Iv
CHRISTIAN MATERIALISM

From the mid-thirties onwards, F. Hastings Smyth
sought to relate the Christian Incarnation as a process

(Transubstantiation in Manhood Into God, Metacosmesis in

Discerning the Lord's Body) with the dialectical materialism

6f Marx, Engels and Lenin. Smyth began with a positive but
critical assessment of both Marxist materjalism and dialec-
tics. However, the attempt to bring together the Incarnation
and dialectical materialism soon required a critique of both
traditional Christian theology and orthodox Marxist theory.
In his affirmation of the reality of the material
world, Smyth stood squarely in the tradition of early Chris-
tian orthodoxy. With Irenaeus, Athanasius, the Councils of
Nicea and Chalcedon and Thomas Aquinas, he strongly asserted
the reality of the material world of which the human Christ
was.fully a part. With them he rejected gnosticism, dualism
and docetism (including their manifestations in the Chris-
tian tradition and contemporary Christianity), asserting
that God created and redeemed both the material world and
humanity. In putting forward the Incarnation as a process,
Smyth asserted the continuing transformative and revolution-
ary activity of Christ in human history through the church,

the sacraments and action for social justice. Smyth judged
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developments in the Christian tradition by the benchmark of
Metacosmesis.

The Incarnation's affirmation of the material world
Smyth related to Marxist materialism, its dynamism to Marx-
ist dialectics. The dialectical materialism with which Smyth
initially related Metacosmesis was the official Soviet ver-
sion: Engels' scientific and metaphysical systematization of
the dialectical historical materialism of Marx's later eco=-
nomic and political thought, interpreted through Lenin and
Stalin and put forward by Soviet, British and American Com-
munist Party theorists. As a Christian and a Marxist, Smyth
was able critically to appropriate dialectical materialism
for Christian use. ' |

However, Smyth's critical stance towards Marxist
theory (both theologically and philosophically) eventually
resulted in a critical reassessment of dialectical material-
ism. While Smyth remained a Marxist until his death, the
relationship between Metacosmesis and Marxist theory under-
went much change in his writings. Initially, Smyth emphasiz-
ed the positive relationship between the materialism of the
Incarnation and that of dialectical materialism. However, as
he became more critical of the metaphysical character of the
latter, relating it with Leninist-Stalinist totalitarian
practice in the Soviet Union and international Communist
parties, Smyth placed increasing emphasis on dialectics. He

eventually rejected any rapprochement with Marxist materi-
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alism, although he continued to advocate philosophical real-
ism as a metaphysic required by the materialist character of
the Incarnation. In the end he turned away from rapproche-
ment with any unified Marxist metaphysic and tried, still as
a Marxist, to develbp his own materialist (Incarnational)
and dialectical (revolufionary) cells. In this and the fol-
lowing two chapters I shall trace this movement from materi-
~alism to dialectics to cell.

However, I shall first briefly outline the dévelop-
ment of Smyth's theology of Metacosmesis. Because Metacos-
mesis integrates Incarnatioﬁal materialism and dialectical-
process, one cannot move on to discuss Smyth's materialism
and dialectics separately until one grasps Metacosmesis as a
whole.

Smyth put forward his basic theology of the Incarna-

tional process (termed Transubstantiation in Manhood Into

God, Metacosmesis in Discerning the Lord's Body) as early as

1935 in sermons and meditations. For example, he described
the process in a sermon on the Eucharist on Maundy Thursday
1936: '

Thus is the Christian life a life of continual sacri-
fice. We come to God bearing gifts and these gifts are
our own lives and those of all our fellow men with whom
our lives are bound. Day by day, week by week, year by
year, we come to the Altar, making our humble offer-
ings. . . . The whole of life and not a part of it must
be placed upon the Altar of the Cross.

This activity is the activity of the Incarnation. We
profess the religion of the Incarnation, the Religion of
the Eternal Word made flesh. But how many of us realize
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that this means, as the great Athanasian Creed says, hnot
so much the coming of the Godhead into flesh as the
taking of the manhood [humanity] into God! This lovely
phrase sums up all our activity.

Smyth emphasizes the Incarnation as process:

The Incarnation is not something completed once and for
all, long long ago. It is, on the contrary, a process
begun by Christ, still going on. It is something in
which we have our part. Whatever we bring to the Altar
of the Eucharist is received into the incarnate life. It
is thus salvaged, saved, as it were, from death and
oblivion in this world of time, and kept unto eternal
life.

Participation in this process of Incarnation requires a
perfected offering, namely the "perfection of the world".
Indeed,

There is something gravely lacking in our own gifts
which we lay at the foot of the Cross, if at the same
time the world at large is left in misery, the prey to
greedy exploitation, filled with human contentions and
strifes and oppressions and miserable hopelessness, none
of which things can ever find a place within the Incar-
nate Life. The life of Christian sacrifice is not a
separated activity. It must aim at including the whole
world, or we make a mockery of the Cross.

The offering that has been taken into the divine is returned

in communion:
The incarnate life of God's eternal Son, within our own
human lives perfected and absorbed within itself, is
given back to us! We go forth from the Altars of Holy
Communion as bearers of God, Christofers within the
world of every day, having our part in_carrying the life
of the Word made flesh to all mankind.

Christians go out into the world to transform it. In this

brief description of the Incarnational process one can see

all the major developments of Smyth's future theology.

In a retreat on the sacraments given in Susquehanna,
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Pa. in November 1935, a few months before the above sermon,
Smyth describes the Incarnational process in Thomist terms:

God accepts [the sacramental elements], returning these
objects transformed ~- transubstantiated is another word
== back into the process of His divine life. Such is the
sacramental life of the Church, not separating us from
our material lives, but gathering up the whole natural
world, transformed,_transmuted, transubstantiated into
the divine embrace.2

The Eucharist is not an isolated cultic act. Instead, it
gathers up and transforms the world. Although Smyth pays
less attention to the offertory here, one can still see the
shape of the later theology of Métacosmesis.

Smyth's first published discussion of the Incarna-

tional process is a three-part article in the Living Church

in April-May 1936, "The Catholic Church and Her Environ-
ment". Smyth sets the Incarnational process in the context
of the vocation of the church. In Part I, "The Nature of the
Church", he begins by rejecting three false views of the
church. The church, says Smyth, does not exist to extricate
souls out of an evil world, nor to help people adjust to the
evil world nor to provide a moral code for daily living. The
church was not devised primarily to affect the world but is
a society founded and spiritually endowed in order to lead a
certain kind of life: "she should show forth in the world a
particular kind of social living, while aiming at a goal
which is peculiarly her own".3

Smyth argues that the primary vocation of the church

is "working out the principle of the Incarnation in individ-
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ual and social living". Again, the Incarnation is not the
"conversion of Godhead into flesh" but, following the Atha-
nasian creed, "taking manhood" [humanity] into God.? The
church exists to continue this process of the incorporation
of humanity into the divine. Smyth uses organic terms to

explain the process:

The Christian organism, by means of a selective activity
within the relatively disordered and unrelated materials
of the natural world, appropriates whatever relation-
ships are available for its own use and rejects those
which are alien to that use. The materials thus selected
are organized into a living social whole agreeable to a
revealed divine pattern. Thus, the organism of a super-
natural social life, which can be lifted up as an offer-
ing to God, is built up out of the materials of the
natural world.

Smyth likens this Incarnational process to Transubstantia-

tion in the Eucharist:

. « » as in the Sacrament of the Altar, natural materi-
als are rearranged into new relationships, are transub=-
stantiated through the action of the divine creative
principle, and the supernatural grows out of the natural
world as does the rose bush from the soil.

Smyth quotes Charles Gore: the New Jerusalem will "turn out
to be only this world remade”.> The purpose of the church is
to create and present a perfected living social organism to
God, working with the materials of the social relationships
of this world. The Incarnational process enables the church

to do its divine work.

In Manhood Into God (1940) Smyth puts forward his

first carefully worked out and well-developed theology of

the Incarnational process. He begins with the Incarnate
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Christ and moves on to the church and the sacraments. Smyth
understands Christ's human perfection as the perfect reor-
dering of a disordered world, rather than the supernatural
addition of "new and strange elements" to the "content" of

Christ's human nature:

Our Lord's individual uniqueness consisted in His per-
fect ordering of this content, in every feature and
detall. For, having secured, in the person of His
Mother, the free assent of mankind to his redeeming
initiative, He united the natural grace of man to His
transcendent, Divine creative power, and he was thus
able to begin in His own Person that restoration of a
world order for which the unaided natural grace of man
alone must forever have remained inadequate. And so by
this "taking of manhood [humanity] into God"™, as the
Athanasian Creed phrases it, there was established a
centre of perfect order, a focus of reperfected crea-
tion, which now began to emerge, to bud, as it were,
within the surrounding disorder of a fallen world. (MIG
110-11) '

Christ inaugurates the Incarnational process. The process
‘incorporates those who believe in Christ and it spreads into
the world.

In his distinctive style, Smyth elaborates on the
significance of Christ's taking of humanity into the divine:

In Our Lord's Person, then, time is taken into Eternity.
Human perfection which, at its highest within the disor-
dered world, is still perishable, is taken into the
Imperishable. Contingent human values are taken into
Absolute Divine Values. That which is limited in scope
is made potentially universal. That which is finite is
taken into Infinity. And so we discover that which was
sorrow and agony in the organism of Our Lord's contin-
gent human perfection as it grew within a disordered
environment, is received into an eternal joy and glad-
ness. That which was human defeat becomes absolute and
therefore universal triumph. The very material content
of His body, taken into His human organism from the
physical world, is ordered from its contingent natural
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perfection into the supernatural Order of His Risen
Body, beyond the limitations of our time and space. His
death upon the Cross, a culminating element of experi-
ence appropriate to, and harmonious within, the perfect-
ed ordered structure of His human nature, under the
circumstances of His human life, is taken into the Order
of the Divine Life. (MIG 194)

Christ's taking of humanity into the divine initiates the
Incarnational process among humanity:

Humanity's true potentialities, not only within this
world, but beyond and above it, are revealed. And Our
Lord Himself begins anew for us the Process of their
-attainment, as the perfectly ordered natural substance
of a manhood [humanity] recreated by Him out of the
materials of our world, is taken by the Divine Son into
the Absolute Order. of the Substance of God's Being. (MIG
194)

Smyth borrows a term from sacramental terminology to de-
scribe the Incarnational process:

All this, in the language of Catholic theology, availing
itself of the clarity and precision of a terminology
borrowed from Greek philosophy, may be called the Tran-
substantiation of Our Lord's perfected humanity, body,
soul and spirit, in such wise that it now assumes that
Absolute Perfection which is the attribute of God alone.
{MIG 194-95)

Smyth's use of "Transubstantiation" here for the Incarna-
tional process as inaugurated by Christ was an imaginative
extension of the traditional but.narrow Thomist use of the
word, which was iimited to the change in the "substance"
(ultimate reality) of the Eucharistic elements at their
consecration.

In Manhood Into God Smyth traces the Incarnational

process through the Resurrection and Ascension to the Eucha-

rist:
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To employ again the traditional philosophical terminol=-
ogy, the natural substance [ultimate reality] of the
rite of the blessing of the bread and wine, an event
which took place in the Upper Room on the final evening
of Our Lord's earthly life, was a particular element
within the whole substance of Our Lord's human accom-
plishment, such that, a little later, when it had been
conveyed by Him through the Cross into His Divine
Nature, it became transubstantiated into the Substance
of the Sacrament of the Catholic Altar. . . . It became
the Divinely provided means whereby all the creative
accomplishments accruing within the natural body of His
post-Ascension social humanity might, throughout all
future history, be conveyed into His Divine Nature, just
as the pre-Ascension content of that humanity had al-
ready been s¢ conveyed by Him upon the Cross. It became
the Sacramental extension within His social body of His
individual Sacrificial Act. (MIG 204)

In the Eucharist, the principal vehicle of the Incarnational
process in the post-Ascension church, perfected humanity is
.taken into the divine.
The offertory (the bread and wine presented for the
- Eucharist) is a key part of the process. Christians gather
together and bring forward to Christ gifts of bread and
.Wine:
These material things, simple as they are, contain with-
in themselves, summed up in the history of their origins
and developments, the relationships and the achievements
of the natural lives of those who bring them forward. In
other words, they stand as objective material represen-
tations of the human beings who have prepared them. (MIG
204)
They "sum up, or contain, a newly created portion of the
content of Our Lord's growing social humanity". (MIG 204)
They are the continuation of the Incarnation:
They are the objective representations of fresh achieve-
ments in the re-creation of our fallen creation upon the

level of our material world; they set forth a continua-
tion of the reperfecting process which began in Our
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Lord's individual humanity itself. (MIG 204-5)

A perfected offertory requires a perfected social order. In
order to participate in the Incarnational process, Chris-
tians are required to perfect the economic, political and
social relationships contained in the bread and wine being
offered, "to prepare, in the world environment, the kind of
materials upon which the Divine Life of the Incarnation may
most meetly be nourished." (MIG 121)

Smyth rebukes Christians who believe that God will
cover the defects of an offertory rooted in an unjust social
order:

- - .« Catholics have been all too willing to come blind-
ly forward with bread which is mouldy because it is made
from wheat reaped in Capitalist and Imperialist war
zones, and baked in the damp cellars of an economically
oppressed humanity. They have dared to come into the
Substance of His Blood, the substance of a wine which,
as a material taken previously from the world, has been
needlessly or even deliberately allowed to be poured
bitter and acrid on their offered Cup. (MIG 231)
Secular Marxists, though not consciously preparing an offer-
tory, make a better one than many Christians: "The Commu~-
nists and secular humanists go into the Kingdom of God be-
fore you." (MIG 123) Indeed, Christians should work with
them: "When Communists insist that the perfection of our
bread and wine is of immediate importance, sincere Catholics
should be ready to agree with them and should find it pos-
sible to co-operate with them in many ways." (MIG 229)

In the Eucharist, the perfected bread and wine are

not simply taken into the divine but also returned to those
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who offer them:

We have come forward with our bread and wine, prepared
to give ourselves utterly as these our offerings are
placed on the Altar. We intend to keep nothing back, and
ask, in our own right, for nothing whatever in return.
Our Lord graciously receives our gifts upon these terms,
conveying them into His Godhead. But for the fact that
we have to return to further action in a world of time
and space, Our Lord has also made adequate provision. He
responds to this need by giving Himself back to us.
Furthermore, since we are now, by means of the Holy
Sacrifice, incorporated together into His Risen Life, we
thus receive not only Himself, but, in addition our own
selves too, given at His hands, back into our own hands
for our further keeping. This great Response of Our
Lord, this re-giving of Himself to us, and with this
giving, this re-entrustment of our perfected transub-
stantiated selves to our own selves again, is called the
Holy Communion. (MIG 210-11)

lThose who receive communion go out into the world, true
bearers of Christ among humanity, preparing "fresh offerings
of new bread and wine . . . new creations of a perfected
humanity culled out of our disordered environments, for our
next successive Mass.” (MIG 211) The Incarnational process
is ultimately cyclical, a kind of spiral towards perfection,
dialectically moving back and forth between the human and
the divine. Other sacraments, particularly Penance, facili-
tate the process.

Throughout Manhood Into God, Smyth consistently used

the term Transubstantiation to describe the Incarnational
process. The first motto of the Society of the Catholic
Commonwealth, "Transubstantio Mundi Per Incarnationem", (The
Transubstantiation of the World through the Indarnation)

reflected this usage. However, shortly after the publication
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of Manhood Into God, Smyth began to have doubts about the

use of this term for the Incarnational process. When he
realized that in Thomas' explanation of Transubstantiation
the substance of the bread and wine is terminated and re-
placed by the substance of the Body and Blood of Christ,
thus denying the Eucharist as the Incarnational process of
taking humanity into the divine, Smyth began to doubt the
traditional Thomistic definition. In early 1942 he consulted
Norman Pittenger and others at General Theological Seminary.
Pittenger agreed with Smyth's critique of the static charac-
ter of the traditional Thomist term but had little interest

in Smyth's attempt to relate Incarnational process and revo-

lution.7

By April 1942 Smyth decided clearly that he did not
accept the traditional Thomist definition. To Pittenger, he

announced his agreement with Article 28 of the Thirty-Nine

Articles:

I've come to the conclusion that the strict Thomist
definition of Transubstantiation is unacceptable and
that (this from me!) the Anglican Article is right when
it says that it "overthroweth the nature of a Sacra-
ment"”. Whether the liturgical view which we are develop-
ing ought to be called by the same name is a matter
about which I have to reserve judgement. If not, the
difficult question arises, what should it be called?
Because we simply must avoid every trace of subjectivism
and get rid of gvery trace of idealism in all its
manifold forms.

Smyth explained his problems with the Thomist definition

more clearly to another correspondent a few months later:
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Also, I am no longer satisfied that the carefully de-
fined Thomist doctrine of Transubstantiation can be
stretched to bear the weight of the interpretations
which I have given it. This latter problem I am finding
a most perplexing one. On the one hand, I am convinced
that we must preserve and emphasize the truth that some-
thing objectively real happens, in the Mass. The ancient
terminology [Transubstantiation] does this for us. On
the other hand, the Thomist doctrine of the actual ter=-
mination of the substance of the bread, and its succes-
sion by the Substance of the Body, does indeed seem to
introduce a disastrous discontinuity into the very heart
of the Liturgy, a discontinuity which seems inconsistent
with the whole doctrine of the Incarnation and, particu-
larly, with the doctrine of the Two Natures. I am wrest-
ling with this matter, but I think that those who claim
that there is something static about the Thomist doc-—
trine may have a good deal of reason on their side. As a
matter of fact, I think that the present day emphasis
upon process and our growing understanding (pace Aris-
totle) of its naturs is a genuinely new thing in the
history of thought.

Smyth began to search for alternative terms to describe the
Incarnational process.

By the end of 1942 Smyth had decided én the term
Metacosmesis. He defended his rejection of the traditional
term to Jim Wilson of the Order of the Church Militant:

I think that it can scarcely be doubted that the Middle
Ages had a very imperfect grasp of the meaning of the
Offertory or of the Incarnation, together with its cen-
tral sacramental actions, as processes involving the
social order in redemptive action. Certainly it is 4dif-
ficult to get much aid or comfort from St. Thomas in
these vital concerns. My own contention has been that
the Body of Christ begins to take form in the level of
His Humanity at the Offertory. The process of consecra-
tion is then the passage of this contingent Humanity
into the level of the Divine Nature. I do not believe
that this notion was present to the mind of St. Thomas.
I take comfort, however, in the fact that some of the
early Greek Fathers seem to hold the door open for such
an interpretation. Certainly the "Greater Entrance", the
solemn Offering of the natural bread and wine which
still persists in the Eastern Liturgies, enshrines this
principle.
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But it has been difficult to find a new term:

But whether the word Transubstantiation can be retained
to describe this process in its entirety seems open to
doubt. And yet, what other word is there? I think that
Dr. [William] Temple's "Transvaluation™ carries a wrong
meaning to the modern mind; for it opens the door to all
sorts of subjective errors. I myself have recently sug-
gested "Metacosmesis", which Yauld be be the Greek equi-
valent for "Transordination".

Smyth coined "Metacosmesis" himself though shortly before

the publication of Discerning the Lord's Body he discovered

that it had been used by Plato and plutarch.1?l Pittenger was
critical of the neologism but Smyth argued that all the
possible English terms had already acquired inappropriate
meanings.12 Smyth changed the motto of the Society to "Meta-
cosmesis Mundi Per Incarnationem".'With the publication of

Discetning the Lord's Body in 1946, Metacosmesis clearly

replaced Transubstantiation as Smyth's and the $.C.C.'s term
for the Incarnational process.

In Discerning the Lord's Body and later writings,

smyth refined his view of Metacosmesis in terms of liturgy,
philosophy and politics but the fundamental meaning did not

change. In Discerning the Lord's Body, which related Meta-

cosmesis and the Eucharist, Smyth gives a short definition:

Metacosmesis, then, is a kind of transordering, a con-
veyance of structural order from the level of contin-
gency in time and space to the level of an absolute and
eternal order; and then back again to that contingent
level where it originated and to which it retuigs for
further creative, ordering growth. (DTLB 47-8)

Again Smyth recounts the extension of the Metacosmic cycle
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from Christ's earthly life to the church, where it is made
accessible through the Eucharist. Just as the Incarnate
Christ took humanity into the divine and and returned it to
the world transformed to act on the world, so the Risen and
Ascended Christ receives in the Eucharist the offertory of
bread and wine that Christians prepare through building a
just social order in the world and returns it transformed
and perfected in the consecrated Body and Blood to.streng-
then Christians in their continued action and preparation of
another offertory. Thus the Metacosmic cycle continues,
moving towards a Metacosmic world order which is a "Sacra-
mental order, its economic and political structures func-
tionally incorporated within the social body of the Incarna-
tion." (DTLB 176)

In Sacrifice (1953) Smyth reverted to the term Tran-
substantiation to describe the Incarnational process. The
shift back to the earlier term did not represent a fundamen-
tal change in the concept. The term Metacosmesis continued

to be widely used within the S.C.C. and Discerning the

Lord's Body joined Manhood Into God as a basic text on the

Incarnational process. However, for some outside the S.C.C.

(and by the fifties much of Smyth's apologetic was directed

towards conventional Anglo~Catholics) the neologism Metacos-
mesis suggested eccentricity and a departure from the Catho-
lic tradition. Smyth reverted to the Thomist term but now

becomes openly critical of its Thomist definition, substi-
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tuting his own in its place:

The Thomist definition, rigorously applied, denies that
movement which is (to common understanding) implied by
the prefix "trans-." Thomist Transubstantiation would
better be characterized as "Desubstantiation (of "plain"”
bread and wine) - Substantiation (of ascended Body and
Blood)." The Transubstantiation of our present argument,
on the other hand, refers to a true movement of our
Lord's ensubstantiated natural Body and Blood into the
supranatural Body and Blood of the Resurrection and
Ascension. It refers to the true movement of the sub-
stances of the Incarnate Lord's natural Body and Blood
under the forms of the liturgical Offertorial Bread and
Wine, emerging within His social Body the Church, into
the substances of that same ﬁody and Bloeod in their
ascended state. (Sac. 58-9)1

Transubstantiation (Metacosmesis) takes place in the context
of the Eucharistic sacrifice. The transubstantiated offer-
ings are returned to those who offer the sacrifice. Again,
Smyth is trying to root Metacosmesis in the Catholic sacra-
mental tradition. Despite the reversion to the traditional
language and themes of Transubstantiation and sacrifice,’
Smyth continued to put forward the basic Incarnational pro-

cess theology of Manhood Into God and Discerning the Lord's

Body until his death.

I have begun with Metacosmesis in my discussion of
Smyth's theology of materialism and dialectics to emphasize
that for Smyth materialism and dialectics were an integrated
concept and any attempt to discuss the terms separately muét
respect that integrity. The material world is given meaning
and direction by its dialectical_interchange with the di-

vine; because the material is part of the dialectical inter-
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change, the interchange is impossible without it. Despite
any shift away from Marxist philosophical materialism
towards non-metaphysical dialectics in his rapprochement
with Marxism, Smyth never gave up Incarnatioﬁal materialism
in his Christian dialectics. To give up Incarnational mate-
rialism would have been to give up Christianity itself. That
materialism was always dynamic and in process in a dialecti-
cal relationship with the divine.

Likewise, the dialectical materialism with which
Smyth initially tried to relate the Incarnational process
was seen by its proponents as an integrated concept (for
Engels matter was itself dialectical in its ultimate real-
ity), although descriptive only of the natural world (that
is, the only world). Smyth initially respected this integri-
ty and saw it as analogous to the integrity of Metacosmesis.
However, it was possible to go only so far in comparing the
two concepts before it became necessary to compare their
constituent parts. In his Incarnational analysis of dialec-
tical materialism Smyth eventually denied the integrity of
dialectical materialism's constituent parts. Like many Euro-
pean Marxists, Smyth grew to believe that dialectical mate-
rialism was but one kind of Marxism and an inadequate one at
that. Thus, one of the difficulties of tracing Smyth's rap-
prochement with Marxism is that while his Metacosmic theo-
logy was relatively constant, his assessment of Marxism

(and, indeed, the form of Marxism he avowed) underwent con-






