III

THE SOCIETY OF THE CATHOLIC COMMONWEALTH

1. American Christian Marxists (1939-48)

The Society of the Catholic Commonwéalth'was born in
controversy. A few days after the professions on October 18,
1939, long articles on the new community, including photo-
graphs of the newly professed in their habits, appeared in
Boston newspapers. The articles included an interview with
Smyth, outlining the new éociety's purposes, both religious
and political, and suggesting a close relationship with
Christ Church and its rector, C. Leslie Glenn.l élenn was
embarrassed and outraged. Time magazine began to make plans
for an article on the new Christian-Markist community but
Glenn intervened to prevent it. He informed the bishop that
he would not renew Smyth's permission to work in the
parish.2

Smyth, however, found a friend in James DeWolf
Perry, bishop of Rhode Island, former presiding bishop of
the Episcopal church and J.F. Russell's uncle. Perry medi-
ated among Smyth, Glenn and the bishop of Massachusetts,
Henry Knox Sherrill, and eventually became the Society's
episcopal visitor. Relations with Christ Church gradually
diminished so that eventually the community functioned with-

out any reference to the parish. Sherrill and successive
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bishops of Massachusetts continued to reneﬁ Smyth's license
to officiate as a priest in the diocese yearly until his
death. Smyth never became canonically resident in the
diocese.? |

In terms of a traditional monastic life with members
under vows, the first year of the S.C.C. was its most stable
and developed. The four members settled into a routine in
which Smyth spent his time reading, writing and attending
political and labour events; Russell continued his community
and labour organizing activities; and Brothers Paul and
Francis ran the household. The four joined together in a
daily BEucharist and three short daily offices. They received
encouragement from a sympathetic article on the community in

Christian Century in May 1540.4

Difficulties, however, soon developed. The financial
burden of the oratory increased and Smyth found that he and
Russell could not bear it alone. The burden was increased by
a $10,000 loan to E.A. Brown in 1938 to set up his private
practice and the $1,750 subsidy required to publish Manhood
Into God. Smyth began to consider moving the oratory to an
income~-producing farm or working as a salaried parish
priest. The search for a parish continued for the next three
years.5

However, the different expectations of the four

members of the community also came into conflict. Russell,

always more interested in political and labour organizing
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than the religious life, moved out in the spring of 1940 to
take up full-time labour organizing. The parting was ami=-
cable and Russell continued to work with and suppoft the
oratory. In the fall of 1940, Brothers Paul and Francis,
alarmed at Smyth's increasingly radical political activities
and always more interested in the religious life than .theol-
ogy or politics, declined to renew their vows. They moved to
Roxbury and reestablished themselves as the Brothers of St.
Paul. Smyth was left as the sole member of the Society of
the Catholic Commonwealth.®

The formation of the Society of the Catholic Common-
wealth took place two months after the Soviet-Nazi non-
aggression pact and the dissolution of the Popular Front, a
time of major crisis for the Communist left in the U.S. The
non-aggression pact, the Soviet invasions of Poland and
Finland and the U.S. Communist Party's decision to renounce
the Popular Front and advocate non-intervention in the war
left many on the American left, both Communist and non-
Communist, feeling deeply betrayed. At a time when U.S.
Communists, including leading intellectuals such as Gran-
ville Hicks, were leaving the party by the thousands and
others on the left, such as Reinhold Niebuhr, were strongly
denouncing Soviet perfidy, Smyth was attempting to build a
religious community with a basic commitment to a Marxist

political and economic stance, including support of the
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Soviet Union. That Smyth actively advocated the new Commu-~
nist Party position of non-intervention in the war did not
make matters easier.

Smyth's decision to support the new Communist Party
position did not come easily and caused conflict within the
Oratory. Smyth's European perspective contributed to the
decision. Aware of the sympathy of some in the British gov-
ernment towards fascism, Smyth feared that the war was
really a "capitalist plot" to extend fascism to England and
the U.S. 1In responding to John Wild's opposition to non=-
intervention in July 1940, Smyth cites the example of
France, where French fascists supported war with Germany as
a way to ensure a German victory. Smyth continues,

The Capitalists [sic] classes in the so-called "democra-
cies" are deliberately working to fasten Fascism and
Nazism upon the rest of us, and the way they will do it
--indeed the only way they can do it at this juncture,
is to get us into war.
He doubts the sincerity of Americans such as James Conant at
Harvard or William Manning, Episcopal bishop of New York,
who are advocating intervention. He warns Wild that the
situation is a crisis, even at Harvard:
- « « I think you have not brought yourself to see how
truly dangerous the situation is right under our noses.
it is under cover [of] excitement and fear, from what-
ever source, that our Capitalists will do--even now seek
to do--their evil work of giving us a Fascist regime. I
think they may succeed, even within a year. I think you

may find Harvard quite in the position of the German
Universities--but this will tickle Conant half to death.

Smyth distrusted any talk of "saving democracy" or "saving
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civilization” coming from those on the political right. "we
must keep away from this war", Smyth concludes in his letter
to Wild, "It is a war deliberately plotted in order to
spread Nazism throughout the western world!"’/ Déspite
Smyth's arguments, Wild boycotted the oratory during the
non-interventionist period.8
Smyth put forward a similar view in a speech at a

Radcliffe forum on December 12, 1940. He explains that he is
not an absolute pacifist but believes that the present
_effort does not meet the criteria of a just war in Thomist
theory. He affirms democracy aé humanity's "free and effec-
tual participation in control of [its] own social and eco-
nomic processes” but argues that both sides in the war are
opposed to genuine democracy. U.S. business interests sup-
port the war not in the interests of democracy but because
they see it as a solution to uneﬁployment, falling profits,
inability to use accumulated capital, poor distribution of
wealth and the rising power of labour. He likens American
business leaders to Hitler and Mussolini:

I think our economic & industrial leaders (like Hitler &

Mussolini), welcome war, not for democracy at all, but

because it gives them arbitrary power to solve these

other problems under a false veil of "patriotism".
Smyth cites business pressure to regulate labour, outlaw
strikes and guarantee profits in war industries. He argues
that at this point the war is really in the interest of

fascism rather than democracy.
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At the end of the speech, Smyth's notes put forward
the conditions under which he would support the war:
With a genuinely popular socialist labour government
(or system) in England :
With a popularly & democratically controlled politi-
cal & economic system here at home (including our
foreign policy)
With an England willing to liberate India & a United
States willing to enter into full & friendly relations
with the Soviet Union for the support of the Chinese
people in their war for liberation against Japan.
Smyth concludes by affirming that all of the the above con-
ditions are achievable but when they are achieved there will
be no war to fight.9 In a similar vein, Smyth urged a
Quincy, Mass. Congress of Industrial Organizations (C.1.0.)}
housing meeting in February 1941 not to be deceived into
giving up democratic rights of organization, strikes and
demonstrations for the "'sacrifice'" of war, a "hellish kind
of shortcut” to employment.10
Smyth joined the American Peace Mobilization, suc-
cessor to the American League for Peace and Democracy, and
took a major part in state and national A.P.M. activities,
including public meetings and radio broadcasts... On March
27, 1941 he presided and spoke at the Massachusetts Peace
Rally Against War at Symphony Hall, Boston. In early April,
as Massachusetts chairperson of the A.P.M., he led a state
delegation of 400 to the American People's Peace Meeting in

New York. On May 11, he picketed the White House in the

"Eternal Peace Vigil". A picture of Smyth holding his pla-
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card at the White House fence appeared in the Daily Worker.

By June Smyth was on the National Executive Council of the
A.P.M. and chair of its National Religious Committee.ll

During late 1940 and early 1941, Smyth was joined at
the oratory by ﬁd Seldon, a former Harvard student from the
Quincy Street period, who had recently returned to Cam-
bridge. Seldon shared Smyth's political views and joined the
Young Communist League. Seldon recalls that on party orders,
he and Smyth worked iﬁ different groups. He and Smyth were
not uncritical of the Communist Party line (particularly on
Finland) but Smyth remained committed to the position that
Christians had to ally themselves with the most radical
political group available; for Smyth, that groﬁp was the
Commﬁnist Party, given its influence, reputation and unam-
biguous commitment to revolutionary socialism,1?

Smyth developed close personal relations with some
of the leadership of the Communist Party in Boston. Seldon
remembers Smyth returning from a meeting of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party in New England, which he
proudly attended in his clerical collar.l3 On December 14,
1940, Smyth spoke at a testimonial dinner for Philip Frank-
feld, secretary of the Communist Party of Massachusetts:

Fortunately we are here to pay tribute to a definite
objective, material man, one who combines excellently in
himself, his principles & theories with his practice.
This is what really counts. This is what givef4this

occasion its peculiarly invigorating flavour.

A few days later, Frankfeld wrote Smyth:
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In your person, we see a Christian who practices and
symbolizes Christianity, Father Smythe [sicl. . . . As
an atheist I want to say, that in your teachings, your
complete selflessness, your extreme modesty, your quiet,
unpublicized and daily work and life -- the story of
Christ assumes a living expression in you. Your courage
and fearlessness flows out of your convictions.

Frankfeld had been clearly moved by his discussions with
Smyth: 7

It was indeed a great honor & greater pleasure knowing
you and discussing social and political questions with
you, Father Smythe. I sincerely hope that my present

assignment will not last too long iESPhila[delphia] so

that we could renew our friendship.
Frankfeld's warmth was in sharp contrast to the response
Smyth usually met in the Episcopal church. While there is no
clear evidence that Smyth joined the Communist Party, Seldon
believes that at this time Smyth was at least a "token" kind
of member, maintaining close personal relations with party
members and having access to decision-making groups.16 It is
also clear that at this point Smyth did not require Commu-
nist Party members who joined the $.C.C. to give up their
party membership.17

Smyth's account of the S5.C.C.'s activities in a

letter to an inquirer, Richard Young, in March 1941, clearly
describe the activist character of the Oratory:

- - . We are becoming increasingly concerned with poli-

tical and labor union matters. We go into all sorts of

groups, political, social, and labor, as opportunity

offers, and we concern ourselves with helping the work-

ing people of our environment in their effort to organ-

ize, to assert their political and economic strength,

and thus to broaden and deepen the democratic processes
of our national life.
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Smyth saw this work as revolutionary: "The reason why we
have banded together as a religious Society is that we are
convinced that a Catholic Revolution (if one may call it
thus) must be lived, as well as talked about in advance."l8

As Smyth's Radcliffe talk indicated, he was open to
changing his position on entry into the war if the world
situation changed. It did so dramatically on June 22, 1941
with the German invasion of the Soviet Union. Richard Young,
then trying his vocation at the oratory, remembers Smyth's
announcement at mass the next morning that he now supported
U.S. intervention in the war because "this is a people's war
now".19 On June 27, Smyth wrote Roosevelt on behalf of the
National Religious Committee of the A.P.M., demanding "genu-
ine assistance to the Soviet Union and United China"™. Within
the A.P.M. Smyth argued that the group ought to "fold up" as
the war had taken on a new character with the entry of the
Soviet Union into it.2% The American Peace Mobilization
became the American People's Mobilization and soon dis~
solved.

With the entry of the Soviet Union into the war,
Smyth became active in the Massachusetts Committee for Rus-
sian War Relief. He also became acting chairperson of the
Citizens' Committee to Free Earl Browder. Browder, general
secretary of the Communist Party in the U.S., was imprisoned

by the U.S. government on a passport violation. Smyth de-
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fended Browder's cause in a radio broadcast in early 1942,21
In July 1942, Smyth organized a petition drive to the State
Ballot Law Commission of Massachusetts against William H.
MacMasters' attempt to keep the Communist Party off the
ballot in Massachusetts. In August, he joined the Citizens
Victory Committee for Harry Bridges.22
After U.S. entry into the war in December 1941,
Smyth strongly supported Roosevelt's foreign policy of armed
resistance to fascism. In June 1942, he addressed a Student
Christian Movement gathering of 190 delegates in East Se-
bago, Maine. He opposed the pacifist position of the S.C.M.
leadership and Norman Thomas. Smyth describes the scene in a
letter to a friend:
I ended up with a ringing call for full participation in
the war and full backing of our country's foreign
policy. This had the effect of a bombshell thrown into a
dove-cote. It also enabled much of the inarticulate
opposition which had been smouldering against the offi-
cial leadership to come out into the open.
Smyth is very critical of the S.C.M.:
It is my opinion that these student conferences are
deliberately devised to confuse as many young people as
the SCM can reach. They are culturally perfectly poison-
ous, with all their horrid sentimentality, their singing
on beaches in the dark, their telling of mild and
"religious" jokes, their anaemic sexuality (always in
the background) their blithering, mawkish hymns and
prayers. There is no reforming this sort of thing, there
is no working with it. It is part of the whole apparatus
of middle class Egscist reaction, and it has simply got
to be destroyed.
Smyth was consistently critical of sentimental bourgeois

Christianity that could not take difficult stands.



92

Smyth and the Oratory also continued to build links
with the labour movement. In November and December 1941, the
oratory basement served as headquarters for a strike by 50
members of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of the C.I.O.
against a nearby dry cleaners. Smyth reprinted "The Church
Needs Organized Labor™ and had it translated into Armenian
and Yiddish. Smyth also spoke at a variety.of labour meet-
ings and rallies.?4

In the early forties, Smyth and the S§.C.C. came to
the attention of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. In May
1941, an F.B.I. agent who as a student at Brown University
in 1937 had heard Smyth lecture on Christian revolution at
St. Stephen's, Providence, urged the Roston F.B.I. office to
invesfigate Smyth. The investigation began, encouraged by
authorities at Harvard who were unhappy with Smyth's influ-
ence on Harvard students. Agents placed the Oratory under
surveillance and interviewed its neighbours, Harvard, Rad-
cliffe and M.I.T. faculty and administration, an official of
the "Episcopal church and former oratory residents. 2>

The investigation eventually included numerous
interviews with classmates and faculty from Hamilton and
M.I.T., colleagues from Washington and informants within the
Communist Party; investigation of Smyth's birth, academic,
financial, military and passport records; sending an F.B.I.
agent posing as an inquirer to the oratory and assigning an

agent to read Manhood Into God. F.B.I. reports noted that
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Smyth "claims to be a clergyman" and that the oratory "com-
bines a certain amount of incense swinging and Communistic
doctrines". Reports also noted that Smyth "looks as though
he has some colored blood" and repeated numerous rumours
about his homosexuality. Reports documenfed in great detail
Smyth's association with "Communist front" gfoups.26

From Smyth's F.B.I. file, it is clear that the Har-
vard administration and many of Smyth's former associates
actively cooperated in the investigation. At first the
F.B.I. regarded Smyth with some seriousness but by April
1943 concluded that he was "more odd than dangerous". How-
ever, .in response to continuing complaints, they continued
the investigation. In July 1943, J. Edgar Hoover recommended
that Smyth be "considered for custodial detention in view of
the existing emergency” and at the end of 1943 the Bdston
F.B.I. office placed him on their "Key Figure List".27
Throughout the file Smyth is labelled a "Communist" although
the F.B.I. was never able to find legal proof of membership
in the party. The investigation dwindled in the late forties
but continued sporadicaily into the early fifties. As public
pPressure increased in the late forties and early fifties to
find Communists (Smyth was named in Herbert A. Philbrick's I

Led 3 Lives), the file was re-opened and agents dug further

and further back into Smyth's personal history. Smyth knew

about the F.B.I. investigation but paid little attention.?8
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The failure of the traditional religious life to
develop after the S.C.C.'s first year was alleviated by the
organization of a group of oratory "associates"™ in December
1940.29 Within a year, they were toﬁally integrated into
full membership of the S.C.C. as "members secular". They
came from both Harvard and the broader community. From this
time onwards, the S.C.C. had two kinds of membership:
"members regular”, malé laity or clergy living in the ora-
tory under annual threefold monastic vows, and "members
secular”, laity or clergy, men or women, single or married,
living outside the oratory but committed to the Society's
theology and program. Both types of members had full voting
rights in chapter but the office of superior was limited to
the regular membership.30 Smyth remained the sole regular
member until 1950 and superior until his death in 1960. The
secular membership, however, slowly grew.

The development of the secular membership and the
concept of S.C.C. "cells" was at least partly shaped in
reaction to the Malvern Declaration concept of Christian
"cells". The Church of England conference on Christianity
and the economic order, held in Malvern in January 1941,
declared capitalism and Christianity incompatible. In Febru-
ary 1941, Smyth and Seldon attended a Church League for
Industrial Democracy event in New Haven on Malvern. Smyth
supported the declaration but pointed out that the "cells"

the conference recommended were but study groups and there-
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fore unlikely to bring about real change. The Malvern con-
cept of cell forced Smyth to clarify his own ideas about the
work of revolutionary Christian cells.3l These were set down

in successive issues of the handbook, Society of the Catho-

lic Commonwealth, commonly called the "Red Book", first

publishedlin December 1941.
In early January 1941, Smyth published his first

book, Manhood Into God, a philosophical and creedal compan-

ion to Conrad Noel's Life of Jesus. In it, he put forward
the central theme of his theology -- that the Incarnation,
as the taking of humanity into the divine, is a process
rather than a static event, which continues in the church
and the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist. In the on-
going revolutionary Incarnational process, termed Transub-
stantiation (not to be confused with the Thomist term but
related to it), the Eucharistic offertory of bread and wine,
which materially contains the human social and economic
order, is taken into the divine, perfected and given back to
those who receive to strengthen them to prepare a new offer-
tory in the world. This ongoing preparation of the offertory
requires Christians to work in revolutionary ways to perfect
the social order materially contained in the breadrand wine
of the offertory. Smyth relates the materialistic and dia-
lectical nature of the Incarnational process with Marxist

dialectical materialism, emphasizing the common revolution-
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ary agenda of Christians and Marxists. The book received
favourable reviews from Vida Scudder, Conrad Noel, Eric

Mascall, Norman Pittenger and Joseph Fletcher but sold few

copies.32

With the U.S. entry into the war, the number of
students at Harvard decreased and many members secular en-
listed in the armed forces. Smyth encouraged their partici-
pation in the war and faithfully co;responded with them.
With worsening financial problems and an empty oratory,
Smyth continued his search for a parish. In December 1942,
after the bishop of New York vetoed Smyth's appointment to
Corpus Christi parish, West 69th Street, New York, Sherrill
offered him St. Stephen's, Shawmut Avenue, Bosfon, for a
one-mbnth trial period. Smyth and the oratory began to take
services in the parish and make plans to move there. How=-
ever, after a few weeks, the suffragan bishop, R.A. Heron,
refused to allow Smyth to continue.33 After considering
Russian Orthodoxy, a return to England and a move to the
diocese of Chicago, Smyth decided to continue with the ora-
tory in Cambridge.34

The war years were a period of considerable isola-
tion and discouragement for Smyth. Because of financial
problems and the lack of students, he was frequently on the
verge of closing the oratory. He was alienated from both the
Episcopal church and from other Christian Marxists. Fellow

Anglo-Catholics distrusted his leftist politics. Anglo-
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Catholic religious communities such as the Society of St.
John the Evangelist (Cowley) and the Order of the Holy Cross
distrusted his one-person community and high political pro-
file. Although there were many clergy vacancies in the war
years, many bishops distrusted both his Anglo-Catholicism
and leftist politics. In June 1943, he expressed his frus-
tration to Joseph Fletcher:
« + « I continue to loathe the Episcopal Church more and
more, and I really cannot make up my mind that this
disastrous bourgeois institution can offer any basis
whgtever for that redeeming Cgtholicism yhich.is Sg-
quired by our present developing world situation.
Most of Smyth's fellow Christian Marxists, such as Harry F.
Ward or William B. Spofford, were theological liberals.
Smyth worked with them in political action but strongly
attacked their theological stance as inadequate. Likewise,
Smyth eventually rejected the Church Leagque for Industrial
Democracy as containing too many theological and political

liberals.36

Inevitably, Smyth and the oratory were also marginal
to the Communist left. Theologically, Smyth argued that
Marxism and Incarnational Christianity needed one another.
He sought to convert Marxists to Christianity and Christians
to Marxism. In the end, he had more success with the latter
agenda than the former. The oratory's intellectual and aes-
thetic ethos did not attract the working class. While the

Communist left welcomed Smyth on platforms and letterheads,



98

only a few Communists became familiar with the life of the
oratory. |

The Communist left and the working class also per-
ceived Smyth and the oratory as "homosexual®. Smyth was
sensitive to this perception and took care to behave with
propriety in his relations with Harvard students and other
visitors to the oratory. Nor did he countenance overt homo-
sexual behaviour among students frequenting the oratory.
Indeed, at times he strongly rejected gay students lest the
oratory acquire a reputation that would damage its credibil-
ity with the working class. Smyth's own friendship with
Ethan Allan Brown, now a successful Boston allergist, con-
tinued though without its earlier overt éroticism. Smyth

dedicated Manhood Into God to Brown -- "A catholic Comrade,

In Recognition of a Long and Fruitful Friendship". However,
the friendship cooled slightly as Brown distanced himself
from Smyth's religious and political views.37

Throughout 1943 and 1944, Smyth worked on his book

on the Eucharist, Discerning the Lord's Body, published in

early 1946. The book developed the EucharisticAtheology of

Manhood into God, substituting .the neologism "Metacosmesis”

for Transubstantiation as the name for the Incarnational
process. Smyth again emphasized the need for Christians to
change the unjust social, political and economic structures
(including capitalism) that produce the defects in the

Eucharistic offertory. He argued that Marxist dialectical
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analysis is essential to bring about these changes. Support-
ing Marx's critique of religion, Smyth strongly rejected
pietist, gnostic and otherworldly forms of Christianity as
"extricationalist"™. Reviews were unfavourable, with the
exception of thqse by Elmer Smith (a member of the S.C.C.)
and E.R. Hardy.38 A

The manuscript for the book was the basis of lec-.
tures delivered to two Canadian Christian socialist groups
in the mid-forties. Smyth lectured to the the Fellowship for
a Christian Social Order (a largely United Church of Canada
group) in Gananoque, Ontario in July 1943 and the Anglican
Fellowship for Social Action in Arundel, Quebec in August
1944. In both groups, Smyth tried to support the Marxist
rather than social democratic factions. Privately, he criti-
cized both groups' support of the social democratic Co-
operative Commonwealth Federation {(C.C.F.). Smyth became a
regﬁlar visitor to Arundel conferences.>2

Smyth's Eucharistic theoclogy also required a cri-
tique of the liturgy. In late 1944, he published a small

tract, An Integration of the General Confession and Absolu-

tion with the Liturgical Offertory, putting forward his

proposals for liturgical revision. Smyth moved the confes-
sion (a mutual act between priest and people) to the begin-
ning of the offertory (as a preparation for it) and put

forward a full liturgical offertory, including prothesis
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{preparation of the elements), procession, presentation and
prayers by the priest and people. Smyth's revision repre-
sented practices that had been developing in the oratory
chapel all the way back to the Clinton oratory. Smyth sent
copies of the tract with a covering letter to all bishops,
seminarians and members of the liturgical commission of the
Episcopal church. There were few responses, although Massey
Shepherd agreed with the placement of the Offertory but not
with Smyth's Roman formularies.40 The complete S.C.C. Eucha-

ristic liturgy was published as The Anéhnesis of the Body

and Blood of Qur Lord Jesus Christ in 1947.

Smyth's admiration for the Soviet Union during the
war period was great and he strongly supported the war
effort. In January 1543, he expressed this admiration to
Joseph Fletcher:

Russia has become literally the only hope of the world
-=- and in the wake of Russia, China and India will
fgl}ow Fo help make the worlilsafe for decent people
living in the western world.
In March 1943, he corresponded with Earl Browder about a
campaign to publicize discrimination against members of the
Communist Party in the U.S. armed forces. 42

However, he was unhappy with the increasing emphasis
of the U.S. Commuhist Party (now the Communist Political
Association under Browder) on the compatibility of Marxism

and the liberal democratic tradition. He opposed Browder's

espousal of "several generations of progressive capitalism”






