VI
THE CHRISTIAN CELL

The concept of the Christian revolutionary cell, in
dialectical relationship with both the thetical church and
the world, is a third theme in F. Hastings Smyth's rap-
prochement between Marxism and the Incarnational process.
The revolutionary cell has a very different history in
Smyth's thought than either materialism or dialectics. It
developed not out of theory.but out of the pfactical reality
of trying to make Metacosmesis effective in the world. It is
therefore a theme that develops later than either material-
ism or dialectics and, more than either of them, reflects
the social and political realities of the immediate situa-
tion. The revolutionary cell comes to have increasing impor-
tance in the late forties, as the theological rapprochement
between dialectical materialism and Metacosmesis runs into
difficulty, as relations with secular Communists begin to
break down and as Smyth begins to see the true locus of
revolution as the S.C.C. cell and the Anamnesis.

There is virtually no positive reference in Smyth's
theological writings before the founding of the Society of

the Catholic Commonwealth in 1939 nor in Manhood Into God to

the need for a group of revolutionary Christians to set

itself apart from the institutional church to promote the

284
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Incarnational process. The early Living Church articles ang

Manhood Into God consistently speak of the revolutionary

Incarnational process as the vocation of the whole church,
not a particular portion of it. At this point Smyth is ad-
dressing the whole church, attempting to call it to its true
vocation of revolutionary action and suffering. No provision
is made for a smaller group with a special commitment to
this vocation or for a vanguard working in the broader
church or the world. Indeed, the one reference in Manhood
Into God to religious communities is negative, stressing the
non-Incarnational character of their withdrawal from the
world in the middle ages. (MIG 137-8)

However, at the same time, Smyth had established an
oratofy, gathered a group of students and others around him
committed to the Incarnational process and in 1939 formed a
religious society. 1 have already discussed the genesis of
the Society of the Catholic Commonwealth. Its roots were in
the religious orders, communities and oratories of the cath-
61ic revival in the Church of England in the last half of
the nineteenth century. Smyth had much contact with such
groups in England, particularly the Community of the Resur-
rection (Mirfield), the Order of St. Benedict (Nashdom), the
Society of the Sacred Mission (Kelham) and the Oratory of
the Good Shepherd.l As an Anglo-Catholic returning to the
States and seeking to minister to students, Smyth naturally

turned to the model of a religious community.
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There are at least two reasons for the lack of any

mention in Manhood Into God of the formation of small groups

of Incarnational Christians, even though this was what was
developing in Smyth's practice at the_tihe. First, in the
beginning years in Cambridge, the formation of the community
was in a very immature stage; Smyth ministered to many at
the Oratory who lacked any commitment to the Incarnation.
There were individuals committed to the revolutionary pro-
cess but no stable community. Smyth was not yet in a strong
enough position to commend this route in his published writ-
ings. Second, as an Anglo-Catholic, Smyth was deeply commit-
ted to a strong theclogy of the church, over against the
individual believer or sect. The latter two he associated
with protestantism. In the late thirties Smyth was seeking
converts to the church, not to his own particular community.
Likewise, he saw the revolutionary Incarnational process
(Transubstantiation) as a mark of the whole church, not
simply a sect.

The latter point is very clear from the paper enti-
tled "Suggested Principles for an Oratory within the Parish
of Christ Church, Cambridge (Provisional)™ dating from early.
1939. Smyth notes that the oratory "affirms its corporate
solidarity as a functional part of the Catholic Church",
through the local parish to the diocese to the catholic

church throughout the world. Smyth continues,
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Any weakening of this principle would mean a complete

stultification of the principles of Catholic corporate

solidarity upon which the Oratory takes its stand. The

Oratory cannot exist as a thing apart in itself without

this parish connection, unless it becomes in some sense

sectarian and thus deny its own very life principle.
Smyth goes on to urge that the "closest bonds" may be estab-
lished between the oratory and the parish, that oratory
members shall be communicants of the parish church and that
baptisms and confirmations of those associated with the
oratory be held in the church rather than the oratory. Smyth
concludes, "All this implies that the life and work of the
Oratory shall be looked upon as one of the activities of the
Parish, rather than as a separate sort of activity which the
Parish might hospitably permit to function independently
within its jurisdiction."? While some allowance must be made
for the purpose of this paper, namely to gain support for
the oratory within the parish, it is also clear that Smyth's
strong catholic ecclesiology resisted at this point any
sectarian separation from the rest of the church.

At this point, Smyth argued that the role of the
oratory was to win friends for the church among "those secu-
lar forces which so largely dominate the social front to-
day". In his report on the oratory's activities in 1938-
1939, prepared shortly before the establishment of the
S5.C.C., Smyth writes,’

The Oratory has won many friends among labor leaders and
progressive middle-class people in the community, most

of whom are not only lapsed, but often disgusted with
and openly hostile to the Church. It is felt that there
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is a great opportunity for exerting a positive Christian
influence among these people, and for leading them back
into the Church.
Again, the oratory is a functional unit of the church, con-
stituted to work amongst those on the poclitical left alien-
ated from the church. In his covering letter to C. Leslie
Glenn, Smyth reiterates that he and the oratory have no
desire to be "separatist" or "sectarian".S3

Throughout the late thirties Smyth and oratory mem-
bers worked closely with American Communists. The discipline
of Communist Party cells also began to have some influence
on Smyth's concept of a religious community. As I indicated
in an earlier chapter, in talks to oratory residents in the
summer of 1939, Smyth warned them against contact with the
middle class, including friends and reiatives, "except when
an appropriate objective is in view." Social events are to
be avoided unless they are for "strategic ends".4 The same
talks also very strongly emphasized the role of obedience in
the oratory.

Smyth'’s worsening relations with Christ Church
helped push him from a simple oratory to a religious com-
munity. His disillusionment with the Episcopal church was
also growing. In preparing for the founding of the S.C.C.,
Smyth re-wrote the "Suggested Principles for an Oratory"
paper in terms of the proposed Society of the Catholic Com-
monwealth. The resulting paper omits any mention of a parish

relationship, including the theological justification quoted
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above.> Instead, the individual "houses" of the Society
relate directly with the diocesan bishop.

Shortly before the founding of the 5.C.C., Smyth
prepared a draft of the Society's constitution and rule,

which later developed into the Society of the Catholic Com-

monwealth manual. It consists of a typewritten text with
insertions in pencil. It provides a clear theological justi=-
fication for the establishment of small Christian cells to
promote the Incarnational process. The draft begins by not-
ing that the S.c.C. willtexist to combat individualistic and
extricationalist Christianity and goes on to put forward the

Incarnational process theology of Manhood Into God. Smyth

notes the importance of the emergence of.small groups of
Christians to promote the Incarnational process. The origi-
nal tyﬁewritten text reads,
This kind of corporate redemption of the world, into a
redeemed Sacramental Humanity continuous with Our Lord's
individual humanity, must ever be initiated through the
visible emergence of Sacramental Nuclei, as seeds of a
more widely spreading Social Process. This Society of.
the Cathglic Commonwealth proposes to be one such Social
Nucleus.
The emended text adds the term "cell", speaking of "the
visible emergence within human society of Catholic Sacramen-
tal Nuclei or Cells, such that they may serve as the seeds
of a more widely spreading Social Process".

The emended text goes on to say that the §.C.C.

shall be a group of men "attempting to re-initiate in micro-
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cosm, what shall one day appear in macrocosm, as the Social
order of the Kingdom". As such, the "social emphasis" of the
§.C.C. in the world shall be the perfection of the Eucharis-
tic Offertory, "the bread and wine of Our Lord's natural
humanity, formed within this material world, that these may
be fitting substances for transubstantiation into His Body
and Blood." The text goes on to elaborate on the kind of
practical work in theology and philosophy that S§.C.C. mem-
bers might pursue. _

Smyth goes on to point out that "the newly forming
Social Order of the Visible Kingdom . . . must have a pro-
foundly radical impact upon the disordered arrangements of
our present day world". The world must be "re-created in the
form 6f a non-competitive society" with the production of
goods for "common and universal use rather than for individ-
ualistic profit". Members of the S.C.C. will give leadership
along such lines, supporting and working with secular move-
ments moving in this direction. At the same time, the S.C.C.
will witness that a "purely humanistic" attack upon the
world does not go far enough insofar as such an attack re-
quires divine completion.

The S.C.C. will need to stand over against the
church, which has "ceased its warfare.with the world's so-
cial and economic arrangements" and become "The Chaplain of
Capitalism". Smyth continues,

We accept the bitter conclusion that much of the present
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human organization of the Church must be destroyed.
Fortunately, it is possible, at any particular time and
place, to make a distinction between the Sacramental
Organism of Qur Lord's Body and its human organizational
framework. Therefore, it is also possible for us to
affirm, at this present point in history, that much of
the human structure of the Church needs to be pulled
down if the Organism itself is not to be stifled.
Pseudo-Ecclesia Delenda Est! [The false church must be
destroyed!]}

Smyth sees the S.C.C. as an agent of the "Sacramental Organ=-
ism of Our Lord's Body" against the institutional church
which has betrayed its divine vocation, ®

In this draft, one sees the emergence of the eccles-
iology that characterizes Smyth's theology in the forties
and fifties. The institutional church has fatally compro-
mised itself with cabitalism: however, the means of its
rebirth remains in the Christian sacraments which it contin-
ues to practice. The S.C.C. has emerged from within the
church as a prophetic remnant that, through its teaching and
practice of the Incarnational process (including, of course,
the sacraments), will attack the evil social order of both
the world and the institutional church. In this process, it
cooperates with secular (and especially Communist) forces
that are seeking the same ends, taking up and fulfilling
these secular revolutionary activities in the Incarnation.
As Smyth wrote to William Chase in January 1940, the S.C.C.
is "a fighting revolutionary group".7

The first edition of The Society of the Catholic

Commonwealth (the "Red Book") appeared at the end of 1941.
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It is Smyth's first published reference to "cells" and takes
up the themes and phrases of the earlier draft. The manual |
first outlines the Incarnational process theology of Manhood
Into God, relating it to the vocation of the whole church.
However, Smyth then moves on to the peculiar vocation of the
S.C.C.: "The Society therefore sets itself the task of form-
ing one or more social seeds or cells of that new social
order required by Our Lord's extending humanity."8 The units
consist of both members regular and secular. The latter
"work to leaven their respective communities, to change and
reorganize them in ways which shall bring their common rela-
tionships somewhat more nearly into the pattern of Our
Lord's humahity than is possible under our present sociai
and eéonomic organization".9 Both groups of members offer up
their accomplishments at the Eucharistic offertory.

The cells are a foretaste of the reign of God. Every
nucleus of the S.C.C. "seeks to show forth in social micro-
cosm that organic order which will be proper to the social
macrocosm of the Kingdom of God". The cells become the means
by which the Incarnational process takes over and shapes the
world:

Each such unit must seek, by Our Lord's grace . . . to
be itself a social cell of such living order that it
might conceivably grow to engulf the whole world within
its own living organism, much as the seed of a vine (our
Lord said "I am the Vine") might grow to incorporate
into its ordered living sfsucture the random elements of

its material environment.

If each Incarnational cell behaves in such a way, it is
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probable that it will carry "a potential revolutionary
threat to its surrounding unredeemed world" and to the
"present human organization of the 'Christian' Church" inso-
far as the latter serves as a "vehicle and defense for a
perverted 'extrication Christianity'". As in the earlier
draft, Smyth goes on to make the distinction between the

"human organization of the Church" and the "social organism

of Our Lord's humanity". "It is possible that the former
must be largely destroyed in order that the latter may
emerge anew, "11

As in the earlier draft, Smyth goes on to say that
the S.C.C. will work with all secular groups which seem to

be working "somewhat in the general direction of the demands

of the natural founda;ion of the Kingdom of God". This nat-
ural foundation requires "a genuine commonwealth", "a common
possession of the riches and resources of God's creation in
such ways that they may benefit all men in proportion to

their relative needs". At this point in history, it is secu-
lar (although unsaid, Smyth means Communist) groups that

hold out the greatest hope of accomplishing these goals,

holding out to Catholic Christians "the greatest promise of
that more nearly perfected bread and wine" for the Eucharis-
tic offertory.'12

Here one can see a clear positive relationship be-

tween the revolutionary Incarnational cell and secular revo-
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lutionary groups. Incarnational Christians require a per-
fected social order for a perfectéd Eucharistic offertory.
Secular revolutionary groups are holding out the greatest
promise of that perfected social order so Incarnational
Christians are to work closely with them. While an ultimate
goal for Incarnational Christians is to bring secular revo=-
lutionaries directly into the Incarnational process through
conversion, for the moment there is no strong attempt to
convert secular revolutionaries to the Incarnation; rather,
their present secular contribution to a perfected social
order is recogniied, appreciated and supported.'Their con-
tribution to the offertory is, in effect, brought forward
through the offering of Incarnational Christians. ?he secu-
lar révolutionary process is, in a sense, an autonomous
component of the broader Incarnational revolutionary pro-
cess, to be in due time taken up, incorporated and fulfilled
in it. Given such a theology, Smyth is able at the end of

the 1941 edition of the Society of the Catholic Commonwealth

to tell S.C.C. members that it is more likely that they will
find themselves working with secular organizatiohs {and
"possibly even anti-religious® ones) than with the church
since the latter is largely indifferent or hostile.

But secular work is not the main aim of the S.C.C.;
it only contributes to the broader aim of forwarding the
Incarnational process and the reign of God in the world.

Smyth concludes,
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- - - We must carry on in the midst of our surrounding
world, as a highly prophetic Sacramental unit, microcos-
mic, realizing in a deep outline of corporate, fully
Sacramental, social living, a foretaste of the cultural
pattern of the igbstantial human foundations of the
Kingdom of God.

By now, Smyth has come to realize that it will take small
intentional groups of Christians committed to the Incarna-
tional process in both faith and action to héve any effect
on the sinful and disordered structures of capitalist socie-
ty. He no longer expects the institutional church to take on
this task though throughout the forties he continued to
entertain the notion that individual parishes might become
such revolutionary Incarnational units.

As I have indicated above, while Smyth was writing

the Society of the Catholic Commonwealth manual in 1941, he

was also involved with the American response to the Malvern
Conference through the Church League for Industrial Democ-
racy. The Malvern Manifesto recommended, "In other places
[besides parishes] let 'cells' be formed upon the basis of
common prayer, study and service", as one way Christians
might work for justice in the world. (As I noted above,
Smyth wrote "A cell is not a 'study group.' It is more like
a bacterium”™ in the margin beside this recommendation.)14 As
C.L.I.D. worked on its concept of a "Malvern cell" through-
out 1941, Smyth sought to‘influence them in the direction of
the 5.C.C. cell. He re-wrote the manuscript of the Society

©of the Catholic Commonwealth manual as "A Theological Primer
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for Malvern Cells, adding an introduction and changing "So-
ciety of the Catholic Commonwealth" to "Malvern cell"
throughout. The "Thecological Primer" was never published.
The introductory section of "A Theological Primer
for Malvern Cells" gives some of Smyth's further thoughts on
revolutionary Christian cells. After affirming the aims of
the Malvern Manifesto and guoting the recommendation on
"cells", Smyth comments that parishes, "have largely lost
their sense of corporate social vocation" and "their sense
of their own organic living unity"”, seeiné themselves as
merely human organizations composed of individuals with
similar tastes in religion or who have their personal néeds
met by certain kinds of religious service or preaching.
Given this context, Smyth warns that there is a great danger
that the Malvern recommendation on cells will be misunder-
stood and the only result will be new parish organizaﬁions
(whether study groups, prayer circles or even action groups)
that will not understand the depth of the meaning of "cell".
Smyth goes on to discuss the nature of the Christian
cell: "The Christian Cell, as a social unit of the redeeming
Process of the Incarnation working in the world, must be
conceived in biological and organic terms, rather than in
terms which are mainly social and organizational." Citing
Paul's doctrine of "the Christian Society as a true Body of

Christ", Smyth argues that the concept of a cell can be
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understood only in the context of "a genuinely vital, living
and growing body" and of the relation of that body to the
"still unabsorbed" environment.l> Smyth then goes into the

text of the 1941 edition of The Society of the Catholic

Commonwealth, changing all references to the S5.C.C. to the

"Malvern Cell". Again one notes that while in Manhood Into

God the Incarnational process of absorption and transforma-
tion of the environment into the living body was seen as
taking place generally in the church, here it is limitéd to
the revolutionary Incarnational cell.

Both the 1941 edition of The Society of the Catholic

Commonwealth and "A Theological Primer for Malvern Cells™"

end with a reference to Incarnational cells as‘“a fore-taste
of the cultural pattern of the substantial human foundation
of the Kingdom of God". While I have discussed extensively
the Incarnational process that moves Christians closer to
the reign of God, I have not yet discussed in any detail
Smyth's concept of the reign or kingdom of God. Such a dis-~
cussion is important, as Smyth's concept of the "Kingdom of
God" shapes the structure and work of revolutionary Incarna-
tional cells. Likewise, Smyth draws links between the reign
of God and post-revolutionary Marxist society (such as the
Soviet Union), further building the relationship between
revolutionary Incarnational cells and secular revolutionary
groups.

Smyth's fullest early discussion of the reign of God
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(Smyth uses the term "Kingdom of God") is in the last two

chapters of Manhood Into God, "Characteristics of a Redeemed

Social Order”. Smyth asserts that Christianity teaches that
a redeemed social order on earth is achievable. It can be
brought about by social, political and economic planning,
guided by the Incarnation.

In Smyth's vision of the redeemed social-order,
people will not work for individual wealth or profit, but
for the community's wealth, without expectation of individu-
al return. Human beings' chief satisfaction will be in seek-
ing and maintaining justice. Exploitation of the world's
resources will result in a fair distribution of wealth. The
system will operate best for individuals when they try to
lose themselves in the corporate self-offering. (Smyth dis~-
cusses the Soviet Union as a model, very optimistically.)
People will also see the functional relationships between
the individual and the community; people will see the social
implications of their work. There will be a great freedom of
choice of occupations and interests. Women and children will
be economically independent of their husbands and fathers,
leading to a more Christian family life; marriage will be
based on love, not economic dependence. The division between
work (regarded as a necessary evil) and the rest bf life
(family, friends, leisure, etc.) will be abolished; there

will be unity of work and recreation. In the redeemed world
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"there will be a maximum of free rational participation on

the part of all individuals in the varied processes of cor-~

porate human living" -- that is, the redeemed social order

will be a representative democracy, extended beyond govern-
" ment to every form of human endeavour. (MIG 457, Smyth's
italics) In the end, God alone rules, but on this side,
Jesus' humanity requires a democracy, to prepare for the
kingdom on the other side.

Smyth's view of democracy in the redeemed social
order is hierarchical. In the present capitalist economic
system, advanéement is only through increased wealth. The
capitalist hierarchy is anti-artistic and anti-intellectual;
the rgsult is a levelling tendency. The personal qualities
necessary for capitalism are those of "an untamed jungle”.
(MIG 471) But in the redeemed social order, the result of
democracy is a "richly varied hierarchical structure" based
on social utility and accessible to all. Smyth compares this
structure favourably with the Soviet one-party state. (MIG
479)

The neﬁ order must be a rational one; it is not good
enough just to socialize capital wealth and broaden democ-
racy. It is the Incarnation which shapes the hierarchical
order. At the top of the hierarchy is the Theologian~-
Philosopher; then the scientific thinkers; then the teachers
of theology, philosophy and science; then those involved in

the practical administration of living; then those involved
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in the practical execution of administrative plans; and
finally, those involved in actual manufacture. Smyth ex-
plains that this hierarchy is based in the Incarnation:
The chief point to be made here is that a redeemed so-
cial order will rest upon a rational basis and, in its
ascending hierarchical levels, will correspond to the
true order of a fully actualized human nature, an order
which is that of the social extension of the perfect

humanity which was the achievement of Our Lord Himself,
(MIG 487) -

The hierarchy Smyth puts forward is a ranking of values and
social function, not human worth. The philosopher is not
neceésarily a better person than a street sweeper. People
will not be evaluated by their place in the hierarchy but by
their development of natural virtues. Smyth maintains that
human virtue flourishes bést in such an order. While in the
capitalist order, hierarchy and democracy are in conflict
with one another, in the redeemed social order they are
perfectly compatible.
The most characteristic activity of men and women in

the new order will be worship and sacrifice:

The substance of natural Wisdom is ever transubstantiate-

ed into the Substance of Divine Faith. . . . Our natural

order will not only be redeemed, but will be made super=-

naturally glorious in the sight of men and God. (MIG

4%0-91)
It is, of course, through the Eucharist in the new social
order that this offering and Transubstantiation takes place.

In the end, however, the redeemed earthly reign

receives its full consumation only at the Last Day. Smyth
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concludes Manhood Into God with only a short description of

the heavenly consumation of the earthly reign. Transubstan-

. tiation finally leads the redeemed earthly reign forward out

of time into its final end in eternity,
where we too, when Our Lord's earthly Kingdom shall be
consumated, as fellow members of His Risen Body, the
Catholic Church Triumphant, shall one day have our place
among that Blessed Company. In that Last Day, creation
having fulfilled its final purpose, God alone shall be
all in all. (MIG 491-92)

Smyth is unwilling to Say more about the "kingdom". Virtual-

ly his entire attention in Manhood Into God is given to the

buildin§ of the earthly reign (the redeemed social order) as

a divine process guided by the Incarnational process.
Numerous characteristics of the redeemed social

order (or earthly "Kingdom of God") as described by Smyth in

Manhood Into God appear in his concept of the revolutionary

Incarnational cell. Among them are sharing of wealth, work
for justice, corporate self-offering, development of indi-
vidual gifts and skills, integration of work and leisure,
democracy, hierarchy, rationality and worship. Insofar as
Smyth draws links between the redeemed Incarnational social
order and the model of the Soviet Union, one can say that
the S.C.C. revolutionary cell is also shaped by the secular
Marxist model of post-revolutionary society. The S.C.C. was
very much. a "one party" society, representing one highly
developed theological point of view; there was no democracy

in the S.C.C. on basic theological questions. This "one
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party"™ perspective is consistent with and strengthened by
Smyth's theology of the reign of God which is, in turn,
supported by his positive evaluation of the one-party state
in the Soviet Union.

Smyth is explicit in his comparison of Incarnational
Christian cells and Communist Party cells in a letter to
Reuel Howe in the spring of 1942. Smyth is complaining about
the concept of Christian witness being planned as the theme
for the annual Episcopal church Sweet Briar Conference on
Christian education. Smyth argues that "witnesses" do not go
out from Christian society into the world but rather "a new
Social Organism growing out from and centered in Our Lord

Himself . . . take[s] the world into it!" The S.C.C.'s wit-

ness, therefore, is recruitment of active members. Smyth
makes the analogy with the Communist Party:

The best modern analogy for what Christians ought to be
doing . . . is the method of the Communists. These
people organize "cells". These cells are definitely
revolutionary nuclei, they are tiny units of a new world
which shall be made to embrace the whole world of tomor-
row. Communists do not go out from their cell meetings
to "witness" to Communism within the surrounding world.
They go out to plan how they may overthrow this old
world and establish a new one of which the already es-
tablished cells shall be the initial units emerging to
"take over" all the materials of human life as these
become detached from their old patterns and available
for incorporation into the patterns of an utterly new
society. Christianity is like this, only infinitely more
so, in that Christian Cells have a Divine life granted
to them and maintained by Our Lord Himself.

Christian and Communist revolutionary cells share a common

methodology -- the incorporation of the environment into






