
DAN DELANY  (EULOGY) 

Recently we have been having some problems at the L.A. Worker and we have been working with 
Sr. Cathy, our long-term, Harvard-trained, community therapist who has helped us over our 
numerous communal bumps through the years. An essential part of her technique is to engage the 
whole community in a process of defining itself.   At the end of the process she told us, “This is your 
own self-definition of who you are as a community: You are SALTY, SCRAPPY, AND 
JUDGMENTAL.” 

Yes, that is who we are, and that is who we have been from the beginning, SALTY, SCRAPPY, 
AND JUDGMENTAL. I could just blame that communal definition on our founder, Dan Delany: 
salty, scrappy, and judgmental. But I suspect the truth is that the Catholic Worker movement in 
general tends to attract people who are salty, scrappy, and judgmental and Dan Delany was a prime 
exemplar of those essential Catholic Worker qualities: salty, scrappy, and judgmental. 

I was a 24-year-old, newly minted radical, when I stepped in the front door of the L.A. Catholic 
Worker, and like all 24-year-olds I thought I knew everything. But in the subsequent years with Dan 
I would receive my postgraduate degree in theology, church history, and Catholic Worker 
radicalism. And even more, I would find myself in the midst of a community and a movement that 
would ultimately sustain me for the rest of my life. 

It was a very chaotic, dangerous, and radical time to be alive. Civil rights, the peace movement, the 
women’s movement, Vatican Council II, question authority, burn draft cards, reject war, and go to 
jail. Dan and Chris had just recently returned from Wisconsin where they had supported the 
Milwaukee 14 on trial for burning draft files; Dan had recently fasted on the front steps of St. 
Vibiana’s Cathedral in support of Chicanos por La Rasa, who had been charged with criminal 
trespass for disrupting Cardinal Manning’s Christmas midnight mass.   

Out of that experience of fasting, protest, and resistance, the L.A. Catholic Worker was born: Salty, 
scrappy, and judgmental. On the steps of the Cathedral, in the middle of skid row, next door to the 
Union Rescue Mission, the heart of L.A. poverty confronted Dan.  By Easter 1970, Dan and Chris 
served their first skid row meal in front of the Cathedral out of the trunk of their 1957 Pontiac, both 
as an act of compassion and an act of protest against the Church’s ecclesial indifference to the poor 
on their steps.  Salty, scrappy, judgmental, and in your face. That is how Dan and Chris conceived 
us and that is who we continue to be today: salty, scrappy, and judgmental. 

Dan and Chris were my parents, I mean that metaphorically, but actually I mean it literally as well. 
Our parents give us life. And quite literally Dan and Chris gave me my life. If it were not for Dan 
and Chris I would have gone to work in my dad’s real estate business, worked in a tall air-
conditioned office building, lived at the beach, and made lots of money. Instead I live in a graffiti 
and gangbanger East L.A. neighborhood, work in a hot sweaty soup kitchen, and break up skid row 
fights. Hmmm, not the best use of your college education. 

Within five minutes of walking into the front door of the Catholic Worker I was immediately 
promoted to editor of the as yet unpublished Catholic Agitator. Though I considered myself an ex-



Catholic, I had actually been raised in a conservative Orange County Catholic household, attended 
Catholic schools, served as an altar boy and raised money for Catholic missions to save pagan babies 
in Africa and Asia. Yet I had never heard of Dorothy Day, the Berrigan brothers, or the Catholic 
Worker, had only vaguely heard of Vatican II, or Pope John XXIII.  Now I was to receive the 
education that I had missed. I lived and partied with ex-nuns and priests, all of who were involved in 
social justice because they could no longer wait for their Church to implement the documents of 
Vatican Council II and Gospel values. I attended underground masses, I served beans and pasta on 
skid row, picketed with the farm workers, protested the war. On Sundays we celebrated mass around 
the dining room table with friends, community, and supporters; broke bread, shared wine, read the 
gospels, and envisioned a future in which our world might look a bit more like the one Jesus had 
envisioned 2000 years before.  Everything that I know about my adult life I learned at that 
communion table and dinner table.  Every night Dan held forth on U.S. history, church history, 
labor history, theology, and politics. The conversations could last for hours.  

From Chris I learned how to cook, clean toilets, sweep, mop, change diapers, and that you wash 
your own fucking sheets and towels, and clothes, and “No, I am not your mom or your maid.” And 
to this day, every bathroom that I walk into, whether it is mine or not, I compulsively replace the 
empty toilet paper role because it is a mark of personalism and basic civility. Thanks Chris. 

But perhaps most importantly, I learned to fight. Dan was cantankerous and contentious and he 
would yell at everyone. I would cringe, but Chris would just yell right back at him. I finally learned 
that the only way to survive in the same house with Dan Delany was to just say, “Fuck you” and yell 
right back at him. I learned that even though he was two feet taller and a hundred pounds heaver 
than I was, he actually did believe in non-violence and he was not going to hit me. It was a little 
scary but it was a good lesson to learn. Dan was salty, scrappy and judgmental. 

 I have often reflected on the gospel passage, “You are the salt of the earth. If salt loses its flavor with 
what can it be seasoned? It is no longer good for anything but to be thrown out and trampled under 
foot.” I have read many of the scholars on the subject – salt is flavorable, salt is a preservative, salt is a 
healer and a sign of covenant.  I came to the conclusion that salt is all of those things and much 
more.  Salt is salty. It is salty in the manner of one who tells an unsavory joke, in the manner of 
someone who is insultingly outspoken, and in the way Jesus speaks to the scribes and the Pharisees at 
the dinner table: “Woe to you who lay heavy burdens on the poor, woe to you who kill the prophets, 
and build their tombs.” It is the salt that is salty and sometimes difficult to digest.  Dan Delany was 
salty, he spoke with the saltiness of the prophets, he spoke with the saltiness of the Gospels, and he 
spoke with the saltiness of Jesus. 

“It’s all from God. It’s all from God.” This is what Chris said when she called asking me to speak 
here today. “It’s all from God.” She said, “If you hadn’t stayed, if we hadn’t left; it’s all from God.”   

If I had not stayed after the contentious, acrimonious break up with Dan and Chris in1972, the L.A. 
Catholic Worker would not have existed for the last 45 years, and thousands of lives would have 
fallen through the cracks. If I had not stayed, none of our sister houses from Las Vegas to Indiana to 
Haiti to Kenya would never have appeared on the planet. If I had not stayed, I would have been 



living a comfortable suburban life oblivious to the sins of poverty, injustice, and imperial 
warmongering.  But I would never have been who God meant me to be: a writer of books and 
screeds, an intellectual with questioning, subversive curiosity, a servant of the poor, a fighter for 
prophetic justice, a mentor to the next generation of salty, cantankerous, contentious Catholic 
Workers. And if Dan and Chris had not left L.A., the beautiful work of Loaves and Fishes—open 
seven days a week with its hundreds of volunteers serving thousands of meals, its library, psychiatric 
services, homeless advocacy, friendship park, and my favorite: an emergency shelter for homeless 
people’s pets would not exist. As Chris Delany said:  “It’s all from God.” SALTY, SCRAPPY, AND 
JUDGMENTAL. 

 

Jeff Dietrich, 25 October 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 


