VII
EVALUATION AND CONCLUSION

The Christian Marxism of F. Hastings Smyth and the
Society of the Catholic Commonwealth was marked by a commit-
ment to work in critical solidarity with Communists in prac-
tical political action. For Smyth and the Cambridge oratory,
this action reached its height in the late thirties and
early forties. With Smyth's more critical view of Marxism
after 1948, the practical action shifted to the S.C.C.
cells, particularly Montreal. Despite pressure from within
and without the Society, Smyth and the S.C.C., even in the
fifties, never renounced cooperation with the Communist
Party or other Marxist groups in practical political action,
whether in relation to the local, national or international
scene.

The basis of this practical cooperation was a common
dialectical or revolutionary analysis of history, including
the present reality. Smyth and the $.C.C. accepted the fun-
damental Marxist premise that meaningful historical change
is basically revolutionary, motivated by the material needs
of humanity. They accepted an economic class analysis of
human society and were committed to the revolutionary over-
turn of situations of social injustice and oppression. Smyth

and the S.C.C. initially supported the Soviet Union as a
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socialist model of the benefits of revolution. They.support-
ed revolutionary struggles in China and other post=colonial
situations. They sought alternative Marxist models of revo-
lution in Europe. They sough£ revolutionary changes in the
situations in which they lived and worked -- in economic and
political life in the U.S., Canada, England and Japan, in
domestic life, in labour unions and factories, in the peace
movement and in the church. Despite discouragement with the
Soviet Union, they never renounced their commitment to revo-
lution.

However, much of the commitment of Smyth and the
S.C.C. to Marxist analysis and revolution was rooted in a
Cﬁristian faith that saw itself as fundamentally revolution-
ary. Smyth's theology of Metacosmesis saw the Incarnational
process as revolutionary, a dialectical relationship between
God and humanity. It saw the Eucharist or Anamnesis, the
primary and essential vehicle of Metacosmesis, as revolu-
tionary. It saw Eucharistic offertory, sacrifice and Tran-
substantiation as all part of a revolutionary process in
which the human material order is taken into the divine for
its own and the world's transformation. Such a deep commit-
ment to a revolutionary Christian faith kept Smyth and the
S5.C.C. open to a positive view of revolutionary movements in
the world.

Indeed, the revolutionary typology of Smyth's theol-

ogy required (at least before 1948) more than simply open-
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ness to secular revolutionary movements. Given the theol-
ogy's dialectical integration of the human and the divine,
it required a positive integration of human and divine revo-
lution. Smyth's conviction that Marxist dialectical analysis
provided a true descriptioh of human society only reinforced
the movement towards critical integration. In the integrat-
ing process, Incarnational Christianity and Marxist theory
and practice inform one another. Smyth's use of materialism,
dialectics, and the revolutionary cell are all part of this
process. His use of Marx's critique of religion to reject
defective forms of Christianity and use of Metacosmesis to
reject Marxism's atheism are both part of this_integrating
process.

From Smyth's Christian perspective, the Incarnation-
al process is always primary -- it takes up and completes
Marxism. But completion is not destruction or rejection.
Because of the ongoing dialectical relationship between the
human and the divine, Marxist analysis continues to be nec-
essary for the divine to work through Christians in trans-
forming the world. That Christianity needs Marxism as much
as Marxism needs Christianity is clearly the theme of the

last chapter of Discerning the Lord's Body. Because of its

serious attempt to integrate critically Christianity and
Marxism and its strong assertion of their interdependence,

the theology of Smyth and the S.C.C. can clearly be regarded
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as a Christian-Marxist theology.

In evaluating the theoclogy and practice of Smyth and
the Society of the Catholic Commonwealth one must, of
course, be aware of the development in Smyth's theology that
I have traced in previous chapters. I shall concentrate on
the period of Smyth's greatest rapprochement with Marxism,

1938-49. This period includes Manhood Into God, early edi-

tions of the Society of the Catholic Commonwealth handbook,

Discerning the Lord's Body, the Anamnesis, Western Christi-

anity's Whence and Whither, the "Dialectics for Christians"

manuscript and the 1949 Allocution, "Catholic Sacramentalism
and Marxian Materialism". However, much of my evaluation
also applies to Smyth's later theological writings, includ-
ing Sacrifice, insofar as these continue basic earlier
themes, modified only by Smyth's rejection of Stalinism and
the Communist Party in the U.S.

A major strength of Smyth's theology is its strongly
dynamic and transformational character. Faith in the Incar-
nation as a revolutionary process is seen as unequivocally
committing Christians to acting on the world for its trans-
formation. All the doctrinal elements of Metacosmesis point
in this transformational direction -- the birth, ministry,
death and resurrection of Christ, the formation of the
church as the Incarnationally reordered community, the es~
tablishment of the Eucharist or Anamnesis as the ongoing

vehicle of the church's and the world's transformation.
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Likewise, all the philosophical elements point in the same
transformational direction -- the dynamic re-interpretation
of Thomism, the use of Marxist dialectical and materialist
theory, the Marxist critique of "extricationalist®™ Christi-
anity. Again, the revolutionary core of Smyth's theology
demands the transformation of the world by Christians.

A strength closely related to the transformational
character of Smyth's theoclogy is its commitment to revela-
tion as process. Ultimately, for Smyth, this is rooted in
the tfiupe nature of God. Doctrinal revelation (Incarnation
and sacrament), structures (church and ministry) and truth
itself are processes. Thus, there is always openness to
including new insights (science, philosophy, Marxist analy-
sis) into the ongoing process of Christian faith. That he
moved beyond both traditional Thomism and the orthodox Marx-—
ist concept of dialectical materialism is a witness to
Smyth's commitment to process.

That this process is dialectical -- bringing into
dynamic and transformational relationship realities that
bppose or are different from one another -- is certainly
another strength of Smyth's theology. 1 have already men-
tioned the Christian openness to secular revolution that
Metacosmesis encourages. Such a strongly dialectical theol-
ogy also enables a high ievel of integration of reality to

take place. It is to Smyth's credit that he attempted to
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integrate Christian faith (catholic doctrine, worship and
practice), Marxism (dialectical materialism, revolution),
philosophy (realism), science (physics and biclogy} with
action and relation in the worild.

Another positive quality of Smyth's theology is its
strongly Incarnational or embodied character. The primary
focus and vehicle of divine revelation and action is crea-
tion itself. There is no room for pietism, gnosticism, dual-

ism or an inordinately pessimistic view of human nature. One

sees a strong theology of both creation and redemption,

while not underestimating human sin. The doctrinal roots of
Smyth's embodied theology are in ﬁhe historic creeds, scrip-‘
ture, patristic and medieval theology and the Anglican Lux
ggggi'tradition of Incarnational theclogy. The positive use
of Marxist materialist philosophy to interpret sacramental
actions such as the Bucharistic offertory (human labour
"materially congealed"™ in the bread and wine being offered)
and the Marxist critique of religion to reject non-Incarna-
tional Christianity strengthens and develops the theology's
Incarnational character. Writing in an era of Barthian and
Niebuhrian pessimism, Smyth offers hope that the divine can
be embodied in creation, including in human society.

A further strength of Smyth's theology is its une-
quivocal commitment to Christianity as corporate and its
rejection of individualism. Despite rejection by it, Smyth

continued tc maintain a very strong theology of the church.
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The centrality of liturgical action, the formation of a
religious communiﬁy, the corporate decision-making process
of the Society and the establishment of cells (including the
development of cell solidarity and economic commonwealth)
all point to the fundamehtally social character of Christi-
anity in Smyth's theology. This corporate faith does not
reject the significance of the individual; rather, it as-
serts that the individual comes to his or her maximum poten-

tial in the corporate. In a note written in 1943, Smyth

comments, "The Sacramental Crowd is the only crowd which
saves & fulfills each complete individual as one of its
components." Secular crowds submerge the individual.

But the sacramental crowd, being the organic social

extension of Our Lord is on an infinitely higher level,

morally, than that atEainable by one of its individuals

apart from the whole!
The doctrinal roots of this corporate view of Christianity
are in Smyth's catholic theology of the church and the 1li-
turgical movement. The Marxist vision of corporate revolu-
tionary action leading to a socialist order and the Leninist
vision of the small revelutionary vanguard further reinforce
Smyth's strong commitment to Christianity as corporate and
social.

Smyth makes very creative use of Christian tradi-

tion, providing continuity with earlier visions of a re-

deemed social order. He moves beyond conventional or stereo-

typed interpretations of the historic creeds, doctrinal
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formulations and, indeed, scripture. (While Manhood Into God

can be faulted for insufficient attention to scripture, one
must remember that Smyth saw it as a sequel to Conrad Noel's
thoroughly scriptural Life of Jesus.) Smyth's perfectly
orthodox interpretation of creed as "symbol"™ rather than
pPhilosophical formulation frees him to use the tradition
imaginatively.

One also sees strengths in the commitment of Smyth
and the S.C.C. to the unity of theory and practice. This
commitment is rooted, of course, in both the Christian and
Marxist dimensions of Smyth's theology. Despite religious,
cultural and personal differences, Smyth tried very hard in
1938-49 to work in practical solidarity with the working
class -~ through support of the labour movement, the anti-
fascist Popular Front, the Soviet Union and the Communist
left. The Oratory became practically involved in strikes,
labour and community organizing and political action. Smyth
sought to bring the support and blessing of the church to
these movements. That this attempt brought Smyth marginali-
zation in the church did not stop him.

The imaginative experimentation in community and
ministry in the Canadian and English cells is also a tribute
to this commitment to the unity of theory and practice. The
formation of strong intentional communities with a high

level of reflection and self-criticism, the establishment of
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an economic commonwealth, practical work in community,
labour and political organizing and the rejection of the
parish priesthood for the model of the worker priest minis-
tering in solidarity with the working class (John Rowe in
London, Dan Heap in Toronto) all point to an unéquivocal
commitment to the unity of theory and practice.

Smyth's theology of Incarnation as dialectical pro-
cess, however, was not without its weaknesses. That the
Society was not able to survive the sixties suggests that
the theology's capacity for dialectical integration of new
experience was, indeed, limited. Needless to say, any cri-
tique (whether positive or hegative) of Smyth's theoclogy
draws on sevéral decades of Christian experience and reflec-
tion,Aincluding radical theologies of the sixties, political
theqlogy, third world liberation theology, the growth of
base communities, feminist theology, renewal of lay minis-
try, advances in liturgical scholarship and many other
developments.

One general area of difficulty with Smyth's theology
lies in its method. In much theological reflection since the
sixties, there has been a movement towards human experience
and action rather than doctrinal formulations as the start-
ing point of theoclogical reflection. Typically in Latin
American liberation theology, a group of Christians actively
engaged in a struggle for liberation reflect upon their own

revolutionary action in light of Christian scripture. Actu-



355

ally being engaged in liberating action is a sine gua non of

authentic theological reflection. Indeed, their own experi-
ence and action enables them to critique scripture and the
Christian tradition. Yet because both the action and reflec-
tion are done with faith that Christ's teaching is truthful,
reflection upon sCripture is transformative. Christians
return to their action to transform the world with renewed
vision and strength. The circle begins again with new theo-
logical reflection on new action. This action-reflection
model is a frequent feature of theologies of liberation,
including many that use Marxist or feminist analysis.

Two elements stand out in this theclogical method.
First, actual participation in liberating action is the
necessary starting point for_fruthful theological reflec-
tion. The method cannot be pursued on a theoretical level
detached from action. Second, the method is largely induc-
tive. It derives truth from human experience and seeks con-
firmation and expansion of it in Christian scripture and
tradition. In analyzing these, it begins with the truth
already known from action and experience. On the basis of
this truth, scripture and tradition may be found liberating
Oor oppressive.

The method gives rise to a Christian theology, inso-
far as it still requires a basic commitment to the truth of

a Christian revelation, no matter how it has been deformed
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by scripture or tradition. The Christian gospel continues to
be transfofmative of groups of Christians who turn to it in
faithful reflection. However, a sophisticated level of so-
cial analysis and Biblical and historical criticism is ofteﬁ
necessary to discover the liberating core of the gospel. In
situations of political oppression, scripture is more acces-
sible than tradition so that reflection on scripture is
often the primary mode of theological reflection. For women,
scripture is sometimes more problematic than tradition so
that reflection on suppressed elements of the tradition is

also common. In either case, traditional Christian dogmatic

‘formulations tend to be seen as seriously limited by the

Hellenistic philosophical context in which they were formu-
lated and tend not to be the subject of positive or trans-
formative theological reflection.

From this action or praxis—-based theological per-
spective, Smyth's theology of Metacosmesis at first appears
hopelessly old-fashioned in its methodology. It appears to
start with doctrinal formulations about the Incarnational
process. Once these are accepted in an act of faith, the new
Incarnational Christian goes on to action. Indeed, the doc-
trinal formulations seem complex, if not eccentric, and
appear to carry with them much philosophical and cultural
baggage.

There is much truth in this criticism, particularly

of Smyth's writings after 1948. However, the situation is
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less simple than it seems. The Metacosmic cycle of Smyth's
theology of Incarnation as process bears a very strong re-
semblance to the circular action-reflection model of many
liberation theologies. Incarnational Christians come to the
Eucharist having reflected on their concrete revolutionary
action to bring liberation to the world. They offer this
action in the bread and wine. Through the scripture and
homily (which Smyth regarded as crucial and which often
included a high level of social analysis), they further
reflect on their action in the world. They return to the
world, strengthened both by reflection (which often also
followed the Eucharist, again with social analysis) and the
sacrament to new liberating action in the world. The cycle
then repeats itself. The basic model is not dissimilar to
action-reflection models of liberation theologies, though it
is broadened by the inclusion of sacramental action. Action
or praxis is the starting point of theological reflection.
In both cases, the process of theological reflection
on liberating action is more important than the entry or
conversion point into the process. Some initially enter from
the action side, some from the reflection side. How one
enters may, of course, influence one's later action but the
basic point is that once one is committed to and begins
participating in a truly liberating action-reflection model

of Christian faith, how one initially entered the process is
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(;ot s0 significant. Latin American Christian revolutionaries
\;;;;“come to their positions from lives of both action and
reflection. S.C.C. members came to the theology of Metacos-
mesis out of both the Communist Party and the conventional
church. It is the participation in the action-based procéss
that is basic.

The priority of praxis to theory is a theme of the

Anglo-Catholic socialist tradition to which Smyth belonged.

Charles Gore, in his Essex Hall lecture of 1920, Christian-

ity Applied to the Life of Men and of Nations, began by

denouncing the title of the lecture:

It suggests that Christianity is something which can be
conceived of as existing prior to its application to
life -- a philosophy or system of ideas, which can be
accepted intellectually, and subsequently applied to
life. But this is a fundamentally false way of thinking
about Christianity. It is not Eirst a philosophy or
system of ideas. It is a life.

It is a way of life, Gore continues, that precedes theologi-

cal reflection:

But at this moment it is the order of the two elements
of practice and theory that I am insisting upon. I in-
sist that what [Jesus] offers to men is not first a
doctrine about God and the unseen world to be apprehend-
ed by the intellect, and afterwards, it may be, applied
to life. It is the opposite. It is a life which He
teaches, a way of living to which He goints men, which
involves or is based upon a theology.

Gore roots the primacy of the Christian way of life over
doctrinal formulation in scripture.and the early church and
sees it as the root of Christian socialism.

Smyth's view follows Gore, reinforced by Marxist
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commitment to the unity of theory and practice. Smyth argues
that Christians are not active in the world because it is an
"implication"™ of their Christian doctrine. The 1945 edition
of the S.C.C. manual strongly rejects "implicationalism" as
veiled idealism:
[This Society] rejects all "purely spiritual” and non-
Sacramental idealism; for apart from functional Sacra-
mentalism, the only connection of ideals with man's
material state rests tenuously and abstractly in what
are called the "practical implications" of religion.
Implicationalism is veiled idealism. The Society rejects
idealism as the most subtle and deadly egemy of the
Sacramental Religion of the Incarnation.
In a "functional Sacramentalism™ which assumes the full
unity of theory and practice, revolutionary action is essen-
tial for faithful theological reflection and participation
in the Eucharist. Much of Smyth's opposition to protestant
social gospel theology was centred on its "implicationalist"
model of social action. Similarly, Smyth commends a praxis-
based model of theological education in a letter to Elmer
Smith in 1946: "Instruction must be integrated with action,
rather than trying to cast about for some sort of action to
fit with instruction.">
Because Smyth came to a praxis-based theological
perspective from a strongly dogmatic Thomistic Anglo~-
Catholicism, he carried much theological, philosophical and
liturgical baggage into theological reflection. Over years

of action and reflection, pushed by his own Marxist analysis

and the experience of S.C.C. members, Smyth modified much of
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this. Some conservative ethical positions, such the opposi-

tion to divorce and birth control in Manhood Into God, dis-

appeared very quickly. Metacosmesis itself was, of course, a
major turn away from conventional Thomism. The decision to
found a revoiutionary religious community was a significant
move to a critical ecclesiology. Smyth's theology developed
out of critical reflection based on action in support of
revolution.

Yet, despite years of theological reflection in-
formed by action, Smyth (like Gore) was clearly unwilling to
give up or modify in a major way the extensive Christian
doctrinal system which he brought to the reflection. Indeed,
he developed his own dogmatic theology. Here Smyth clearly
saw himself in the revolutionary orthodox tradition of Con-
rad Noel. He stands in strong contrast to his Christian-
Marxist contemporary, John Macmurray, whose reflection
caused him to jettison major portions of the Christian doc-
trinal and liturgical tradition. From the perspective of
contempofary liberation theologies, which are often closer
to Macmurray then Smyth, one can question whether Smyth
regarded certain doctrinal formulations as-immune from cri-
tical reflection. If this is the case, his theology begins
toc move in a more deductive direction and against an action-
based model.

From Smyth's perspective, a high level of doctrinal

formulation was necessary to ensure the transformational and
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revolutigﬁg;y nature of Christianity. Smyth was very criti-
cal, for example, of the American liberal-protestant social
gospel tradition, arguing that it provided no theological
base for revolutionary actipn and constantly pulled its
advocates towards evolutionary social change and political
liberalism. Smyth did not see past or present doctrinal
formulation as external to Christian experience but a funda-
mental part of it. In the catholic tradition, he saw major
elements of the Christian creedal and doctrinal tradition as
preceding scripture and therefore very significant refer-
ences in theological reflection. Smyth was happier to root
revolution in Christian revelation than be at the mercy of
revolutionary ideologies. Likewise, the Incarnational doc-
trinal core of Smyth's theology prevented any move towards
gnosticism or dualism that reflection on experience might
sometimes suggest.

The point is that if liberation theologies and Meta-
comesis are both Christian theologies, they both require as
primary some revelatory Christian witness -- whether ap-
proached through scripture, tradition or doctrine == outside
of one's immediate experience and action. Otherwise, they
are simply human reflection on action and experience without
particular reference to Christianity and it is difficult to
regard them as Christian. The decision to refer to the

Christian witness is an act of faith.
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The difference between Metacosmesis and most theolo-
gies of liberation is not so much structural or methodologi-
cal but in the complexity and nature of the revelatory wit-
ness. Smyth's is more complex, relies heavily on a broad
range of Christian doctrine and tradition and is subject to
further philosophical development. Indeed, one can argue
that Smyth's is simply too complex, encumbered with extrane-
ous, arbitrary and even oppressive doctrinal and theological
formulations. The revelatory witness of most liberation
theologies is usually much simpler, approached through
scripture or discrete portions of tradition. However, the
approach to this witness also becomes complex as social and
historical analysis accumulafes around it.

It is the complexity and nature of the revelatory
witness or core of Smyth's theology that is its greatest
weakness. Smyth was committed to the integration of differ-
ent kinds of truth -- religious, philosophical, scientific,
dialectical -- rather than the necessary reduction of any
one to another. Such an approach has much to say for it.
However, the result was an increasingly complex theological
and philosophical core which became the reference point of
all theological reflection on action. As I have indicated,
its content changed over the years. In the end it came to-
include Metacosmesis (including the Anamnesis),'philosophi-
cal realism and dialectical analysis. These are all seen as

compatible with (indeed, following from) scripture and the
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church's traditional doctrinal formulations, which are also,
in effect, included in the core.

But also included are a variety of doctrinal and
liturgical beliefs and practices which for many contemporary
Christians now seem strange or-questionable == the Immacu-
late Conception and Virgin Birth, the very high value placed
on the celibate religious life, Elizabethan over contempo-
rary English in the liturgy, the eastward position at the
altar, the superiority of baroque to gothic vestments, etc.
While many of these items are clearly not crucial to the
central w1tness of his theology, Smyth, because of his
strong tendency to integrate everything, attached the items
to the core and promulgated them as following from Metacos-
mesis. The result was a heavy, complex and hierarchical
revelatory witness that seemed to require less and less
reflection from outside itself and, indeed, less and less
action.

The hierarchical character of Smyth's theology is
particularly troublesome. The Thomistic ordering of reality,
the vision of redeemed human society as hierafchical (for

example, in Manhood Into God) and the deep commitment to

ascending order in ministry and worship all make it clear
that for Smyth Christian revelation includes hierarchies.
Most contemporary liberation theoclogians, with their roots

in people's liberation movements and feminism, reject such a
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view as oppressive. §.C.C. members challenged Smyth on this
issue -- for example, John Wild in his existentialist cri-
tique of Smyth's theology, Marjorie Powles and Isabel Rowe
in their espousal of women's ministry and John Rowe in his
advocacy of the westward position at the altar. Smyth re-
sisted such efforts, convinced that the hierarchies that he
advocated were not oppressive.

Here Smyth's classical education, his deep commit-
ment to human order and reason, his aesthetic sense and his
personality all came into play. Certainly one can assert
hierarchies in which good is above eQil or liberation above
oppression. Likewise, one can assert different functions and
levels of power. But Smyth's hierarchies are strongly theo-
retical, very specific and clearly rooted in the classical
western theological and philosophical tradition though, of
course, modified by Marxism. Until 1948, Smyth's Marxism was
equally authoritarian and hierarchical.

The complexity and nature of the revelatory witness
or core of Smyth's theology was the major theological reason
why the S.C.C. was unable to survive its founder's death and
the turbulent theological developments of the sixties. While
still alive, as primary theologian of Metacosmesis, Smyth
was able to integrate a great variety of action, experience
and reflection, both his own and that of members of the
Society, into Metacosmesis. Theological reflection moved

inward from members of the Society to Smyth, who worked on






