v
CHRISTIAN DIALECTICS

In Smyth's rapprochement between dialectical materi-
alism and the Incarnation as process, Metacosmesis is not
simply any kind of process but a dialectical or revolution-
ary one. Metacosmesis takes up, includes and fulfills Marx-
ist dialectics and is itself, at least analogically, dialec-
tical. In broadest terms, Smyth understocod dialectics as the
coming together of two opposing systems (the thesis and,
emerging out of it, the antithesis} and their resolution at
a revolutionary nodal point into a third system (the synthe-
sis) qualitatively different from the two constituent sys-
tems but containing elements of each. The method is that of
Hegel's dialectics without, of course, his philosophical
idealism.

As one who came to dialectics through Marxism, Smyth
began by accepting Marx's materialist dialectical analysis
of historical processes. However, as he became more familiar
with Marxist theory, he followed Engels and the later Marx
in broadening dialectical analysis into the physical and
natural sciences to support dialectical analysis of histori-
cal processes. (Smyth's background in the physical sciences
encouraged this process.) However, as with Marxist material-

ism, Smyth argued that Marxist dialectics, limited as they
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were to the natural world, did not go far enough. It was
necessary to move (dialectically) into theological under-
‘standing, particularly of the Incarnation, the church and
the Eucharist. At the same time, Smyth continued to advocate
Marxist dialectical analysis of historical processes (in-
cluding the present) and sought to integrate this analysis
into his theoclogical dialectics.

However, as with his rapprochement with the "materi-
alism" of dialectical materialism, Smyth was never uncriti-
cal in his acceptance of contemporary Marxist (particularly
Soviet) dialectical theory. As he grew older he also became
more critical of Marx himself. A similar process of close
collaboration moving towards rejection (while continuing to
advocate some form of Marxist dialectical analysis) can be
seen in the development of Smyth's understanding and use of
dialectics. However, as 1 pointed out in the previous chap-
ter, Smyth turned to dialectics as his Christian materialist
rapprochement with Marxist materialism was faltering; he
sought to build relations with Communists based on a common
empirical dialectical analysis of history rather than a
commen (or at least similar) materialist metaphysics. Like
European Communist theorists such as Antonio Gramsci, Smyth
sought to develop Marxist dialectics as a method of analysis
independentlof materialist metaphysics.

In the end Smyth rejected the metaphysics of both

the materialism and the dialectics of classical dialectical
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materialism. However, he continued to accept some form of
Marxist dialectical (revolutionary) analysis of historical
processes until his death. On a theoretical level, Smyth had
to face the relation between dialectics in the physical
sciences and dialectics in human history; this problem in-
tensified as the world scene became more and more complex.
He also had to face the relation between "non-metaphysical®
dialectics and the philosophical realism that he also advo~-
cated. Smyth finally came'to see dialectics as simply an
importaﬁt analogy for understanding historical processes and
Christian revelation. It is no wonder that he was never
happy enough with his manuscript "Dialectics for Christians"
to publish it. '

On a practical level, Smyth's later dialectics
failed; American Communists, so closely tied to the Soviet
Union, were unable to detach dialectics from materialist
metaphysics. Smyth turned his dialectics against them and
the Soviet Union and turned to the revolutionary Christian
cell as the principal agent of the dialectical and Incarna-
tiénal transformation of the world. In this chapter, I shall
trace Smyth's attempt to develop a dialecties that was both
Marxist and Christian. '

However, before any discussion of the development of
Smyth's Christian dialectics, two points must be made. The

first is that "dialectics"™ is an abstract philosophical term



235

that in some contexts is used so seldom and in other con-
texts so broadly that in either case it often has very
little meaning. From a Marxist perspective (and from
Smyth's) the term is not theoretical but practical: dialec-
tics is revolution. Revolution, rather than evolution, be-
comes the primary vehiclé of economic, political and social
change. A commitment to a dialectical understanding of his-
tory is a commitment to revolutiohary éhange. This chapter,
then, deals with the Christian understanding of revolution.
Included in dialectics is also the issue of revolutionary
violence. _

Second, Smyth's theological-interest in dialectics
must not be seen as a personal eccentricity but as a contin-
vation of the orthodox tradition of Christianity as funda-
mentally revolutionary, demanding radical corporate and
" personal metanoia (conversion), both spiritually and materi-
ally. The réign of God brought in by the Incarnation results
in a new social and religious order qualitatively different
than the Pharasaic Judaism out of which it grew, in dialec-
tical conflict (as in the Revelation) with the oppressive
and imperialist- culture of the Roman Emplre. Smyth saw him=~
self in the tradition of patristic and medieval theologians
{Cyprian, Ambrose, Gregory, Thomas Aquinas) who argued that
Christians must oppose governments and social orders that-
oppress their people. The alternatives, either passive ac-

ceptance of injustice or collaboration with it to produce
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gradual social change, Smyth did not see sanctioned by the
witness of the Bible or the best of Christian tradition.

Smyth's earliest published discussion of revolution
is in the 1936 Living Church article, "The Catholic Church
and Her Environment", Part III, "The Church's Task". It is
clear that Smyth has not yet begun to deal with dialectical
theory (the term dialectics does not appear) but is simply
dealing with revolution.

In the first two parts of the article, as I have
outlined above, Smyth puts forward the Incarnational pro-
cess, including the offertory, as requiring the transforma-
tion of the world into a just social order. In some situa-
tions, the environment for creative Christian activity is
fertile and the church flourishes; in many other situations
the environment is so poor that the church must try to
change it if it is to survive. Sometimes only small changes
are needed. ("It.would therefore be a great mistake to make
the unqualified generalization that Catholicism, in respect
to the purely secular and natural world, is always a revolu=-
tionary religion.™) However, in other situations the envi=-
ronment is so totally poor that revolution must be consid-
ered an option:

The Church in the world'today is therefore guite within

her province, if she examines the present posture of the
social and economic structure to see whether changes so

profound that they will require a true revolution to

bring them about are not required if she is to find the
requisite environmental materials for her divinely com=-



237

missioned creative work.l
In the third part of the article, Smyth discusses some of
the implications of this question.

Smyth argues that from a Christian perspective secu~
lar revolution "is only a first step, even if an excellent
one, toward something vastly more'difficult and more glori-
ous”, namely, “the organic creation of the divine and super-
natural life of Christ's own Body." Yet Smyth regards "the
Communist State aé one of the most hopeful environments
which the Church at some future time may appropriate to her
own supernatural use."? He admits that the leadership of
revolutionary forces has now passed out of the hands of the
church. Christians ought to recognize the profoundly Chris-
tian quality of many of these revolutionary forces and sup-
port them, seeking to plant some seeds of catholic Christi-
anity within them. Indeed, to continue to exist the church
needs actively to espouse the revolutionary cause:

It seems probable that the Church ought now to advocate
a revolution in present day capitalistic society, be-
cause, as things stand, she can find practically no
relationships which go tg the heart of secular life,
with which she can work.
If the church responds only palliatively, its divine crea-
tive power will atrophy. Christians need to be educated to
experience "divine discontent” with the present sinful capi-
talist world order and to support the appropriate secular
revolutionary forces that oppose it.

Smyth concludes with a caveat about violence. He
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argues that the church "can never advocate the use of vio-
lence or physical force® for bringing about the necessary
revolutionary changes. Smyth contrasts the Christian and
Marxist views of violence. For the latter, positive violence
is "merely a practical matter" which "never has any moral or
immoral quality".4 However, non-violent Christian support of
revolutionary changes is bound to produce violence from the
world. In this case, Christians do not draw back but join
the violent struggle with their only weapon, the cross of
self-sacrifice. Smyth concludes with a dramatic picture of
that struggle:
If the Church really [advocates revolution], soberly and
with insistence, I venture to say that 90 per cent of
her nominal membership will drop away. Her faithful
priests will be persecuted by almost every authority,
secular lay and ecclesiastical. Her income will drop,
her endowments, her beautiful buildings and ornaments
will vanish in those very changes which she herself
advocates. This will be Christian violence. This will be
Catholic force in action. This will be militant Christi-
anity. This will be warfare with the weapon of the
Cross. . . . When the time comes we eghrace the violence
¢f the world as did our Lord Himself.
In spite of his rejection of revolutionary violence, Smyth
also opens the door to it. He cites Nicholas Berdyaev's

argument in Christianity and the Class War that those who

support the capitalist status quo are themselves also parti-

cipating in secular violence. However, he does not carry
this argument forward.©

Manhood Into God (1940) reflects Smyth's increasing

interest in Marxist theory in the four vears after the Liv-
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ing Church article. Smyth now uses the terms dialectical

materialism and dialectics but in a limited way. The first

reference is positive:
- » » Karl Marx, adapting the Hegelian dialectic princi-
ple to a materialist view of the natural world, seems to
have given an astonishingly satisfying description of
man, as a rational being developing historically within
a fallen creation. Marx shows clearly enough how much
progress has been made, and can still be made, in the
matter of re-achieving and enriching a certain order
even within a disordered world. His analyses greatly
illuminate the processes of human historical develop-
ment. (MIG 82)

Smyth goes on to describe in a positive way Marx's analysis

of class struggle.

Yet Smyth is also critical. He points out two weak-
nesses Of Marxist dialectical analysis. First, Christians
cannot agree with the assumption that only if class conflict
is resclved in a Communist revolution (as much as Christians
may agree with the need for that revolution and, indeed,
support it) all human relationships will be perfectly re-
ordered. Such a view overestimates human nature: ". . .
Catholics know that perfection cannot be restored to a fal-
len world merely through the exercise of the natural powers
of man, working solely within that world."™ (MIG 84) For
Christians, the Incarnation is an essential part of any
redemption of the disordered human world. Second, paradoxi-
cally, Marxists also underestimate human nature in denying

the capacity of humanity to move "beyond even a reperfected

natural creation, beyond all time and space, into eternity,
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and ultimately, to union with God.™ (MIG 85) In other words,
Marxist dialectics do not go far enough: they cannot deliver
the perfection they promise because they ignore the divine.
Smyth repeats the argument in terms of the Eucharistic of~

fertory in a later chapter of Manhood Into God.

Smyth returns to dialectics in his discussion of the

kingdom of God in Chapter IX of Manhood Into God. Its growth

is a dialectical process:
+ + « Catholic theology would maintain that the Kingdom
of God, with its supernatural roots, nevertheless grows
and re-creates the world by that very kind of mutual
"give and take" between interior human lives and exter-
nal social order, which Marxian materialists are wont to
call a dialectical process. Therefore, it would seem
that in their theoretical analyses of practical social
changes, and of the manner in which individual human
natures are themselves changed within such social chang-
es, Catholics and Marxists might find a substantial, if
somewhat delimited, ground of mutual understanding. (MIG
258) .
But again, Smyth argues that Marxist dialectical analysis
does not go far enough: "The Kingdom of God would not deny,
but would rather both complete and fulfill the utmost poten~
tialities of any exclusively material and natural world
order, no matter how perfected this might at some future
time be made.” (MIG 258) It is of the nature of the Incarna-
tion to fulfill and complete truths already present in the
natural order.
Smyth also discusses the revolutionary character of
the church's vocation in the world. He argues that Jesus was

"neither a Reformer nor a Revolutionary in the ordinary
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sense of those words", but rather the founder of a revolu-
tionary religion. In the political and social conditions of
Jesus' day, revolution would have been ineffective; Jesus
had the wisdom to see this. Yet his teachings were revolu-
tionary, giving the church a revolutionary vocation: "It now
suffices that the Church which our Lord founded was actually
equipped from the beginning for a revolutionary undertaking
- when some day her essential nature as the organ of the Di-
vine Order, over against the disorder of the world, should
inescapably require her to undertake this task."” (MIG 406)
Humanity's increasing ability to control the environment and
understand social and- economic processes (using Marxist
‘dialectical analysis) brings this moment closer. Repeating
the argument of the 1936 article, Smyth sees such a revolu=~
tion as essential to the church's vocation:
+ « « & radical cultural revolution, comprising in its
scope the economic, social and political structures of
the Church's worldly environment seems essential if the
Church is to recapture her own proper organic integrity,
and is to complete the work of redeeming her environment
into her growing, 1living organism. . . . [The] Church
should apply herself in this very age, whether opposi-
tion be violent or otherwise, to her final vocation as a
Church Militant, to her ultimate human vocation, that of
revolutionizing the worild according to the pattern of
the Incarnation of God's Son. (MIG 410)
Such action by the church will, of course, lead to a violent
response by the world.

Smyth's discussion of revolutionary violence in Man-

hood Into God is much more nuanced and much less pacifist
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than the 1936 Living Church article. Smyth begins by oppos-

ing violence as dehumanizing, arguing that rather than re=
sorting to it, Christians must educate and organize to bring
about revolutionary change. But what if such activities,
because of the world's violence, end in violence? Are Chris-
tians to abandon the struggie? Smyth is responding to criti-
cisms by secular Marxists who accuse Christians of running
away when situations become vioclent. Smyth responds with an
argument for Christiaﬁ participation in some violent revolu-
tionary struggles. In a totally perfected human order (here
Christians and Marxists agree) there would be no violence.
But in the present sinful order, all options for action are
in some sense sinful} there is no absolutely good or perfect
actioﬁ, only the choice of the less evil action. In a cer—
tain situation (a strike, the defense of a revolutionary
government), a small amount of physical violence may be less
evil than long-term oppression (another kind of violence).
Christians must assess both ends and means in making deci-
sions about participation in violent revolutionary
struggles,

In éhe end, Smyth suggests that revolutionary vio-
lence may be a more acceptable gift at the offertory than
passive acquiescence to injustice:

Bread brought to the Altar from a civil war waged in the
interests of the maintenance and speedy advancement of a
true human justice, might very well be more easily fur-

ther perfected for the Holy Sacrifice within Our Lord's
Atonement, than could bread brought in from a "peaceful™
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world in which injustices and human oppression were
acquiesced in, with a deadening prospect of their con-
tinuance for years to come. (MIG 421)
For Smyth, the rightness of an action could be measured by
its suitability as a Eucharistic offering.

The cross remains the Christian's primary weapon in
the revolutionary struggle. Compared with the earlier dig-
cussion, Smyth emphasizes the active gquality of the decision
to take up the cross. Christians goad the world into fury by
the revolutionary threat of the Incarnation. But Christians
(like Jesus) must wait until the right moment to take up the
cross and be crucified. Smyth cites being killed or wounded
in a revolutionary movement as a way Christians might find
their individual crosses. He concludes his discussion bf
repeafing the 1936 discussion of the implications for the
church of taking up.the Cross. "The hour is come that faith-
ful Catholics must both invite and embrace the violence of
the world as did Our Lord Himself. The Church, with Him,
must begin to stretch herself upon the Cross. She must place
herself with Him on the under side of the nails." (MIG 438)

The overall approach of Manhood Into God towards

Marxist dialectics parallels its discussion of Marxist ma-
terialism. Smyth accepts the analysis on the level of the
natural world but argues that it does not go far enough
since it excludes the divine. However, while Smyth does
extend materialist terminology to the Incarnation'(long a

tradition of Incarnational theclogy), he is careful to limit
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dialectical terminology to the natural world at this point,
However, Transubstantiation (Metacosmesis) incorporates and
fulfills the dialectical nature of human history and can, at
least analogically, be seen as dialectical. In the 1936
discussion Smyth refers to the transition from the natural
to the supérnatural as "revolutionary™. Likewise, in Manhood
Into God, the Christian faith and the church are often
termed "revolutionary" and the church is seen as growing in
a dialectical manner. At one point, also, Transubstantiation
is termed revolutionary: ™. . . the world's material bread
and wine. . . at every Catholic Altar [are] seized upon by a
new Divine Life-Process, snatched out of the world's conw

trol, and revolutionized -~ in this connection a permissible

variant for transubstantiated =-- into God's own Body and
Blood.™ (MIG 225) Later Smyth will extend dialectics to the
relation between God and humanity but at this point he is
not prepared to draw attention away from the very serious
human social injustices dialectics describe.

Discerning the Lord's Body (1945) develops the argu-

ment that a knowledge of Marxist dialectical analysis is
necessary for Christians engaged in the Metacosmic process
of reordering the world:

[Christians] should understand what Marxian theorists
call the dialectic nature of the process of human his-
tory. And understanding this, they should become able to
cooperate intelligently and selectively with whatever
secular revolutionary forces of our own day are gaining
the power necessary to bring about the economic changes
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now categorically required if natural bread and wine are
to become better available for the Christian Offertory.
(DTLB 119n)

Smyth argues that Christian social analysis has often been
naive or unscientific, ignoring economic and political real-
ities such as class structuré and conflict for confused
categories such as "secular”™ and "religious”. As a result,
Christians have been ineffective in changing the world.
Marx's contribution, according to Smyth, was a dia-
lectical economic analysis that included a critigue of eco-
nomic class structure, advocated revolution and sought to
produce a unified and just social order. (As in his earlier
discussions, Smyth critiques Marx for not moving beyond the
natural order.) However, it is precisely this unified secu-
lar order that Christians require for their offertory. The
immediate goals of Christians and Marxists coincide:
We can take advantage of the secular truths which Marx-
ists now point out. We can see that before the secular
order can be redeemed within a single Incarnational
structure, it must first have its own inner constitu-
tional contradictions eliminated. The secular structure
must itself be made over into a single structural entity
before it can be successfully presented as a whole with-
in the Offertory of the Church's bread and wine., . . .
[For] the immediate future, the preparatory work cof st.
John Baptist and the social revolutionary work of Karl
Marx, seem in the providence of God to coincide. Until
the members of the humanity of the Incarnation realize
this latter truth, and devote both their attention and
their action to it afresh, they cannot expect the full
power of the metacosmic humanity of Our Lord to appear
again in their midst. (DTLB 191) :
The social order needed for the offertory requires Chris-

tians both to understand and take part in the revolutionary
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processes that Marx discovered. In the end, however, only
the Incarnation can take up and fulfill those processes.

In Discerning the Lord's Body Smyth also makes a

brief reference to the dialectical character of divine reve-
lation itself. Smyth identifies the Annunciation (the injti-
ation of the Incarnation) and Pentecost {(the initiation of
the church} as two "dialectically nodal points® in salvation
history, each marked by "a special enabling power of the
Heoly Spirit". (DTLB S6n) However, with this exception, Smyth
does not directly refer to the Metacosmic process as dialec-
tical. At this point he sees dialectics as an entirely ma-
terial process that cannot by_definition be extended to the
divine. (The above example describes evehts in human his;
tory.j Yet the very limitation of dialectics to the material
world cries out for a dialectic-like extension into the
divine. That extension is Metacosmesis. Metacosmesis, at
least in the present, also requires dialectics for its own
effectiveness.

In both Manhood Into God and Discerning the Lord's

Body, dialectics are decidedly secondary to materialism as a
way of rapprochement with Marxism. They are more a useful
(indeed, necessary) tool required by the Metacosmic process
than a point of theoretical agreement. However, after 1945
dialectics take on much more importance in Smyth's writings
and apclogetic. The closing pages of Discerning the Loxd's
Body, cited above, which declare dialectical knowledge and
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action necessary for the success of the Metacosmic process

in the world, set the tone. The second edition of the Soci=-

ety of the Catholic Commonwealth manual (1945) added a para-
graph endorsing Marxist dialectics, describing them as "a
valuable guide to the understanding of the process of secu-
lar (i.e. failen) world history" and expressing the S.C.C.'s
commitment "to work in practical affairs with all secular
groups and organizations . . . moving towards the reorgani-
zation or the revolution of our present structure and in the
general direction of the demands of the natufal_foundation
of the Kingdom of God."7

In the post-war years, Smyth began te think much
more seriously about the philosophical basis of Marxist

dialectics. In August 1945 Smyth wrote Sam Bernstein, editor

of Science and Society, suggesting some topics that Marxists

might address in the proposed Catholic Commonwealth quarter-

ly. One suggestion was a study of the philosophical basis of

the dialectics of history:
A clear statement of the meaning of dialectics as ap-~
plied to history -- but without the ' dogma of "material=
ism" and certainly without any Hegelian idealism. Just
an analysis of the empirically observed process. This
should be done by someone who .knows his physics and in
particular the Phase Rule as developed by Gibbs.

One sees Smyth moving to the theme that will dominate his

dialectics for the next fifteen Years: the attempt to ground

dialectics in empirical observation rather than an a priori

dialectical metaphysics. However, Smyth goes even further:
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The application [of dialectics] to the historical pro-
cess should be made as an analogy -- but a cogent anal-
ogy and one corrﬁsponding to the empirically observed
historical data,
In his dialectical analysis of history in the late forties,
Smyth puts aside the final point. However, it resurfaces
with a vengeance in the fifties.

In mid-1946 Smyth began work with David Hecht on a
book on dialectics, "Dialectics for Christians®. The manu-
script was never completed or published but Smyth and Hecht
published the discussion of the dialectics of church history

as Western Christianity's Whence and Whither in 194B8. Smyth

continued to work more deeply on the philosophical basis of
dialectics as a critique both of orthodox Marxist dialecti~
cal materialism and ﬁon-dialectical Aristotelian realism. He
also began to go more deeply‘into the theological signifi=-
cance of dialectics, particularly as they shaped the work of
the Society of the Catholic Commonwealth as the primary
agent of Metacosmesis in the world. With the failure of the
rapprochement with Marxist materialism in the late forties,
Smyth turned to dialectics (by now purged of any primary
metaphysical qualities) as an alternative way for Christians
and Marxists to find common ground and work together.

In early 1946 Smyth conducted two conferences on
Marxist dialectics &t Episcopal Theological School in Cam-
bridge. A summary of these lectures with notes from Smyth's

and Hecht's projected book was published in the §.C.C. Bul-



249

letin in the spring of 1946 as "Dialectics for Christiang”.
The article outlines the general structure that Smyth con-
sistently followed in his post-war discussions of dialec~-
tics. He begins with a treatment of dialectics in the physi~-
cal world, then moves on to botany, biology, the human sci-
ences and arts (including history, sociology, art, music and
education) and finally religion.

The approach is to illustrate the truth of dialecti-
cal analysis in the full range of reality stretching from
the inanimate physical world through humahity to the divine.
Smyth and Hecht point out that on the lower levels dialecti-
cal movements have a consistency that can be defined by
scientific laws. However, on the higher levels (such as
history) human freedom and the participation of the observer
in the dialectical process itself make the formulation of
laws much more difficult, However, in spite of this compli-
cation, Smyth and Hecht argue that a dialectical analysis,
in which thesis and antithesis come together in a (perhaps
violent) revolutionary nodal point to produce a synthesis
having a new quality, most accurately describes the econom-
ic, politiecal and social development of humanity (over
against an entirely gradualist or evolutionarf analysis, for
example) . Smyth's colourful experiments with dialectical
chemical reactions (for example, at the Anglican Fellowship

for Social Action conference in Arundel, Quebec in 1947)



250

were attempts to conscientize the audience about the truth
of dialectics at higher levels of reality.

Despite Smyth's comments to Bernstein in 1945, the
concept of dialectics in the 1946 article is fairly close to
that of orthodox Marxist dialectical_materialism. The thesis
is described as a system "moving and developing in corre-
spondence with the necessities of its inner dynamic forces".
"Objective observation of natural processes® revealsg that
"subh a system invariably throws up within itself another
system of dynamic forces" which tends to inhibit the thesis
in its "natural” or *logical“ end. When the "inner stresses"
become strained to the breaking point "the energies thus
potentialized"™ are resolved in the "'overthrow'” of the
thesis by the antithesis. The synthesis "contains within
itself élements" of the original thesis and antithesis but
"in such transformed and reintegrated structure as to pres-—
ent a radically new situation".

This description makes little effort to separate the
dialectical process from underlying Marxist presuppositions
about the dialectical character of reality itself. Dialec-
tics are seen to be consistent with "objective observation
of natural processes" but the point is not emphasized. Terms
such as "necessities of its inner dynamic forces" and “inner
stresses"” suggest that Smyth has not-yet begun to critique
seriously the metaphysical character of Marxist dialectics.’

The 1946 Bulletin article is helpful in identifying Smyth's






