almighty 
and in Jesus Christ 
has risen flesh, indistinguishable 
from the permeating stench 
that rises, swamps and briefly 
drifts on prevailing island winds 
when a people goes up, a 
mockup of city
slapped together for a brief 
sequence — lights, drone target —

Flesh of Christ —
indistinguishable, compounded 
yeast, seed, flowering 
of flesh of man — 
your healing starts here 
with the tears the dead42

By Comparing Christ to man, Berrigan is certainly not 

denying Christ His transcendent qualities. He rather 

is trying to portray Christ in a contemporary way as suffer

ing beside man; a brother who shares the same experiences. 

In the Early Period Christ incarnate was presented more 

as a historical figure.

Berrigan's trip to Hanoi, Vietnam in 1967 also influ

enced the themes of the Middle Period. It had a consider

able effect on his commitment to the cause of social justice

and the betterment of man. To go on the trip meant follow

ing his conscience and being less responsive to authority 

almost to the point of defiance. The first time he along 

with members of the Fellowship of Reconciliation and the 

Quakers were to form an American contingent travelling

to North Vietnam with medical supplies. Their mission 

would be at odds with the existing American embargo on 
43 Because of possible legal implicationsmedical supplies.
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and private ecclesial reasons, the provincial said "no" 

to Berrigan's plans. The provincial did allow an appeal 

before a board of four priests who, after rigorous question

ing, granted Berrigan permission to go. The litigation 

soured his respect for authority, especially since he 

considered all the hubbub -unnecessary. The trip fell

through anyway.
The second planned trip to Hanoi was successful.44 

Four months later on an invitation from Howard Zinn, profes

sor at Boston University, Berrigan and Zinn travelled 

to Hanoi to accept the release of three captured American 

pilots by the North Vietnamese government. This time 

he left the States without consulting the provincial, 

figuring that he had already once received permission 

and yet did not go. "At that point I had had it with 

the authorities. I went, and I sent them a registered 
letter saying I had gone."46

Undoubtedly, proceedings for his dismissal as a Jesuit 

had been considered, and perhaps initiated at this point, 

if not also at other times when he acted recalcitrantly. 

Berrigan's removal, however, never occurred. His superiors 

probably feared the dissension within the Order that would 
happen as a result of the expulsion.46 Besides, it would 

generate much unwanted public attention. For Berrigan's 

disgruntled superiors, it was better to act quietly and 

handle the matter internally.

This trip more than any other single event radicalized
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his attitude toward the Vietnam War. Before the trip 

Berrigan knew the war to be wrong, but upon his return 

he understood the injustice in a new way. "It has simply

to do with the fact that I have seen the victims. And

this sight of the mutilated dead has exerted such inward 

change upon me that the words of corrupt diplomacy appear 
to me more and more in their true light."47 And while 

there his hosts gave him a tour of a center displaying 

some of the many American weapons and bombs used in the 

war. It was said that a bomb's "geneaology" could be 

"traced;" i.e., during the course of the war a bomb could 

be shown to have undergone many successive "improvements."

Housed in the same center were various containers of human

organs and pieces of body preserved in alcohol. These 

were used to demonstrate the paths followed by the metal 

in pellet bombs. Gruesome as the center was, it indeed

could be called a museum in death and weaponry.

Berrigan records the trip in Night Flight to Hanoi:

War Diary with 11 Poems. There is a certain clarity about 

these poems which his earlier works do not manifest. Perhaps 

this change had to do with his growing realization of 

the power of language to manipulate and define reality. 

The Southeast Asia War as described by the State Department

in America had little in common with the war he saw in

Vietnam. They used "words spoken in enmity against reali
ty"4^ legitimate if not cover up murder that had reached 

genocidal proportions. Berrigan says in Night Flight:



27

"The truth is that their rhetoric leaves one cold — with

the cold of death itself. Their language is increasingly 
narcissistic — it persuades no one but themselves."50 

Berrigan himself wanted no part in this deception. "The 

greatness of art; it cries reality!/like a mordant blinded 
god."51 Poems should be free of disguise. Consider the 

effective plainness of "Children in the Shelter:"

Imagine; three of them.

As though survival 
were a rat's word, 
and a rat's end 
waited there at the end

and I must have
in the century's boneyard
heft of flesh and bone in my arms

picked up the littlest 
a boy, his face
breaded with rice (his sister calmly feeding him 
as we climbed down)

In my arms fathered 
in a moment's grace, the messiah 
of all my tears. I bore, reborn 
a Hiroshima child from hell.52

The above is a scene from his Hanoi visit which was punctu

ated by regular air attacks of American bombers. The 

fact that Berrigan personally had to seek the refuge of 

a bomb shelter gives the poem an inherent organic quality. 

Any other living being confronted by a similar life-threat

ening situation would write with the same immediacy. 

Imminent danger has a way of bringing out the candor in

a person.

The Middle Period also wrought change in his poetry's
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form. He appears to have overcome his initial difficulty

with syntax. In his Early Period he composed verses as

though word order was of no consequence. The first stanza

of "Thirst" should provide ample proof:

In him no beauty was 
but body racked and robbed 
and blood predicting darkly 
no comeliness no wonder53

"In him no beauty was [?]." For that matter, "In Berrigan's 

verse no word order is." He used English in the poem 

as though it had the highly inflected endings of the Greek 
language.34 And for what reason? To sound exotic?

For the sake of contrast, compare a poem from the

Middle Period:

When I think of you it is always (forgive me) 
of disposable art; 50 designs drawn from the damp

woodcut
of 50 States, the physiognomy of camp —
Innocence (mom), pietas (pop), the household gods 
guarding the gates guarded by you, O proxies

for all providence Saigon to 
Rio to congo your chilling logic 
draws blood a blood bank a bank bloody 
check drawn on the living who thereupon

here there and tomorrow by all accounts 
are dead^3

Besides the obvious social commentary, (the similitude 

of a serviceman and disposable art), Berrigan employs

good syntax. Verbs follow subjects, objects follow verbs,

etc. , etc. He no longer becomes mired in awkward combina-

t ions of words. Moreover, Berrigan includes articles

like "the' ' and "a" previously considered disposable for

the sake of concision and brevity. Though the poem becomes
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longer with these additions, it becomes more readable, 

more like the accepted idiom which we use in speaking.

That Berrigan should be invited to become associate 

director of United Religious Work at Cornell University 

in August, 1967, should come as a surprise. Surely the 

school's administrators had reviewed his portfolio. So 

why should an Ivy League school take a chance of hiring 

a faculty member likely to stir up the campus? It remains 

a mystery. And predictably he proceeds to become involved 

in student groups like the SDS (Students for a Democratic 

Society) known for their liberal politics, and the body 

of black students interested in redistributing the power 

at the University. During his tenure he witnessed a campus 

in turmoil: protests against Vietnam, the draft, demonstra

tions against the racist policies of the school, the seizure 

of the Student Union by blacks, the burning of a fraternity. 

The cumulative effect is that Berrigan questions the social 

role of the intellectual, and finds it lacking. Thus 

he begins to repudiate the acquiescence of the intellectual 

and religious communities when the rest of society is 

caught in the throes of turmoil and needs their leadership. 

"Interminable intellectualism is a curse; it cuts off all 

newness in this direction. Not only does 90 percent of 

it lead in the wrong path; it also persuades men that 

to put off their real efforts in favor of analysis, abstrac
tion, and theorizing is the main task."56

In effect, Berrigan has turned his back on the purely
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intellectual ,and religious themes which dominated his

early poems. He was sensitive to the syndrome of his

deceased priest friend.

A young priest, dead suddenly 
at forty years
had taught a metaphysic of the world.
His mind was lucid, ingrained. He would say, 
it is deductably verified
that God is immutable; and, 
universal order converges on one being.

So be it. This priest, alas for poetry, love and hatred, 
was neither great nor evil.
The truths he spoke
being inert, fired no mind to a flare; 
a remote world order 
of rhythm, cause, finality, 
invited submission to his God.

He never conveyed a man, Christ or himself —
His cleric's eye
forbade singulars, oddments, smells, 
sickness, pushcarts, the poor.
He dwelt in the fierce Bronx, among a university's 
stone faced acres
hemmed in by trucks and tumbrels. No avail.$7

Though the poem carries a cerebral tone which is not charac

teristic of this period, its message points to the need 

for man to keep his thinking relevant to this world. 

Otherwise Berrigan as an educator, priest and poet would 

be as ineffective as the priest he writes about: "The

truths he spoke/being inert, fired no mind to a flare;" 

He must make the conscious leap from intellectual to prag- 

matic/action-oriented language which uses less masquerade. 

The sometimes abstract, flatulent words of his early poems 

resulted in an acute case of sterility. Without any measure

of passion, the poems had no power over the reader. The
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poetry of the Middle Period, however, has elements of 

emotion. Thus they are more accessible to a wider audience. 

Even laymen can appreciate his (Berrigan's) poetry of 

this period.



C. Later Period.

The Later Period is made distinct by Berrigan's first 

arrest on the steps of the Pentagon at midnight on October 

22, 1967. Through this radical act, his commitment finds

its fullest and ultimate expression. Here Berrigan is 

willing to stake everything he has — his Cornell job, 

his reputation, and his freedom — on the conviction that 

he is justified in breaking the law. What more could 

one man sacrifice on behalf of a cause which he deeply 

believed in? The American government was doing its best 

to continue the Vietnam War and so was Berrigan earnestly 

trying to stop it. Millions upon millions of dollars 

were diverted from domestic social services to a military 

machine bent on wreaking death and destruction on a distant 

nation. Berrigan wanted no part of this crime against 

humanity. He opted for imprisonment. From his diary 

in a Washington, D.C. jail, he writes: "For the first 

time, the prison blue jeans and denim shirt; a clerical 
attire I recommend for a new church. "58 Not only does 

Berrigan confront the State via its laws, he also challenges 

the inaction of the church. Berrigan's subtle prodding 

of the clergy has essences of Thoreau's On the Duty of 

Civil Disobedience: "Under a government which imprisons

32
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any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a 
prison."59

In retrospection his arrest follows a logical progres

sion of commitment. At first he didn't cause many ripples. 

He wrote poetry and taught school. During his travels 

to Europe and Latin America his conscience was awakened 

to new ideas, sights, and problems. Next he begins voicing 

opinions, some not in line with popular thought. And

he also makes certain choices in his career that lead

to other choices. One door leads to another. One commit

ment breeds another. "...[Ejvery moral choice exerts a 
summons toward a further heroism."59 He simply cannot 

go halfway. Something larger within himself demands that 

he go further despite the risks and the unknown. There 

is no turning back. And so in 1967, he finds himself 

leading a student contingent from Cornell University to 

an anti-Vietnam protest at the Pentagon. When he failed 

to vacate the premises of the Pentagon after being told 

to do so, Berrigan was arrested and charged with a misde

meanor. Two days later, October 24, "he was offered bail 

but refused 'in order to continue fasting and see what 
would happen.'"51 Finally, on Friday, October 27, he left 

jail on bail only to later hear on the radio that his 

brother, Philip, ironically had been arrested with three 

others on the same day for spilling blood on Selective 
Service draft files in Baltimore.52

Berrigan at this point cannot be accused of straddling
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to be dedicated to the cause of humanity. But despite 

his efforts in the peace movement of the 1960's — pickets, 

sit-ins, demonstrations, counseling draft resisters 

little progress was realized. The government seemed indif

ferent to the movement's pleas. In No Bars to Manhood, 

he writes: "Our support of the student resisters was
a game the government would tolerate indefinitely."^ 

Even civil disobedience, a significant upping of the ante, 

became a routine matter for the government. What the

peace movement needed, it appeared, was to present a united 

front in the form of what Berrigan called "communities 
of resistance."64 One or two arrests by individuals could 

not affect foreign policy changes. These "communities" 

would be groups committed to pressuring the government. 

Their underlying philosophy was that before peace activists 

were reacting to governmental action (or inaction) and 

that now they had to make the government responsive to 

them; they were to become the initiators of change. Thus, 

the genesis of the Cantonsville Nine.

On May 17, 1968, nine people including Daniel and

Philip Berrigan entered the Local Board No. 33 at Catons

ville, Maryland, and stole Selective Service draft files. 

Later, in the parking lot, they burned the records with 

napalm made from the instructions of a U.S. Special Forces 

military manual. It surely disturbed the sensibilities

of many that priests and outwardly respectable citizens



35

would commit such an act. As partial explanation Berrigan 

offered: "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."65

Berrigan's poetry of Later Period comes on the heels 

of his radical acts; this time from the other side of 

the jail walls. While awaiting their court sentences, 

Berrigan and fellow defendant Thomas Lewis produced Trial

Poems; a poet, a painter. It doesn't follow the standard

format of his previous works. Large in size like a coffee 

table picture book, it features rough, ill-defined drawings 

and superimposed poems written in uneven lettering. Though 

it can be justly criticized as a sloppy, amateurish produc
tion — the text contains misspellings®® and the drawings 

smudges — the overall effect remarkably mirrors the stark, 
lonely reality of jail.®7 Moreover, scarce materials, 

some of which were smuggled, hampered the efforts of both 

artists. With Robinson Crusoe-like ingenuity, Lewis fash

ioned together black paint by mixing cigarette ashes and 
water. Pens were carved from popsicle sticks.®®

The jail experience wrought great change in the poetry, 

too. Whether the world about which he writes has actually

changed is not the point. It is his perception of the 

world that has definitely changed. Berrigan has become 

judgmental:
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Everything before was a great lie.
Illusion, distemper, the judge's eye 
Negro and Jew for rigorists, 
spontaneous vengeance. The children die 
singing in the furnace. They say in hell 
heaven is a great lie.

Years, years ago
my mother moves in youth. In her 

® I move too, to birth, to youth, to this.
The judge's toe toe is time's steel hand 
summoning; come priest from the priest hole. Risk! 
Everything else
is a great lie. Four walls, home, love, youth 
truth untried, all, all is a great lie.
The truth the judge shuts in his two eyes.
Come Jesuit, the university cannot 
no nor the universe, nor vatic Jesus 
imagine. Imagine! Everything before 
was a great lie.

Philip, your freedom
stature, simplicity, the ghetto where the children 
malinger, die —

Judge Thomsen
strike, strike with a hot hammer 
the hour, the truth. The truth has birth 
all former truth must die. Everything 
before; all faith and hope, and love itself 
was a great lie.®®

"Everything before was a great lie" introduces and concludes 

the poem. It is as though the trial process has lifted 

a great veil from his eyes. He sees reality in a way 

never realized before: the "illusion," the "distemper."

It is not clear whether he was part of or separate from 

this "great lie." At any rate, he intends to begin anew 

and put some distance between his present and past ways. 

He cites the start of the process at birth and its culmina- 

tion with the pounding of the judge's .gavel which bids 

him to go still farther, despite the risk. After all 

the life he formerly believed in — "Four walls, home,

love, youth/truth untried" is false. Thus Berrigan, not
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the Black or the Jew, is the rigorist. He is the one

who severely judges society which he feels accepts ghettos 

and children dying.

Unlike past poetic periods, the Later Period is in

tensely personal. Berrigan does considerable probing 

and self-examination. As a result, he arrives occasionally

with a sense of alienation.

The effect of prison upon the themes which a poet 

writes cannot be overstated. Indeed, the poet himself 

is affected as well. The change from a life of freedom 

and variety enjoyed in the "outside world" to a prison 

life of restriction is drastic. Berrigan's experience 

was no exception. He was incarcerated as a "Homo Danburien- 
sis"7Q at the Federal Correctional Institute at Danburn, 

Connecticut from August (?) 1970 to February 24, 1972.
He simply called it a "popsicle prison."71 His reason? 

"[E]very aspect of the life there is enervating, rather 

than openly vicious or wounding in a physical sense. It 

amounts to a dislocation of the human spirit without a 

great measure of overt cruelty... the idiot, lowgrade

distractions that are available there: skin flicks and

violence flicks every weekend; a library for which they

have never bought a periodical or a book; the wretched

religion that lazes along with the current; the grievous 

fact that so many of the prisoners resign themselves to

a place as a continuing distraction from life rather than 
72 Needless toa means of putting their lives together.
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say, Berrigan's eighteen-month sentence amounted to something

more than a casual sojourn like he experienced in the

seminary, his travels in Europe, or even his exile in

Latin America.

Returning to the matter of poetic theme, it is as

though Berrigan exchanged Muses when he passed the prison 

gates. The theories of one critic who has done considerable 

study in the field of prison literature seem appropriate 
to be mentioned here. In Books in Stir.73 Rudolf Englebarts 

credits the peculiar nature of prison writing to the notion 

of time. In prison, time creeps if it moves at all. Its 

effect upon the prison is debilitating. Berrigan in his 

Prison Poems agrees, "Patience, tedious non Virtue/hangs 
around hangs around...."74 Prison offers no change of 

pace, no variety of schedule. Everything becomes routine. 

Berrigan described it as "a kind of amnesia or twilight 
sleep."75 Having little else to do, prisoners spend long 

stretches of time thinking, brooding, and daydreaming. 

Some, in fact, may start to go around in mental circles. 

Many turn to writing as a therapeutic means for keeping 

sane. Thus, writing becomes a safety valve for those 

pent up ideas, moods, feelings, and frustrations. While

• cut off from society in jail, the prisoner-author quite

naturally is inclined to dwell on himself and his 
predicament.75 No other issue exerts the same degree of 

control over his mind as the concern for his personal

welfare, and state of being. For Berrigan to assume this
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ego-centered attitude would seem surprising. Up until 

this point his poetic themes have indicated a growing 

social concern and interest in the common good. And though 

it may sometimes seem to the contrary, Berrigan does remain 

concerned about the social fabric. After all, remember 

the original reason why he was imprisoned. Even so, his 

prison poetry has acquired a more personal theme than 

his earlier poetry. Compare the poem "The Innocent Throne" 

from the Early Period.

(for Phillip)

I

My laced and living memories arise
suddenly as those boughs our boyhood grew:
challenge and portent.

Who dares climb
the stallion tree furiously striding heaven,
and ride, ride, beautifully to subdue,
to match, to curb?

Or diminished in Sunday twilight 
What clean young figure, innocent of blood, 
dares with his cape the avalanche, the horn?

My nightmare passes and the sweet day dawns.

But Christ: To what have you brought him? he rides now 
the bleeding horn: he hangs from the furious bough.77

Though initially Berrigan mentions that he has memories 

of his and Philip's childhood, he never relates to them 

specifically. He gives no clue how these memories affect 

him. His feelings are buried. Instead he abruptly shifts 

the focus from himself to the larger impersonal world 

by asking the rhetorical question: "Who dares climb..."
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Note the contrast between the above poem and "For Philip's 

Birthday" from the Later Period:

I.
Praise God I say yes 
Even for deprivations!
Starved in nostril and eye
we make do, make do
With near stocks and stones,
Flat approximations
of the squamous and famous real things 

Which if I could I would 
Make come true for you 
Like godmother or god.

2.
Remembering why we are here, remembering
As we down the pinchbeck food, as we drown our sighs 
At the gut-deranging absurdity, being here. 
Remembering, refusing the flabby amnesia 
Of rule, rote and rot; remembering
Doing time; time hard or easy,
No matter, with outreach
And gut, swallowing small troubles, trips.

Both poems are dedicated to his brother, Philip. And 

both poems concern a time they spent together as siblings. 

The "Birthday," however, remains consistently personal. 

Throughout the verse it is kept in the first person: "I 

say...I could I would..." or "we are...we down...we 

drown..." Berrigan in his prison poetry uses with less 

frequency the third person. The noxious atmosphere of 

the prison makes him apt to consider himself first over

other subjects. Thus do his poems become largely autobio

graphical .

Anger is another recurring theme of a personal nature 

found within the Later Period poetry. None of his works 

from the Early Period can compare to the rage which he
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expresses here. From all indications, Berrigan was once 

a person possessing a calm spirit. Even poems from his 

Middle Period reflect at worst only a mildly critical

attitude. Reflecting upon the war in "1967-Vietnam" this
A is all the ire he could muster:

Two hands (fixation, horror) 
raised in the stone doorway 
falter, let drop
wine and fire from the empty cup.

Your avail-nothing.

Something? tell
the bread that failed, the circuses that fell.79 

In the Later Period, however, Berrigan displays less emo

tional restraint. And his increased anger is typical 

of prison poetry. Daily prisoners must struggle against 

what Scott Nearing so eloquently described as "the encroach

ments of those jail demons — hate, bitterness, revenge 
(Bars and Shadows). "80 And Berrigan does succumb to these 

"demons." Indeed at times he is consumed by anger. In 

"What is the Opposite of Charisma?" he lashes out at the 

prison system which unwittingly co-opts prisoners to par

ticipate in the war effort. It is the same Vietnam War 

of the previous poem, except here he laces the topic with

venomous words.

• Today the inmates slouch,
sound of the horn, to factories; cable
assemblies for missiles. Thus
the perfect corporate circle is closed;
the poor, Blacks and Spanish, for
slave wages, fashion eradicators
of their opposite numbers: the poor of southeast
Asia. To kill off your intractable
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kinsmen, profitably to yourself 
thus reducing world pressure on the 
lid that all but lifts off the 
iron pot, rattling and booming like 
makeshift musketry -
"Change of methods, change of masters"81 

Berrigan is disgusted by the "corporate circle" which 

pits the poor and minorities against each other as "fashion 

eradicators." That mentality which has so little regard 

for human life is alien to Berrigan's vision of justice.

And social justice vis-a-vis American society is 

the prominent theme of the Later Period. As a critic 

Berrigan has a particular vision of how society operates, 

how it could operate, and finally how it should operate. 

While his poetry may not offer any blueprints for improving 

the situation, it does show a knack for identifying the 

problem. Having penetrated the matter, Berrigan spells 

it out in no uncertain or ambiguous terms. A brief survey 

of his later poetry reveals one caustic comment surfacing 

after another. Critic Frank L.' Ryan concurs: "Father

Berrigan's anger and bitterness are great and of contempor

ary commentators on the American civilization few whites 

have spoken so harshly. Strangely enough, this passionate 

Jesuit sounds like the wild-eyed Henry Miller who could 
digest neither American food nor American manners."82 

That Berrigan is cooped up in jail apart from society 

for having broken its law, may account for his bitterness. 

Or perhaps his bitterness is a legitimate reaction to 

the corruption which indeed does exist and is observable
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only from the periphery (jail). Those citizens living 

in the thick of society cannot help but be less sensitive

to the corruption.

As mentioned, the Early Period poetry is not concerned 

with the topics of society and social justice. The Middle 

Period only went so far as to acknowledge the existence

of a social problem. For example, verbal portraits were

drawn to describe the plight of an indigent man on the

street. The Later Period, however, improved upon both

periods. It did not stop at stating the problem; it also

went on to give underlying reasons. In the poem "'Seen

One Day from the Dental Clinic Window," Berrigan ponders

the fate of "Richie," a young convict Not that "Richie"

is or represents society as a whole. But by being a member 

of that society, Richie bears its values to some degree 

and those societal values may be judged. Richie is present

ed as an innocent figure somehow tangled in the decadence

of prison life:

I watch them, in a level place, pass a flower bed 
then shamble over a hill, half conscious, in search

something called "manhood."
Not Richie. He stopped

as though a few scant crocuses breaking ground 
were a fountainhead.

0 unincarcerated kid! he went down on knee 
a boy racked with the filth and fury of life-

steel concrete foul talk vapid food empty heads 
Doughy hearts hacks lies prearranged

games of destruction scents trails wet dreams dry tongues 
a thousand thirsts-

he drank
where the crocuses made a clear pool 

like flowers of fiery water.

Obedient to the Great Yahoo 
gnawed into submission

the others disappeared over the hill 
Counterfeit refreshment dulls the soul's thirst.
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It is puzzling why a person of Richie's virtue would be 

in jail. He does, however, provide good contrast in the 

poem. Richie, unlike the other prisoners, "drank/where 

the crocuses made a clear pool.” His thirst ended in 

genuine refreshment. The other prisoners, however, always 

were thirsty, because they were "Obedient to the Great

Yahoo." In prison they long for abstract sex as glamourized

in the media, the car that awaits them at home, the money 

that they one day hope to have. Berrigan recognizes all

the above as illusions ("lies," "scents," "trails," and

"wet dreams") that literally consume the victim ("gnawed 

into submission") through unchecked desires and lusts.

While incarcerated these desires cannot be satisfied nor

are they likely to be satisfied on the "outside" either. 

Furthermore, while these desires are equally common in 

society, their intensity seems heightened in prison. One 

may not agree with Berrigan's conclusions, but one must 

admit to his sincere concern for the spiritual empti

ness ("soul's thirst") which he perceives.

It has been since 1962 at LeMoyne College that Berrigan 

last worked in an official teaching position (at Cornell 

he worked as a campus minister). While his Earlier Period 

poetry never carried explicit themes concerning academe 

and the lifestyle of the intellectual, his poetry certainly 

was under the influence of the twelve years of education 

and pastoral training required for his ordination. And 

this fact is reflected in the difficult metaphysical topics
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upon which he sometimes wrote. During the Middle Period, 

Berrigan became less an intellectual and more an activist.

He saw the need for the intellectual's work to be relevant

to the social problems of the world. He writes: "I suspect 

that any Christian intellectual or artist in his community 

(whatever it may be), is going to have impact today in 

proportion to the moral passion he is capable of bringing 

to bear upon world realities and his society.

"I speak from the embattled corner of the poet and 

activist and contemplative. This is my own contribution

as contrasted with the intellectual. The intellectual

becomes progressively sterilized in proportion as he has 

no symbolic content to draw upon, to sieze upon and to 

explore. So it is important that some do symbolic activity 
that is highly charged and very risky and available."84 

And for Berrigan "symbolic activity" meant his Hanoi trip, 

the Pentagon arrest, and the Catonsville action. During 

the Later Period he almost completely severs past ties 

to the academic world as epitomized by "a shut briefcase" 

and "an official face." His poetic themes deal mostly 

with the emotions he experiences in prison. In the rare 

instance of an intellectual theme, Berrigan treats the 

academic person with utter contempt, something he earlier 

would not have done because of loyalty to the university

system.

Consider the poem entitled "Insanity:"
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4.
Insane authority: the abstract itch 
of rectitude. The cost invariably 
borne elsewhere.
Lofty principles,
pomp and circumstance, like minded apes 
in glittering mirrors, the thousand 
manicured hands
laying ink to foolscap; 
how many
must die! blood, children rotting in ditches 
always elsewhere!

5.
A satrap, his face a shut briefcase, his case holding 
like an official face, secrets, suspects, 
anguish, disrepute, the lives of prisoners 
he departs next month
for a prestigious compound 
to study "criminology."
There in Ivy, will play 
bwana of butterflies.
This is a poem about
insanity^

It is "insane authority" which cloaks itself in abstractions 

and righteousness. Their "lofty principles" are isolated 

from reality, and have little consequence upon the "children 

rotting." In fact, these "lofty principles" are probably 

guilty of justifying the children's deaths. It does not 

make sense to Berrigan why the "satrap" should leave to 

study at school when the problems and answers reside in 

the prison. Furthermore, the "satrap" seems indifferent 

to the way the items of his briefcase control a prisoner's

life.

It can be argued that the number of religious themes 

once so prominent in the Early Period have diminished 

over the years into almost nonexistence in the Later Period.

And this is true to the extent that where the themes in
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the Early Period dealt with God and the metaphysical world 

the themes of the Middle and Later Period concern poverty, 

war, corrupt prison wardens, etc., and are located in

the natural world. While the Middle and Later Period

poetry is often not overtly religious, the poetry does 

not necessarily lose its religious nature, rather a change 

of attitude occurs. Berrigan realizes that spirituality 

pervades all of reality and it is not the monopoly of 

priests and Church rituals. This realization indicates 

a significant commitment and concern for humanity's welfare.

It is consistent with what he writes in Consequences:

Truth And. . . . "To eat and drink the world, not in the 

old, forbidden sense of rebellion. But tasting the world 

as a chalice of the father, tasting that beloved community,

in its bitterness and loss and alienation...

Though the religious themes persist from one period 

to the next (however with increasing subtlety), they tend 

to lose some of their pious quality in the transition. 

Maybe it is easier to maintain a pious quality in poetry 

when discussing God and the supernatural in the broad, 

abstract, and ideal (appropriately so) terms typical of 

the Early Period. These poems, however, give no indication

to the state of human affairs. One would have to assume

that all was relatively peaceful and just in the social 

order. As the religious themes of the Middle Period move 

into the natural world, it becomes obvious that this is

not so. The social order is fraught with problems. And
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the poems reflect this. They no longer carry a pious 

quality. The metaphysical awe characterized by the preced

ing period is also absent. Berrigan seemed to awaken

to reality of the human condition, and judge it with a 

critical eye as he did in the poem "I Encounter Men in

the World:"

hopelessness stands in their eyes, 
a dry despair, hands broken upon stones, 
an eroded life.

I think then, of a young mother
her child in arms, a concentrated inwardness
as of a sea shell coiled, its music
self-composed, self-given.

I long at sight of sick men, to induce 
— as a shell drawn from seas 
generative, uncorrupted —
some birth their tears had not dared come upon.^7 

The religious theme comes lightly through the compassion 

and the deep sympathy which he extendes to the "sick men." 

And Berrigan's response is perhaps the most natural. An 

attitude of reference or piety toward the scene Berrigan 

describes would not be the appropriate or expected response. 

One would more likely wish, as does Berrigan, "to induce... 

some birth," and criticize their pathetic situation, than

revere it.

The events of the Later Period further sharpen Berri

gan ' s tongue. While in prison he is denied the priestly 

faculties necessary to celebrate the Mass. Thus he settled 

to act as the server at Mass. But the real indignity 

waged upon Berrigan was having no alternative to the one

chaplain provided by the prison. The chaplain was the
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sole source of spiritual comfort acting on behalf of the 

official Church. The chaplain, however, according to 

Berrigan, stood opposite "everything our religion was 
supposed to stand for."88 Berrigan observed that "He 

[the chaplain] was a man who was able to reduce the message 

of Christ to the consistency of the food we ate all week

Elmer's Glue. The same awful, odorless, tasteless, 

sexless, passionless combo that you picked up on your 

tray, you also tasted on Sunday mornings in his sermons 
and also in his attitude. . .,"89 That the chaplain lacked 

the moral backbone to witness to the spiritual needs of 

the prisoners, must have been painfully frustrating for 

Berrigan who had the courage and the radical commitment 

to sacrifice his freedom in prison. He does not spare 

the sarcasm for the chaplain in "We Will Now Hear the 

Word of God from Each of Our Beloved Chaplains:"

2.
the priest an irish caricature wheels up 
in his Cadillac each a.m. an alderman 
to a cobbler's funeral we the dead faces 
his asperges hisses on have yet 
like Lazarus in hell
one cold Christian curse 
bestowal, blessing.90

Although its principle figure is a cleric, the poem cannot 

be said to be religious per se. It is not a meditation 

nor the product of a mystical experience. It is rather 

a secular expression concerning the injustice surrounding 

the chaplain driving a Cadillac and operating under the 

pretense of ministering to the prisoners. The latter
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is as plausible as an "alderman" attending a "cobbler's 

funeral," and involves the same condescending attitude 

presently held by the chaplain.

This trend in the Later Period from religious themes
• to social justice themes is evident also in Berrigan's 

characterization of Biblical figures. Berrigan has invested

their lives with a new meaning. Before, in the Early

Period, they were generally presented as persons who had 

made an impact on the development of religion and theology. 

Reading about them was informational. Partially in the 

Middle and wholly in the Later Period, their lives take 

on a new dimension and are presented in terms of the social- 

political implications involved. Often they are portrayed 

as champions of social justice whose lives and attitudes 

it would do the reader well to imitate. Jesus, of course, 

is the obvious example. Compare His portrait from the 

Early Period poem entitled "Christ:"

Words are outer form
wherein majesty night near, if it so please: 
of limb and mein not substance,
but evangel light glancing, announcing: lo, he cometh.

Words summon her, too, the mother, infolding
like a kerchief, odor and form of him who lay there:
so in repose her body grew
a spiritual space to round and radiate you:91

• with the portrait of Jesus in the Later Period:

Jesus spoke with scorn
of the hireling! They come and go •
dealers in human pelts and hooves
hating us and themselves, clutching for last resort 
spouse, bank book, scrotum, never hearing 
the purgatorial clanging to of dark.®^



51

Among the lesser Biblical figures, Lazarus seems to be

popular with Berrigan who makes him the subject of several

poems. And it is interesting that the Lazarus of the

Later Period poetry refers to the beggar covered with

sores (Luke 16:19-31), whereas the Lazarus (another man

entirely) of the Early and Middle Periods refers to the 

brother of Mary and Martha, (John 11:1). This fact seems 

to testify again to Berrigan’s commitment to social justice 

because the later Lazarus story concerns the rich man 

receiving his just deserts (hell) for refusing the beggar 

crumbs from his table, while the earlier Lazarus story 

concerns the power of faith to raise the dead to life.

The transition from ordination, to teaching, to exile, 

to teaching again, to be arrested, and imprisoned wrought 

considerable change on Berrigan and his poetic themes. 

So the form, too, had to change correspondingly to accommo

date the themes. To borrow from Scripture: "People do 

not pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the 

skins burst, the wine spills out, and the skins are ruined 

(Mt. 9:17)." And by the same token, one does not use 

outdated forms/structures upon dynamic and living poetic 

themes. A literary critic of the Early Period once charged 
Berrigan with not being daring enough,93 i.e., his form 

was boringly conventional. Since then Berrigan has taken 

many risks in his private life; some of which led to impri

sonment. So any risks that he could take with his poetry

would be relatively modest by comparison. Someone who
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has broken the law, would hardly be hesitant to violate

past poetic conventions, especially his own. And in his

case, Berrigan abandons the stuffy structure typical of

the Early and even of the Middle Period, in favor of a

looser style. From prison he muses: "Prose sometimes
yields to poetry. "94 Agreed, this is true. Yet in the

Later Period it seems his intent was contrary. Berrigan

intended to write poetry. And yet the poetry sometimes

gradually blurred into prose. The verses resemble sentences

that have been cut and tailored to fit the typography

expected of a poem. And the divisions of the poems into

stanzas smack of paragraphs. Consider the poem "The Risen

Tin Can." It reads like an excerpt from a novel:

It is recounted in the old legends that a child came 
unannounced among the uncopacetic beasts who thereupon 
discovered unlikely good things in one another, and 
wrath laid aside, fed, slept, foraged, wandered 
together, claw to fleece, tooth to feather.

The moral by gentle implication; the great 
Braggart and Beast himself, in comparison with whose 
ravenings and bestiality of beasts is a rare and 
mystic dance, might one day make peace as he 
perenially has made war.95

Indeed, the style of the poem is the very antithesis of 

the Early Period. Berrigan's tone makes some notable 

changes as well. He moves from the intellectual/cerebral 

to the emotional half of man's nature. The change can 

be seen as a safety valve to relieve some of the psychic 

pressure accumulating in prison. Without it there would 

have been only small hope for the maintenance of his health 

and sanity. So full of pent-up emotions, the poetry bursts
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forth unpredictably. Often he seems to begin writing 

uncontrollably as though possessed. The verses come off 

the top of his head in a stream of consciousness fashion. 

Berrigan no longer punishes his brain in a vain search 

for the perfect word to complete, say, a rhyme pattern, 

or structure as in the Early Period. He simply has powerful 

feelings of which he must purge his system.

Regarding the diction, the words are sensate and 

real to the reader, not abstract as in the preceding peri

ods. The images arising from the combinations of metaphors 

which he invents are jarring and erratically roll about 

the page. His genious is having an epileptic seizure. 

Take for example the following nonsensical pairing of 

these words: "a 6 yr. old/rocking horse Catholic," a 

"socratic moon," a "jesus moon," "Barbie Doll preachers," 
"insanity of the buttocks. "96 Please do not ask for an 

exegesis. These expressions were never meant to be critic

ally analyzed, but rather accepted at face value as moods 

that Berrigan once felt.

It is interesting how Berrigan's Later Period poetry 

meets a public reaction similar to that of the Beat Genera

tion poet Allen Ginsberg. Harry J. Cargas observes in 

his book that Ginsberg's "extreme" language irritated 

some people. Many considered Ginsberg's language "obscene," 
"blasphemous," and "unpatriotic."^7 Berrigan, too, was 

criticized for letting his guard down and indulging in

a few obscenities. Once he was referred to as the "foul-
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mouthed cleric." To Berrigan's defense, book critic Anthony

Towne explains that the language comes with the territory. 

"The language of prisons, like the language of armies, 

is obscenity. That is because prisons, like armies, are 
obscenities."98 The author of this thesis wishes not to 

give the reader the impression that Berrigan's prison 

poems are fraught with vulgarity, for they are not. Berri

gan respects the power of an obscenity on a reader's con

sciousness and accordingly he weighs its usage with care. 

So on the occasions that he does swear, one should not 

be scandalized, for Berrigan is a human being first and 

a priest second. Anyone with blood running in their veins 

and caught in such a desperate situation would react simi

larly. And yet, on the other hand, Berrigan appreciates 

the shock value derived from an obscenity and how it can 

startle the reader from his lethargy. While reading, 

too often one is lulled into familiar patterns of think
ing. 99 To the contrary, in "Obscene Words and the Function 

of Literature," Lawrence W. Hyman states that "the immediate 

and prime function of literature is to make us see and 

feel the object or human situation in a way that we have 
never done before."100 And Berrigan succeeds best at 

opening the eyes and ears of those law-abiding readers 

to whom jail is foreign. Consider the poem:

In prison you put on your clothes 
and take them off again.
You jam your food down 
and shit it out again 
You round the compound right 
to left and right again.101
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He could have couched the message in polite terms, but 

it would have left the impression that the prisoner's

routine was no harsher than a freeman's. Berrigan, however, 

prefers to be honest and present the reader with the raw 

reality marked by a profound sense of confusion and crisis. 

And in doing so his inspiration turns into a violent, 

convulsive fit of organic, earthy, raw, colorful language. 

He writes in "A Hermit Thrush in Autumn, Over the Wall:"

Only —
it is not clear, God damn it!
Damn any God
Shoving like a hack's hard on
the dogma up our ass. Unclear, unclear!
Our heads ring
like liberty bells—belfries wherein lurk and dart 
random fits, starts, survivals, lightnings behind clouds 
weightless moons, faces under those moons,
choking grief, unexplained relief —102 

Berrigan, as never before, lashes out at God and religion 

like a mad man. It is almost an understatement to say 

that the above poem is uncharacteristic for a cleric to 

write. Yet as Hyman declares in a later paragraph, "What 

the reader must remember when he is shocked by certain 

words and feelings that appear so frequently in contemporary 

literature is that he is supposed to be shocked. Literature 

is, at its best, not meant to be 'acceptable,' in the 

sense of fitting in with our habitual responses. It is 
not supposed to go down easily."103

His protest poetry written in jail marks a definite 

change in audience. The poetry becomes less religious 

and more secular in nature. Conditions of jail compel
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him to write about life in this profane world and not 

of the sublime. The layman becomes interested because 

here is for once an educated person who in a nonsupercilious 

way writes about life in the "real world" as they (laymen)

know it: full of frustration and some discomfort. A

man of the Third Estate- has humbled himself. The transition

began in the Middle Period with Berrigan expressing soli

darity with the man on the street.

But there is disagreement among critics regarding 

the size of Berrigan's audience. Some would argue that 

it has diminished if it even exists from the preceding 

periods. In "Verbal Display," Michael True declares "The 

problem is one of distance in the prose, distance from 

people, from time, as if the speaker in his diary lived 

in a world beyond. Perhaps it is the voice of the prophet, 

of one who sees what no one else sees, hears what no one 

else hears. But how can I be sure? Maybe it's only that 

detached, unworldly voice of the Sunday sermon, the news

paper editorial... Why should I as reader, trust the voice 

when it shows so fragile a link with my world, my 
time..."104 True's criticism would seem more applicable 

to the preceding periods than to the Later Period at which

he directs it.

A stronger case exists that Berrigan enjoyed a larger 

audience in the Later Period poetry, than in the previous 

two periods. Indeed, it seems he deliberately sought 

increased popularity. Upon his release from prison, Berri-
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gan literally took his poetry to the people. He travelled 

to numerous campuses giving poetry readings. Furthermore, 

he wrote a one act play, The Trial of the Catonsville 

Nine. based on the Catonsville action. The play was first 

produced in Los Angeles at the Mark Taper Forum. And 

on February 4, 1971, it was produced Off-Broadway at the

Good Shepherd-Faith Church. Finally, the play hit Broadway 
June, 1971, at the Lyceum Theatre.105 Internationally, 

The Catonsville Nine spread to Europe and Canada, where 
it appeared on film.106

But factors other than Berrigan's promotional legwork 

helped generate a larger audience. Changes in the poetry 

(cf. the Early Period poetry) itself contributed to its 

appeal. Use of vernacular language and few, if any, allu

sions to the Bible and the classics unfamiliar to the

general public make the Later Period poems more accessible 

and less work for the reader. But it was not enough for 

Berrigan given these poetic changes that the poetry was

now less formal and intellectual in nature than before.

Berrigan had become a "propogandist" of sorts. He sought 

to bend the readers' mind to his way of thinking; to per

suade and influence their political views, so that they 

would align with his. It was as though Berrigan wore 

blinders to any other philosophy save his own. Thus, 

it comes as small wonder that his play, The Trial of the 

Catonsville Nine, was judged by a critic as "a dramatic 
..107 Berrigan sought the polit-and propogandistic triumph.
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ical conversion of not one person to his views, but as

many as possible.

Helpful to gauging Berrigan's attitude towards his

poetry audience, is to consider his activities, since

generally his poetry is based on reflections on past activi
ties. 108 Outside of poetry, Berrigan took a radical interest 

in achieving an audience in the Later Period. This time 
the art form was "guerilla theater"109 — a form of drama 

based on the tactics of guerilla warfare. Perhaps the 

one rule in "guerilla theater," just as in warfare, is 

that there are no rules. The performance is highly improvi

sational and relies almost entirely on ad lib elements 

of the actors. In "guerilla theater" the audience plays 

a crucial role. The actors try to engage and involve 

them as much as possible; for the audience it is a partici

patory experience. Generally, the "theater" is nonviolent, 

but there is the danger that it may become violent or 

otherwise, should people overact or react. This "theater" 

can occur anywhere and at anytime. Surprise is a key 

element. Likely areas for a "staging" (as unusual as 

it may sound) are busy crowded spots, e.g., a supermarket, 

a parking lot, or a softball game. Wherever the performance 

occurs, the reason for the "theater's" existence is that 

the actors are trying to express or force some political 
idea upon the crowd.HO Berrigan's exploits at the Catons

ville Selective Service Office or his arrest at the Pentagon 

are prime examples of "guerilla theater."



CONCLUSION

In a thesis, it is safe to state that a poet and 

his poetry have, over the years, undergone a transition. 

If nothing else they have at least grown older. But usually 

something more than an aging process occurs. The reader

presumes that the poet has acquired not dust but new knowl

edge and experience which effect some consequence upon 

the poetry. And this presumption holds true in Berrigan's 

case. A thesis leaves terra firma, however, once it propos

es to establish distinct periods within a transition. 

To do so requires a criteria by which to divide the transi

tion; proof that the division was necessary; and discernment

of some element or theme that unites the individual periods.

According to the knowledge of this author, no other

critic has imposed such periods or divisions as noted 

above on Berrigan's life and work. Perhaps it is early 

to do so, considering that Berrigan is still an active 

priest and poet. The time periods considered are still 

relatively recent. And perhaps there is not the temporal 

distance necessary to fully appreciate Berrigan and his 

poetry in a historical context. Thus, this thesis is 

not to be considered a definitive study, but rather an 

interim study, a study to be evaluated and added upon

59
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in future years.

For the time being, this thesis has asserted that 

three periods have occurred: The Early, Middle, and Later

Periods. This assertion was determined on the basis of

similarities found among the following elements within 

his poetry: themes, form and audience. A series of poems 

which have similar elements form a "period" of Berrigan's 

poetry. Changes in these elements over a time span consti

tuted a corresponding change of periods. And the compari

sons made between elements of one period and another testi

fied to the change in periods. But besides these poetical 

elements, Berrigan's actions, attitudes toward commitment, 

and the social climate of the times independent of Berrigan 

also influence and make up the identity of the periods. 

Indeed, his commitment was the primum mobile, the moving 

force behind the periods. From his commitment sprung

his actions. And from his actions he wrote his poetry.

Berrigan's sense of commitment is the element which

threads the diverse periods of his life and poetry together. 

Commitment guides every aspect of his life. It gives 

all that he did a note of purpose, so that it never appeared 

that he acted whimsically. From a surface analysis, Berri

gan's sense of commitment did take some abrupt turns from 

teaching theology at high schools to exile in Latin America 

to brooding in Danbury Prison. This thesis concurs in
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that analysis. And Berrigan's poems certainly bear out 

that conclusion. His Early Period poetry consists generally 

of religious themes and metaphysical reflections. He 

is unambiguous about where his loyalties lie; they lie

in the Church. Note the nihil obstat and imprimatur which

appear within the covers of The World for Wedding Ring

and They Call Us Dead Men, declaring the books to be free 

of doctrinal or moral error. In the Middle Period (1963- 

1968), the emphasis of Berrigan's commitment shifts to 

writing on social themes. He seems to have awakened to 

topics concerning society and justice. Apart from his 

poetry he was active in civil rights demonstrations and 

Vietnam War protests. The themes of the Later Period 

poetry are almost all social-political. Only a few vestiges 

remain from his Early Period poems which point to his 

former religious training. Berrigan's commitment at this 

point is decidedly in favor of doing his part to better 

man and society.

A deeper analysis of Berrigan's commitment reveals 

that paradoxically it has remained steady and unwavering 

from the Early to Later Periods. He has not renounced 
his Catholic faith,m regardless of how radical his civil 

disobedience acts may have been perceived by some. In 

fact, his religious beliefs remain strong and orthodoxed. 

What gives the appearance of a change in his religious 

beliefs is that his way of expression becomes different

over the course of three periods. In the Early Period
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it sufficed his conscience to outwardly perform the tradi

tional sacramental duties associated with the priesthood. 

His conscience during the Middle and Later Period required 

an expanded notion of ministry which would include working 

for social change.

That Berrigan remains firmly committed to his vows 

as a Jesuit priest and a member of the Roman Catholic

Church is to be commended. A number of his fellow activists

had left the Church. Their reasons were varied. Some

left due to a perceived sexism within the peace movement 

and a lack of sympathetic response by the clergy 
involved.112 Others left because of a failure to keep 

a disciplined prayer life. Berrigan himself was tempted 

on occasion to abandon his priestly vows. He sometimes 

had difficulty accepting the authority of his religious 

superiors. Despite the difficulty, for Berrigan it did 

not make sense to apostasize. "Because I'm not convinced 

that in leaving they found anything better. It is one 

question to leave, but the point is, where are you going 

to arrive? What have you found that is morally or humanly 
superior to what you left?"113 Besides Berrigan had a 

deep love for the Church. He recognized the distinction

between the religious superiors with whom he disagreed 

and the Church itself; that the two were not one and the 

same. On matters of conscience, there was plenty of room 

in the Church for differing opinions. And Berrigan often 

did operate as a loyal dissenter.
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One final word on Berrigan's attitude toward commit

ment. A rebuttal to those who take cheap delight in level

ling insults at Berrigan's actions, accusing him of being 

a publicity hound, and labeling him an egomaniac.114 

Actually, these attacks are par for the course. It often 

happens to those who, through courage, choose to stand 

for something, as does Berrigan. It is much easier to 

attack someone's religious-philosophic values than to 

defend one's own. It is possible to see how Berrigan's 

initial arrests could be construed as self-serving and

designed to feed his ego. He did receive considerable 

press coverage. But that conceit would soon pass, if 

it even existed. (Since 1980, he has been arrested ten 

times.) Prison life is too severe. There are many easier 

ways to gratify one's vanity. No, Berrigan's arrests 

came from choosing to obey a law higher than civil law.

Any critics yet skeptical about Berrigan's sincerity 

should consider the number of years he has stayed with 

the "cause." Many activists have long since burned out. 

Berrigan has endured the wear of time and to what personal

profit? Commitment operates in this mysterious and faithful 

fashion. In the film, In the King of Prussia. Berrigan 
says: "Our great and noble crime is responsibility."115

And if his past is any indication of the future, it is 

reasonable to assume that Berrigan will continue to act 

"criminally" in the sense noted above
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^Daniel Berrigan, "A Poet to Himself," Time Without 
Number. (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1957), p. 4; 
hereafter cited as TWN.

^This paragraph containing background information 
on Berrigan's family is indebted to Francine du Plessix 
Gray, Divine Disobedience. (New York: Random House, Inc., 
1971), pp. 60-64. Drawing on her personal friendship 
and interviews with Fathers Daniel and Philip Berrigan, 
and Jerome Berrigan and his wife, Gray presents in her 
book one of the most thorough biographies on the Berrigans.

8Gray, p. 64.

^Gray, p. 60.

^Saul Maloff, "Jailbird," rev. of Night Flight to 
Hanoi. by Daniel Berrigan, Newsweek. 14 Oct. 1968, p.
108.

6Anthony Towne, "Vatic Outrages," rev. of Prison 
Poems. by Daniel Berrigan, Christian Century. 19 Dec. 
1973, p. 1258, agrees with this assertion. Towne writes: 
"Daniel's reflections are nourished by his activities."

7Daniel Berrigan, in No Bars to Manhood. (New York: 
Doubleday and Company, 1971), pp. 3-7, chronicles his
educational career.

8Berrigan, "Said God," TWN. p. 35.

9Berrigan, "I Am Renewed," TWN. p. 17.

IQjames Torrens, "Berrigan in his Poems," Good Work. 
(Fall 1968), p. 115.

^Berrigan, "Everything That Is," TWN. p. 13.

I^a.M. Sullivan, "Other New Books," rev. of TWN. 
by Daniel Berrigan, Catholic World. Jan. 1958, p. 318.
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13Berrigan, No Bars to Manhood, p. 7-8; hereafter 
cited as NBM.

l^Jacket note taped inside cover of TWN; origin un
known .

l^Janet Fiscalini, "Beyond the Lure of the Common 
Style," The Commonweal, 4 Jan. 1963.

^Sullivan, pp. 317-318.

17Daniel Berrigan, "Hope," The World for Wedding 
Ring. (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1962), p. 3; here
after cited as TWWR.

18Fiscalini, p. 392.

Joseph Tusiani, "Other New Books," rev. of Encount
ers . by Daniel Berrigan, Catholic World. June 1960, p. 
192.

20jOhn Logan, "Poetry Shelf," rev. of The World for 
Wedding Ring, by Daniel Berrigan, The Critic. April-May 
1963, p. 85.

2lLogan, p. 85.

22Berrigan, "Winter Upon Our Eyes," TWWR. p. 12.

23Daniel Berrigan, "Apostles," Encounters. p. 31.

24Robert Hillyer, "Selected Poems, Each Voice His 
Own," rev. of Encounters. by Daniel Berrigan, New York 
Times Book Review. 10 April 1960, p. 40.

33John Deedy, 'Apologies, Good Friends.' (Chicago: 
Fides/Claretian, 1981), pp. 53-54.

26Gray, p. 69, Berrigan admits that the worker-priests 
played an important role in his transition. "The worker- 
priests radicalized me like nothing else had before. They 
gave me, for the first time, a practical vision of the 
Church as she should be. They also transformed me 
politically in a historic year." And in Consequences: 
Truth and..., (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1967), 
p. 108, Berrigan admires the worker-priests in Sao Paulo, 
Brazil. He seems to be taking his cue from them to enter 
the world in a very real and spiritual way.
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27Deedy, p. 33.

28Deedy, p. 53.

29Gray, p. 77. 

30Berrigan, NBM. p. 9. 

31Deedy, p. 60-61. 

32Gray, p. 75.

33Gray, p. 97.

34Gray, p. 100. 

35Deedy, p. 66. 

38Deedy, p. 66. 

37Deedy, p. 67.

38Gray, p. 104.

39Daniel Berrigan, 
Waters. (New York: The 
hereafter cited as NOWW.

"Keep the Hour," No One Walks 
Macmillan Company, 1966), p. 3;

"A Beggar, First," NOWW. p. 61.49Berrigan,

"Immanence," NOWW. p. 71.

42Berrigan, "A Pittsburgh Beggar Reminds Me of the 
Dead of Hiroshima," NOWW. pp. 18-20.

43Deedy, p. 73.

44Berrigan provides the details of his trip in Night 
Flight to Hanoi. (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 
Inc., 1971), hereafter cited as NFH.

43Deedy, p. 75.

46Deedy, p. 75.

47Berrigan, NFH. pp. 22-23.

48Berrigan, NFH. pp. 65-68.
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49Berrigan, NFH. p. 23.

50Berrigan, NFH. p. 23.

54Berrigan, "The Writing of a Poem," NOWW. p. 2.

^Daniel Berrigan, "Children in the Shelter," False 
Gods, Real Men. (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1969), 
p. 16; hereafter cited as FGRM.

53]3errigan, "Thirst," Encounters. p. 71.

54William Dickey in "Public and Private Poetry," 
The Hudson Review . (Summer 1972), pp. 305-306, believes
that Berrigan's language was influenced by the poetry 
of G.M. Hopkins. Furthermore, Dickey says that Hopkins 
"adopts the syntax of foreign languages in his handling 
of English." And by implication so has Berrigan. Dickey 
becomes indignant at Berrigan's seeming disregard for 
the conventions of word order in the English language; 
"I can't help but feel that the assumption of this language, 
in its deliberate avoidance of idiom, is somehow to convey 
that our experience is inadequate."

55Berrigan, "The Pilots, Released," FGRM. p. 21.

^Daniel Berrigan, Consequences: Truth And.... (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1967), p. 105; hereafter
cited as CTA.

5?Berrigan, "In Memoriam (G.M.), NOWW. p. 28.

^Berrigan, NFH, p. 7.

S^Henry David Thoreau, Walden/On the Duty of Civil 
Disobedience. ed. Sherman Paul, (Boston: The Riverside
Press Cambridge, I960:), p. 345.

^Berrigan, CTA, p. 35.

^Berrigan, NFH, p. 3.

32Berrigan, NFH, p. 3.

63Berrigan, No B;irs to Manhood,

34Deedy, p. 88.

^Berrigan, NFH. p. xvi.
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6®Rev. of Trial Poems; a poet, a painter, by Daniel 
Berrigan and Thomas Lewis, Choice. March 1971, p. 62; 
hereafter cited as Trial Poems.

67james F. Cotter, rev. of Trial Poems, by Daniel 
Berrigan and Thomas Lewis, America. 9 May 1970, p. 504.

6^Thomas Lewis, in the introduction to Trial Poems. 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1970), n. pag.

^Berrigan and Lewis, "The Verdict," Trial Poems, 
n. pag.

7^Daniel Berrigan, "The Risen Tin Can," Prison Poems. 
(Greensboro, North Carolina: Unicorn Press, 1973), p. 
33.

71Daniel Berrigan and Lee Lockwood, Absurd Convictions, 
Modest Hopes. (New York: Random House, Inc., 1972), p. 
36; hereafter cited as ACMH.

7^Berrigan, ACMH. p. 36.

7^Rudolf Engelbarts, Books in Stir. (Metuchen, N.J.: 
Scarecrow Press, 1972), p. 85.

74Berrigan, "Patience, Hard Virtue, Prison Poems.
p. 8.

7^Berrigan and Lockwood, p. 37.

7®Engelbarts, p. 85.

77Berrigan, TWN, p. 31.

7^Berrigan, "For Philip's Birthday," Prison Poems, 
pp. 43-44.

7^Berrigan, "1967-Vietnam," FGRM. p. 47.

SOscott Nearing, Introd., Bars & Shadows, by Ralph 
Chaplin (London: George Allen & Unwin LTD., 1922), p. 
13. In many ways Chaplin's life was similar to Berrigan's 
today. Chaplin, best known as an Industrial Workers of 
the World (IWW) organizer, was also a poet, an editor, 
a prisoner of conscience and a war protestor during World 
War I.
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SlBerrigan, "What is the Opposite of Charisma?," 
Prison Poems, pp. 67-68.

82Frank L. Ryan, Best Sellers. 1 Oct. 1972, p. 301.

83gerrigan, "Seen One Day from the Dental Clinic 
Window," Prison Poems, p. 18.

S^Daniel Berrigan, "Berrigan at Cornell," Jubilee. 
18 Feb. 1968, pp. 31-32.

S^Berrigan, "Insanity," Prison Poems, p. 114.

S^Berrigan, CTA. p. 99.

87Berrigan, "I Encounter Men in the World," NOWW, 
p. 40.

88serrigan, ACMH. p. 53.

S^Berrigan, ACMH. p. 54.

"Berrigan, "We Will Now Hear the Word of God from 
Each of Our Beloved Chaplains," Prison Poems, p. 25.

91Berrigan, "Christ,” Encounters. p. 21.

92Berrigan, "The Pearl of Great Price," Prison Poems.
p. 5.

92Logan, p. 85. Logan was actually referring to 
Berrigan's diction as being too general and conventional, 
but Berrigan's poetic form merits the same criticisms.

94Berrigan, "A Desert Painting I Saw in Here, Badly 
Reproduced," Prison Poems, p. 92.

95Berrigan, "The Risen Tin Can," Prison Poems, p.
34.

9®The noted nonsensical pairings of words come respect
ively from the following poems in Prison Poems: "My Fath
er," p. 60; "No One Knows Whether Death, Which Men in 
Their Fear Call the Greatest Evil, May Not Be the Greatest 
Good," p. 80; "The Day the Humming Birds Returned, and 
Why," p. 81; "Insanity," p. 114.
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97Harry J. Cargas, Daniel Berrigan and Contemporary 
Protest Poetry. (New Haven, Conn.: College and University 
Press, 1972), p. 64.

"Anthony Towne, "Vatic Outrages," rev. of Prison 
Poems. by Daniel Berrigan, Christian Century. 19 Dec. 
1973, p. 1256.

"Lawrence W. Hyman, "Obscene Words and the Function
of Literature," 
col. 2.

College English, (March 1967), p. 433,

l"Hyman, p . 433, col. 1.

101-Berrigan , "Rehabilitative Report: We Can Still
Laugh," Prison Poems, p. 97.

102Berrigan, "A Hermit Thrush in Autumn, Over the 
Wall," Prison Poems, p. 118.

103Hyman, p. 434, col. 1. Miller Williams in "More 
Than Jewelry and Crystal," Saturday Review. 14 June 1969, 
p. 32, makes a similar comment upon Berrigan's poems. 
Williams says, "They [Berrigan's poems] are not pleasant; 
they were not meant to be pleasant."

l°4Michael True, "Verbal Display," rev. of Prison 
Poems. by Daniel Berrigan, The New Republic. 13 April 
1974, pp. 27-28.

105"Daniel Berrigan," Contemporary Authors. ed. by 
Clare D. Kinsman and Mary Ann Tennenhouse, XXXIII-XXXVI 
(Detroit, Michigan: Gale Research Company and The Book 
Tower, 1973), p. 103.

106Walter Berns, "The 'Essential Soul' of Daniel 
Berrigan," rev. of The Trial of the Catonsville Nine. 
Daniel Berrigan, The National Review. 9 Nov. 1973, p. 
1239.

l<-)7Berns, p. 1240.

l"See Anthony Towne's comment cited in footnote 
no. 6.

199Deedy, p. 73.

HOpersonal interview with James L. Bartruff, Assistant 
Professor of Fine Arts: Theater, Carroll College, 15 Feb. 
1984.
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mD. Keith Mano, "Berrigan Agonistes," National 
Review. 1 March 1974, p. 263.

p. 91.

113Deedy, p. 90.

ll^Berns, p. 1234. Berns considers Berrigan a publici
ty hound. He feels that Berrigan has "exhausted the dramat
ic possibilities of his priestly office."

Frank L. Ryan in Best Sellers. 1 Oct. 1972, p. 301, 
writes with a similar attitude: "Father Berrigan concen
trates his actions and ideas into a revolutionary role 
which at times, alas, takes on the appearance of a sought- 
for-martyrdom."

H^Emile de Antonio, dir., In the King of Prussia, 
with Martin Sheen and Daniel and Philip Berrigan; music 
by Jackson Browne; Emile de Antonio Films, 1982.
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