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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
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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=-






