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
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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






