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Dissenter Poet in Residence:

The Rev. Daniel Berrigan, S.J.
aybe it’s the abundance of blank wall to stare
at, and the time to do it, but a lot of resolutions get made in prison. When the Rev.
Daniel Berrigan, S.J., found himself locked up in
Danbury Federal Penitentiary in 1970 for burning
Vietnam War draft files and leading the F.B.I. on a
three-month chase around the United States, he, too,
resolved to change his life.
He did not, as is often the case in such moments,
decide to become a law-abiding citizen. Since his release
in 1972, he has been arrested dozens of times for additional acts of civil disobedience, most of them protesting
war. And at 81, he boasts of being “entirely unreformed.”
No, Berrigan’s resolution involved his academic status.
“I made a great vow that I would never again settle
on one campus,” he recalled one afternoon last December
over soup at a modest bistro near the West Side Jesuit
th
Community on 98 Street in Manhattan, his home. He
reasoned that without a full-time job like the one he’d
held at Cornell University in 1970, no one could try to
cut back on his activism by threatening to fire him.
So his teaching posts have been more like dates than
a marriage. “If I’m invited for a semester,” he explained,
“as I’ve been continually, they know I’m departing, and
I know I’m departing, and it goes well.”
He kept this vow until 2000, when Fordham offered to
name him poet-in-residence. He agreed.
Does this mean that he has succumbed to the charms
of Fordham—where he has been a visiting professor
several times over the decades—and begun to fall in
love? Sorry, but no. Except for the Jesuits, to which he
has belonged for 63 years, Berrigan is too prickly and
independent to pledge himself to a single institution.
Yet, starting with his 1954 stint at Saint Peter’s Prep
in Jersey City, N.J., he has always taught somewhere. He
enjoys the classroom, where he tries to “fire minds to a
flare” by challenging students to confront stark moral
choices in difficult literature. Judging from his most
recent stack of student evaluations, that is pretty much
what he did in “Poems by Poets in Torment,” a class he
taught at Lincoln Center last spring.
“I think I have put more of myself into this class
than any other I have taken,” wrote one. “And I know for
certain that I have gotten more out of it than I can even
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hint at here.” Another student complimented Berrigan
for talking about how faith and a radical politics inform
his poetry. “This class is real to us because you’re real to
us,” the student wrote. “You’re not just a snooty academic with a bunch of fancy degrees.”
Perhaps you didn’t even know that Berrigan is a poet.
His embattled fame as an avatar of nonviolence has long
overshadowed his art. But his credentials are impressive.
He has published 14 volumes of poetry. (The most
recent was And the Risen Bread: Selected Poems, 1957-1997,
published in 1998 by Fordham University Press.) His
first book of poems, Time Without Number, was published
in 1957. It was nominated for a National Book Award
and won the prestigious Lamont Prize for Poetry from
the American Academy of Arts and Letters. In jail or out,
Berrigan has been seriously composing poems ever since.
“As a poet of witness, he’s one of our most important
voices,” said Elisabeth Frost, assistant professor of
English at Fordham and director of Poets Out Loud, an
eight-year-old poetry reading series held at the Lincoln
Center campus. “He has a real warmth and quietness, in
which he couches the boldest of his stances.”
Berrigan read for the series, which has featured major
poets like Derek Walcott, Gwendolyn Brooks and
Kenneth Koch. In his work, he is no blushing celebrant
of nature or the worrier of an indwelling self. He is tender and critical and often scolds what he loves, as in the
poem “O Catholic Church”:
I could love you more if
you mothered me less, if you
egged on like a shrew by expensive shrinks
and your own shrinking shadow
weren’t such an
Amazon of Order
Such severity is belied by Berrigan’s person. His face
has been weathered and creased by a life’s long winter of
fights, but you get the idea, while he gently sips his soup,
that he’d rather not always be beating the drums of doom.
He complimented his recent students for wrestling with
his course, which included readings in Bertolt Brecht,
Günter Grass, Federico García Lorca, Pablo Neruda
and Primo Levi.
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“It’s very easy to dump on young people,” he said.
“But they will be as good or mediocre as we are,
depending on the example we give.”
French Clements, a senior and a dance major from
San Jose, Calif., liked his class well enough that when
his mother and 13-year-old sister, Iris, came to visit, he
had them attend it.
“We were doing some poem that had to do with
napalm and naked burning children,” he said. “I gave
some looks to my sister, but she was all there, which
says something about the humanity of Father Dan’s
approach.” He added that there was a drawback to Iris’
visit: “Now she thinks that all college classes are going to
be that inspiring, nicely condensed and well expressed.”
Several students complained in their evaluations that
Berrigan spoke too low in class. It is one of his contradictions that he expresses a furious rhetoric in tones that lull.
For example, at the Brooklyn Academy of Music before a
recent screening of a documentary about one of his antiwar actions, an audience member asked him if the world’s
store of justice had increased since the start of his career.

In a kindly voice, Berrigan answered: “It’s the most
dangerous time of my life. With the president and his
crew, we’re in the hands of ideologues that don’t recognize
any moral boundaries, have only contempt for human
life and are money-mad. That’s a very lethal combination.”
Though he can be strident, he has earned the right to
speak his mind, said the Rev. Jeffrey von Arx, S.J., dean
of Fordham College at Rose Hill.
“Not everyone agrees with what Dan Berrigan has to
say about every issue,” he said. “But no one can challenge his sincerity or his conviction to put his life on the
line for his beliefs.”
His most recent students seemed to feel the same.
Many praised him for putting flesh to abstract concepts
like conscience and fruitful sacrifice. “I would like to thank
you for strengthening my view of Christianity,” wrote one.
Another added: “Maybe one day I can have the strength
to live the life I want to live.” That sounds like a resolution.
—Jim O’Grady, FCO ’82, is co-author, with Murray Polner, of
Disarmed and Dangerous: The Radical Lives and Times
of Daniel and Philip Berrigan.

