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PREFACE ~ 

Tms nooK was undertaken at the request of 
the Editorial Board of Haddam House. It was intended 
to be a concise and simple statement of the author's con­
ception of the relation between Christianity and Com­
munism for students and other young people. The Edi­
torial Board is not responsible for any of the opinions ex­
pressed. I have tried to avoid technical discussion. \Vhile 
the book has had to remain brief and elementary, it does 
present a systematic statement of a point of view which, 
although widely held among Christians, has perhaps not 
been as fully elaborated elsewhere in the context of the 
present situation. I hope that the book may make a con­
tribution to the general discussion in the Churches of the 
problem of Communism. 

JOHN C. BENNE'IT 

New York, 1948. 
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1~ 

THE POINT OF VIE\V 

THis nooK is written by one who believes that 
Communism as a faith and as a system of thought is a 
compound of half-truth and positive error, that Com­
munism as a movement of power is a threat to essential 
forms of personal and political freedom, and that it is a 
responsibility of Christians to resist its extension in the 
world. On the other hand, this book is written by one who 
believes that the errors of Communism are in large part 
the result of the failure of Christians, and of Christian 
Churches, to be true to the revolutionary implications of 
their own faith, that the effectiveness of Communism lies 
chiefly in the fact that it seems to offer the exploited and 
neglected peoples of the world what has been denied them 
in a civilization that has often regarded itself as Christian. 

The reader will find two emphases in the book which, 
as I believe, belong together but which, most often, in 
public discussions of Communism are separated and 
made to characterize opposing bodies of opinion. This 
dual approach to Communism, on the one hand, em­
phasizes the obligation to resist it as an oppressive form 
of power and, on the other hand, acknowledges the valid­
ity of much that Communism represents as a strong re­
minder of the moral limitations of our own middle-class 
world and as a promised goal that meets the aspirations 
of millions of people who have been excluded from the 
benefits of that world. I hope that as they are developed 
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10 CHRISTIANITY AND COI\·IMUNISM 

in this book neither of these emphases will encourage the 
kind of illusion that hides the truth in the other. I hope 
to make it clear that this dual approach to Communism 
does not mean that one should call attention to both the 
good and the evil of Communism in such a way as to 
steer a middle course in relation to it. The good in its 
idealism and in its achievements makes it more effective 
and so more dangerous than a movement that can be 
shown to be rotten and cynical at its center. 

The emphasis in this book upon Communism as a 
promise of a more just order of society and upon Com­
munism as a corrective of the attitudes of the conventional 
Church, while not implying that it is any less important 
to resist the extension of Communism, does have an im­
portant bearing on the conditions and methods of re­
sistance. If the judgments upon which this emphasis is 
based are correct, the extension of Communism cannot 
be prevented by negative propaganda governed by religious 
hostility or inspired by the beneficiaries of western cap­
italism, nor can it be prevented primarily by military 
power. It can be prevented only by those who have a 
sounder faith and a better program to meet human needs 
and unsolved problems. 

Communism has been strong where Christians and 
Churches have often been weak, in providing a means of 
changing unjust institutions in the interests of their vic­
tims. Communism is weak in not foreseeing the extent 
of the new forms of oppression to which its own program 
gives rise, and this weakness, on the deepest level, is re­
ligious. Unconsciously it offers false solutions to religious 
problems, the existence of which it does not recognize. 
What that sentence means, and what the Christian solu­
tions are to those same religious problems, will be the 
main subject of the chapters which follow. 



THE NATURE OF COMMUNISM 

IN ANY exposition of the nature of Communism 
one might concentrate on the teachings of Marx and 
Engcls-the original source of Communism as a move­
ment and as a system of thought; or one might concen­
trate on the contemporary institutions and policies of the 
Soviet Union, together with the behavior of Communist 
parties around the world. Either of these approaches, 
taken by itself, would constitute an evasion of the real 
problem of Communism. Communism as a contempo­
rary movement is successful in convincing millions of 
people in Europe and Asia that it is the bearer of the 
Marxist dream for human society, of the promise of a 
new order more favorable to justice than the feudal or 
bourgeois societies which they know. 

TI1e institutions and policies of the Soviet Union are 
remote from this dream and promise, but there are ex­
planations of this discrepancy that seem to satisfy most 
of those who feel strongly the attraction of Communism. 
TI1e total impact of Communism today represents a com­
bination of social promise and Russian power. The ob­
server is wise who is not dogmatic about the precise rela­
tionship between them. Indeed, the ways in which Russian 
power is used to serve the social promise, and the social 
promise is used to serve Russian power, in all probability 
vary from time to time, and motives are mixed on both 
sides of the Iron Curtain. It is enough for our purpose to 

11 



12 CHRISTIANITY AND COMMUNISM 

acknowledge that both factors are present and that they 
are made to serve each other. 

In what follows, I shall discuss Communism as "A 
Promise of a New Order," as "An Interpretation of Life," 
and as "A Revolutionary Method." 

Communism as a Promise of a New Order 

MoDERN CoMMUNISM came into the world as a pro­
phetic movement of protest against the human conse­
quences of mid-nineteenth century capitalism. The 
Communist Manifesto, written by Marx and Engels one 
hundred years ago, contained most bitter descriptions of 
the condition of the laboring class and most confident af­
firmations of the self-destructive nature of the capitalistic 
system. It described the process by which the bourgeoisie 
were producing their own "grave-diggers" and by which 
the revolution was being prepared within the womb of the 
old society that was rotten with injustice and unable to 
solve its own technical problems. It saw the root of the 
evil of society in the private ownership of property and 
announced that the theory of the Communists "may be 
summed up in a single sentence: abolition of private prop­
erty." It gave a picture of the relationship between social 
classes according to which the world was divided into two 
classes, with the proletariat on the way to become the 
vast majority. 

The Manifesto made no allowance for any possibility 
of improvement of the condition of the proletariat short of 
a complete economic and political revolution. It exag­
gerated the spiritual contrast between the classes as well 
as the inevitable increase in economic differences between 
them, for it assumed that it was true of the proletarian of 
1848 that "law, morality, religion, are to him so many 
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bourgeois prejudices, behind which lurk in ambush just 
as many bourgeois interests." It proclaimed that the rev­
olution was imminent, that as the proletariat became the 
immense majority and as the crises of capitalism became 
more catastrophic the workers would capture the machin­
ery of the state and use its political power to effect the 
abolition of private property "to centralize all instru­
ments of production in the hands of the state." It is an 
essential part of this view of society that political institu­
tions have no independence of the economic struggle, that 
the "executive of the modern state is but a committee for 
managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie," 
and that after the revolution the state will be "the pro­
letariat organized as the ruling class." 

This Communist vision of what ought to be and the 
Communist promise of what could be expected in the 
near future have, since 18.~8, given Communism its moral 
power in the world. It can be criticized as a quite inade­
quate forecast of developments under capitalism, with 
the rise of trade-unionism and the development of social 
legislation. It can be criticized as an oversimplification of 
the class structure, with its division of society into only 
two socially effective classes. It can be criticized for its 
complete neglect of the common patriotic, moral, and 
religious sentiments and convictions that have continued 
to hold the classes together in the very nations in which 
Communism was expected to come first. The develop­
ment of a Fascist form of collectivism was not even im­
agined as a dread possibility. These and many more criti­
cisms are suggested by events in Western Europe and 
America since 1848, and yet the vision and the promise 
continue to be convincing to many millions of people 
who have never had a chance to share the prosperity of 
the middle-class world. 
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This vision and promise were translated into somewhat 
different terms by Lenin. He related them to his own 
dream of making Russia, an industrially backward na­
tion, the first Communist state and to the situation created 
by the first world war, which he interpreted as an im­
perialist war that was the inevitable fruit of the rivalry of 
capitalist nations and which could be used to advance the 
cause of revolution. He also related them to his own 
emphasis upon the need for a disciplined party that would 
act as the leader of the proletariat and which was to be 
the real center of power in "the dictatorship of the pro­
letariat." 

Under his influence the first steps toward Communism 
were taken in a nation that had had no successful liberal 
revolution, that had had no experience of democracy or 
civil liberties as understood in Western Europe and Amer­
ica. The vision and the promise persisted as factors in the 
dynamic behind the new Russian system and, perhaps 
more important for our purpose, they continued to at­
tract support for both Communism and the Soviet Union 
in other countries. I shall say more later about the ways in 
which this vision and this promise have been corrupted 
or obscured as a result of the Russian dictatorship, but 
here I want to emphasize the fact that they are still ef­
fective both within and outside the Soviet Union. 

The promise of Communism is given substance by the 
actual achievements of the Soviet Union in economic 
planning, in the extraordinarily rapid industrialization of 
the country, in the development of a new society where 
education and social services have been made available 
to a vast population, where the youth of all classes have 
a sense of participation in a great experiment, where the 
standard of life has been raised for the masses of the 
people, and where the fear of unemployment is un-
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known. The toughness of the Soviet society in war has 
been a test of the reality of some of these gains. The effec­
tiveness of these achievements in reinforcing the Commu­
nist promise is undercut only to a limited extent by any 
answer that may be given to the question as to whether or 
not these gains have been offset by the human cost of the 
revolution and the dictatorship. There are so many ex­
planations that can be given of the darker side of the 
Russian experiment-explanations that come from the his­
tory of Russia with its despotism and poverty, from the 
terrible burdens of war, from the foreign hostility to the 
Soviet experiment that, as I have said, those who feel 
strongly the attraction of the Communist promise are not 
much troubled by this kind of question. Moreover, the 
estimate that one makes of the human cost of this ex­
periment depends upon one's own historical situation, 
and the cost will be reckoned in minimum terms by all 
who have never had any experience of political or cultural 
freedom. 

I shall now deal with three aspects of the promise of 
Communism. 

First, it is assumed that the dictatorship will give way 
to a free. society in which the coercive aspects of the state 
will no longer exist. The future society will have no po­
lice. The new order of freedom can be expected when 
the capitalistic institutions have been uprooted, when the 
remnants of capitalistic psychology have been overcome 
through a quite different kind of education and social con­
ditioning, when no capitalistic nations will "encircle" the 
Soviet Union-when all need for military preparations will 
have disappeared. Lenin, at the time of the Russian Rev­
olution and just before the establishment of his dictator­
ship, wrote an amazing prophecy of the coming of the 
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ideal society that would be free from all compulsion. He 
said: 

And then [after the resistance of the capitalists has 
been broken] will democracy itself begin to witi1er 
away due to the simple fact that, freed from capitalis­
tic slavery, from the untold horrors, savageries, and 
infamies of capitalistic exploitation, people will grad­
ually become accustomed to the observance of the 
elementary rules of social life that have been known 
for centuries and repeated for thousands of years in 
all school books; they will become accustomed to ob­
serving them without force, without compulsion, 
without subordination, without the special appara­
tus for compulsion which is called the state. 

(TI1e State and Revolution, p. 74) 1 

This prophecy of the "withering away" of the "demo­
cratic" state that proletarian dictatorship is expected to 
produce must be taken in connection with the Marxist 
idea that the state is merely the instrument by which the 
ruling class keeps other classes in subjection. If the state 
is defined in this way and if the goal of a classless society 
is attained, then it is obvious that there need be no state. 
It is not denied that there will still have to be forms of 
administration in society but these will not require any 
coercive authority, for men are expected to live rationally, 
and freely to seek the common good when the mod­
ern root of all evil, the capitalistic form of property, is 
destroyed. This doctrine is one of the most optimistic con­
ceptions of man ever held, for it finds the only obstacle 
to the good life in economic institutions that can be 

1 Portions of this and other Marxist writings which are essential 
for the theory of Communism are conveniently brought together in 
Emile Burns: A Handbook of Marxism, Random House, Inc., 1935. 
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changed by a political and social revolution. I want to em­
phasize here the fact, to which I shall return later, that 
freedom constitutes no problem for Communist thought, 
for it is assumed that freedom will be realized inevitably 
as a by-product of a successful Communist revolution. 
This may well be the most fateful error of judgment that 
the Communists have made. 

Stalin has always regarded himself as a faithful follower 
of Lenin. \Vhat does he say about the continuation of dic­
tatorship? In his report to the Eighteenth Party Con­
gress in 1939 he explained that the state may still be neces­
sary for a long time because of "capitalistic encirclement." 
In case of a change in the situation abroad, he said of the 
state: "No, it will not remain and will atrophy if the 
capitalistic encirclement is liquidated and a socialistic en­
circlement takes its place." (Leninism, p. 474). 

This suggests the usual explanation of the continuation 
of dictatorship offered by apologists for the Soviet Union. 
The pressure from the other powers, from 1917 until 
Russia was victorious in the second world war, has been 
a real factor in determining events in Russia. It has ne­
cessitated military preparations and it did encourage in­
ternal opposition to the regime. Today, fears of the cap­
italistic powers remain and they can still be used as an 
explanation of the need for armaments and dictatorship. 
Americans may believe that there is no real threat to 
Russia from outside today, but both Communist dogma 
about the inevitability of a final attempt of the capitalistic 
world to seek to destroy the revolution and the bitter 
experience of Russia from the Revolution to the days of 
Munich and beyond have made her naturally suspicious 
of the wc3tern nations. This suspicion is confirmed in 
Russian eyes today by much reckless talk on the part of 
Americans who interpret the struggle between East and 
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West primarily in military terms. It would be difficult to 
assess the extent to which this fear of the outside world is 
the cause of the persistence of dictatorship in compari­
son with the tendency of all who hold absolute power to 
perpetuate their power and in comparison with the Rus­
sian lack of experience of the conditions of political free­
dom. 

Professor Eduard Heimann explains the persistence of 
dictatorship in terms of the unripeness of Russia for Com­
munism. It had been the Marxist expectation that the 
revolution would come in nations in which industry was 
already organized in a relatively few large units and the 
people were unified through "the collectivized pattern of 
dependent work." In such a situation the self-conscious 
proletariat would be the immense majority and they could 
effect a transfer of power with a minimum of violence. 
But under Russian conditions, as Professor Heimann says: 
"The transition became more difficult; the dictatorship be­
came a minority dictatorship rather than a majority dicta­
torship and consequently more violent and long-lived."~ He 
adds: "A dictatorship, however necessary for objective rea­
sons, is a formidable vested interest and will not be slow 
in rationalizing its abuses by reference to its objective ne­
cessity." This last observation, which is so important 
from the Christian point of view, lies outside Communist 
calculations about human nature. 

A second element in the Communist promise is the be­
lief that when society moves from the preliminary stage 
that is identified with "socialism," which is governed by 
the principle that all should be rewarded according to their 
contribution, to Communism, it will be possible to realize 

2 Heimann, Eduard: Freedom and Order, Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1947, P· 153. 
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the ideal of the distribution of income according to need. 
The Soviet Union at present is said to be in the socialist 
stage. (This use of the word "socialism" would be rejected 
by all western democratic socialists.) There are admitted 
differences of income in accordance with the contribu­
tion made by workers or professional people or govern­
ment officials or artists to Soviet society. The Soviet Union 
is still con trolled by the fact of scarcity, and the need of 
economic incentives for productivity is recognized. But it 
is assumed that in the future all existing inequalities and 
class distinctions will be wiped out. The same optimism 
about the future prevails here as in the case of the wither­
ing away of the dictatorship. Stalin, in an address in 1935 
to the Stakhanovites· who ironically were working under 
the pressure of speed-up techniques, gives a picture of 
this better future. After explaining that s·ocialism is a 
society in which income is distributed according to work 
performed, he describes Communism as follows: 

Communism represents a higher stage of develop­
ment. The principle of Communism is that in a 
Communist society each works according to his abili­
ties and receives articles of consumption, not accord­
ing to the work he performs, but according to his 
needs as a culturally developed individual. This means 
that the cultural and technical level of the working 
class has become high enough to undermine the basis 
of distinction between mental labor and manual la­
bor, that the distinction between mental and manual 
labor has already disappeared, and that productivity 
of labor has reached such a high level that it can 
provide an absolute abundance of articles of con­
sumption, and as a result society is able to distribute 
these articles in accordance with the needs of its 
members. 

(Leninism, p. 368) 
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Notice that it is assumed by Stalin that the fact of abun­
dance itself will make it possible to overcome inequalities. 
Acquisitiveness will no longer tempt men to seck to possess 
more than their neighbors because everyone will have 
enough in any case to satisfy both material and cultural 
needs. It is taken for granted that in this Communist 
utopia the problem of incentive will be fully solved. 

TI1ere is a third element in the Communist promise 
that has a grea_tappeal especially in Asia and Africa. It is 
the promise of a society in which all imperialistic ex­
ploitation will be a thing of the past and in which the 
humiliating discrimination from which the colored races 
suffer will be done away. Here the contrast between the 
Communist promise and Russian policy, on the one hand, 
with the practices of the Anglo-Saxon nations especially, 
on the other, is such that it is natural for many millions 
of people, including some Christians, among the colored 
races to feel that Communism holds out more hope for 
them than western democracy which has been so untrue 
to its own principles as it has come into contact with the 
colored races. Russian policy in dealing with racial minori­
ties in the Soviet Union has always been a strong point in 
favor of Communism. . 

The Communist analysis of imperialism, according to 
which it is an inevitable expression of advanced capital-

. ism and according to which it will as inevitably be aban­
doned by a Communist state, is the intellectual back­
ground for this openness to Communism among the vic­
tims of the older imperialism. It seems that forms of Rus­
sian or Communist expansion are, by definition, something 
different from "imperialism" but there are many people 
in the path of that expansion to whom this verbal ex­
ercise is full of bitter irony. 
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It should be said here that one momentous difference 
between Communism and National Socialism lies in the 
fact that the opponents of Communism do not have upon 
them the indelible mark of race. It is often said that the 
Communists put class where the Nazis put race, but this 
is a misleading comparison because classes are changing 
historical phenomena whereas racial differences arc for all 
practical purposes permanent. Since the opponents of 
Communism are defined in political and economic terms, 
a changed historical situation may well cause Communists 
to be tolerant and co-operative in dealing with those who 
are now regarded as "class enemies." Thus there is al­
ways the possibility of living with Communists without 
being the permanent objects of their hostility. In the case 
of National Socialists, no such possibility existed for those 
who were regarded by them as belonging to inferior races. 

It is the Communist theory that the proletariat as a 
class is the representative of the true interests of society as 
a whole. As Marx has explained it: "The class making a 
revolution appears from the very start, merely because it is 
opposed to a class, not as a class but as the representative 
of the whole of society; it appears as the whole mass of 
society confronting the one ruling class."3 This presup­
poses the expectation that the "ruling class" will become 
smaller and smaller and increasingly parasitic, so that it 
ceases to represent any real part of the general welfare. 

Communism as an Interpretation of Life 

CoMMUNISM is a total philosophy of life. It develops 
authoritative answers to more questions than Christianity, 

3 Marx, Karl: The German Ideology, 
Company, Inc., p. 41. 
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especially Protestant Christianity. There is a Communist 
interpretation of history which is a guide to revolutionary 
strategy. This interpretation of history is supported by a 
metaphysic which has been developed in contrast to 
philosophies that are idealistic in the broad sense that 
they regard mind as prior to matter, and which is in reac­
tion against all forms of religion, especially Christianity. 
This metaphysic, "dialectical materialism," should be un­
derstood by Christian critics of Communism as a fighting 
creed. It is a creed that drives men to change the struc­
tures of social life, rather than to rationalize them either 
by identifying the ideal with the real in terms of con­
crete historical institutions or by piously accepting the 
existing order, however unjust it may be, as ordained by 
God. 

Dialectical materialism is a philosophical support for 
the materialistic interpretation of history, according to 
which the primary factors in all historical developments 
are the forms of ownership and production. This eco­
nomic interpretation of history has left space for the rec­
ognition of the effectiveness of the purpose of men to 
bring about the new order, but it remains a one-sided 
view of life. Any positive value that it has comes from 
the fact that it has been a corrective of one-sided spir­
itualistic conceptions of life that have been dominant 
both in the Church and in polite society-spiritualistic 
conceptions of life which mask the destructive effects of 
economic institutions upon spiritual values. 

The worst of all combinations of ideas and attitudes in 
this connection is the use of spiritual philosophies of life 
to encourage the economically poor to accept their lot 
without complaint, while those who hold those spiritual 
philosophies take for granted their own economic privi­
leges. Against all such tendencies Marxism, even at its 
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crudest, is a valid protest. As the late Nicolas Berdyaev 
has said: "TI1e question of bread for myself is a material 
question, but the question of bread for my neighbors, for 
everybody, is a spiritual and a religious question."4 

This philosophy of dialectical materialism is combined 
with atheism. In itself it is no more atheistic than any 
naturalistic philosophy that accepts the experienced world 
of nature and history as self-sufficient, but it is accom­
panied by a bitter polemic against all theistic religion. To 
some extent this is the result of a narrowly conceived 
scientific view of the world, and to some extent the Com­
munist philosophy itself is a rationalization of a strong 
antireligious feeling. I shall reserve discussion of Com­
munist attitudes toward religion until later. Meanwhile, 
it is enough to say that even if there were no antire­
ligious feeling and even if no reasons based upon social 
experience could be alleged for discrediting all forms of 
theistic religion, the philosophical system known as dia­
lectical materialism has no place for faith in God as the 
Creator on whom the whole experienced world of nature 
and history depends. If there are religious elements im­
plicit in Communism, as I shall maintain at a later 
point, they take the form of devotion to human goals 
and trust in a historical process with no God other than 
the process. 

There are several common misunderstandings of Com­
munist teaching that Christians should learn to avoid. 
There is a danger that they may concentrate on a carica­
ture of Communism and thus miss the corrective that is 
in it, and there is a further danger that they may celebrate 
a premature victory over the caricature and thus fail to 
discern the deeper issues that divide Christianity and 

4 Berdyaev, Nicolas: The Origin of Russian Communism, Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1937, p. 22 5· 
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Communism. I &hall now emphasize some of the things 
that Communism is not. 

Communist materialism is not a mechanistic form of 
materialism or one that leaves no room for any of the 
higher spiritual or cultural values. Indeed, it would prob­
ably be less misleading to think of dialectical material­
ism as a form of monistic naturalism. The word, material­
ism, is an emotional word that often causes critics of 
Communism to become excited at the wrong point. There 
is a famous sentence of \Villiam Temple's that needs to 
be remembered when this word is used. He says that 
"Christianity is the most materialistic religion in the 
world."5 By this he means that Christianity emphasizes 
the created world in which what we call matter has sac­
ramental meaning; the close relation between body and 
spirit; man's need of bread and of the material condi­
tions of life; and at the center of it all there is the em­
phasis upon the Word made Besll. Communism, with its 
materialism, is a one-sided and truncated philosophy but 
it is doubtful if it is more misleading, even from the 
Christian point of view, than philosophies or religious at­
titudes which neglect the material basis of life. 

It may eliminate some of the self-righteous emotion, 
which Americans are often tempted to feel when they 
think of Communist "materialism," to realize two things 
about our own culture. One is the very great element of 
practical materialism in our national life. This has dis­
torted our own culture so that in large measure our stand­
ards of success are materialistic and our goals for living are 
materialistic in contrast to our professed ideals. Also, on the 

5 Temple, William: Nature, Man, and God, The Macmillan 
Company, 1934, p. 478. 



THE NATURE OF COMMUNISM 

intellectual side there is among us a very widespread 
"scientism" (to be distinguished from science which as 
such docs not have these prctentions)-the faith that 
science and technology provide all that men need to know 
and all the resources that are required for the salvation of 
man and society. The Communists who have been able to 
be planners and builders rather than conspirators and 
revolutionaries develop a kind of "scientism" that would 
not be much out of place in some American universities 
where the religious negations of philosophical naturalism 
and faith in science form the philosophy of life of many 
professors and students. 

Communist materialism is not fatalistic. On the con­
trary, it has been a stimulus to action. :Moreover, Com­
munist mo\'ements depend to a considerable extent upon 
the leadership of those who are attracted by its social 
purpose, who are themselves moved by moral conviction. 
]'vfarx and Lenin were supreme examples of this. There 
is a very confused relationship between determinism and 
freedom in Communist thought and also in some forms 
of Christian theology. It is true that Communism does 
not recognize explicitly enough the capacity of men to 
be moved by nonmaterial or noneconomic factors in 
life and that it does not understand the full implications 
of the freedom of the human spirit to make history, 
which Communists themselves often exemplify. But it 
is n1islcading to make this criticism of Communism a 
ground for accusing it of denying all human freedom. 
Engels opens the door to a significant form of freedom 
when he says: "Freedom of the will therefore means 
nothing but the capacity to make decisions with real 
knowledge of the subject," or again when he says: "Free­
dom therefore consists in the control over ourselves and 
over external nature which is founded on knowledge of 
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natural necessity; it is therefore necessarily a product of 
historical development."8 

It has often been noted that there is a parallel here be­
tween Communist thought and practice and Calvinistic 
thought and practice. In both cases there is a doctrine 
that seems to be a hard determinism. In both cases this 
doctrine became a fighting creed and a great stimulus to 
action. In both cases the doctrine has failed to undercut 
the tendency to moral condemnation of opponents, which 
presupposes their moral responsibility. In Christian 
thought there is a tendency to oscillate between a one­
sided emphasis upon human freedom and a one-sided 
determinism, but the practical attitudes of Christians make 
room for both elements. There is a paradoxical relation­
ship between the realities that underlie our theories about 
the problem of freedom versus determinism that easily 
becomes a stumbling block to thinkers, whether they are 
Christian or Communist. 

Communism is not a form of moral cynicism. I say 
this in spite of the fact that Communism has been one 
of the factors in dissolving the moral a.ssumptions of 
modern man. On one level Communist tactics have been 
based on pure expediency, and they have encouraged 
cynicism about all political methods, and they have used 
ideas chiefly as weapons in the class struggle. On a deeper 
level the Communist criticism of "bourgeois ethics" and 
of all absolute ethics has encouraged a skeptical attitude 
toward all moral standards. The opponents of Commu­
nism have not discouraged the idea that it is unmoral, 
but they are mistaken. 

The ethical relativism of classical Marxism is a weapon 

8 Anti-Duhring, translated by Emile Burns, International Publish­
ers Company, Inc., 1936, p. 105. 
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in the struggle against the moral pretensions of the bour­
geois class with which Communism is at war. Ethical 
absolutes, as interpreted by Christians and by the whole 
respectable world, were slanted in favor of the status quo. 
Engels brings this out very clearly in his Anti-Duiuing. 
After showing how moralists have claimed for their 
standards the same objectivity as attaches to mathemati­
cal propositions, or to the fact that Napoleon died on 
May 5, 1821, he goes on to show that these objective 
"eternal truths" are used by classes to defend their in­
terests. He is driven to a quite one-sided view of the origin 
of morality, but the following passage shows that he is 
not as relativistic as his main argument implies: 

And as society has hitherto moved in class an­
tagonisms, morality was always a class morality; it 
has hitherto justified the domination and the inter­
ests of the ruling class, or, as soon as the oppressed 
class has become powerful enough, it has represented 
the revolt against this domination and the future in­
terests of the oppressed. That in this process there 
has on the whole been progress in morality, as in all 
other branches of human knowledge, cannot be 
doubted. But we have not yet passed beyond class 
morality. A really human morality which transcends 
class antagonisms and their legacies in thought be­
comes possible only at a stage of society which has 
not only overcome class contradictions but has even 
forgotten them in practical life.7 

Those words, obviously, give away the case for complete 
moral relativism, for the reference to progress in morality 
presupposes a standard of progress and the whole outlook 
is controlled by the possibility of a "really human moral-

1 Op cit., p. 105. 
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ity" that is to come after the revolution in a class-less so­
ciety. 

The whole Communist attack upon capitalistic society 
is ethical through and through. This comes out in the 
technical discussions of surplus value in Capit;J] and in 
the highly emotional exhortations of the Communist 
Manifesto. It is apparent in the motives that cause indi­
viduals to become Communists, that cause many of them 
to sacrifice their own personal privileges and to endure 
all manner of hardships and persecutions. l'vlotives are 
mixed in all of us and Communism can be an expression 
of sheer personal rebellion and of hatred, but its great 
leaders often are driven by an outraged sense of justice of 
which one of the by-products may be hatred. Lenin's own 
life was changed in his youth by the hanging of his brother 
by the Russian government, and often it is some such 
experience of great wrong in the old order that generates 
both devotion to what is believed to be a just cause and 
a hard and hostile attitude toward the whole class that is 
held responsible for wrongs done. 

In spite of the fact that Christian ethics is one of the 
main targets of Communist attack in the criticism of all 
ethics, in terms of ideology there is more in common be­
tween Christianity and Communism here than appears 
on the surface. I am using "ideology" here in the techni­
cal sense that refers to systems of thought that are de­
veloped to defend the interest and bias of a particular 
social group. I have emphasized the fact that Communist 
relativism is a weapon in the struggle against the old order 
rather than a theory that is all inclusive, and that actually 
the Communists are not thoroughgoing ethical relativists. 
But they see through the pretensions of everyone except 
themselves. Engels describes the typical moralist as a 
prophet who proves that all of his predecessors were 
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wrong but that he "has in his bag, all ready made, final 
and ultimate truth, eternal morality, and eternal justice." 
Engels adds that "this has all happened so many hundreds 
and thousands of times that we can only feel astonished 
that there should still be people credulous enough to be­
lieve this, not of others, but of themselves.''8 \Ve may add 
that it was to happen once again, for Communism was to 
provide its final answers to the central human problems. 

Engels was quite right in thinking that the Church has 
often absolutized a system of social morality conditioned 
by class interests and that its teaching has been used as a 
support for the established order. This is a form of uni­
versal human sin, of the tendency to see the world from 
one's own limited point of view without recognizing its 
limitations. Christians are not free from this sin, but they 
should be prepared by their understanding of human na­
ture to guard against it in themselves. There is an absolute 
Christian ethic, and the problem of relating it to con­
crete human actions is one of the central issues of con­
temporary Christian thought. But one condition for re­
lating it rightly to our concrete decisions is to take serious­
ly the Communist ideological criticism of most ways of 
doing it. The distortion of our ethical judgments by the 
almost unconscious assumptions of our nation or class is 
so great that Christians need to use the criticism of the 
early Marxists as a kind of purgative. At this point they 
will not be helped much by contemporary Communism 
because, in the interests of some distant goal, it has moved 
beyond the stage of criticism of the status quo. It is now 
preoccupied with the task of discrediting the ideals and in­
stitutions of its opponents in order to defend the ideals and 
institutions of the Soviet Union which for them occupy 

sOp cit., p. 245. 
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the position of a new status quo. The degree of Commu­
nist self-righteousness in doing so would be difficult to 
surpass. 

I have already quoted the extraordinary statement by 
Lenin concerning the future society after the withering 
away of the state. One of the interesting clements in that 
passage is the conventional character of the morality that 
is projected upon the distant future. Lenin says: "People 
will gradually become accustomed to the observance of the 
elementary rules of social life that have been known for 
centuries and repeated for thousands of years in all school 
books." Put beside that prophecy the actual moral pre­
cepts that are incorporated in Soviet education according 
to the pedagogical textbook recently published under the 
title, I Want to be Like Sta1in.9 There is dangerous na­
tionalism in this book chiefly in the form of provincial­
ism, for Russia seems to be almost the whole world and 
there .is foolish adulation of Stalin and there is much 
authoritarianism in educational method and in the atti­
tude toward the state, but notice the following passages: 

Sometimes, for example, the older children bully 
the younger, the physically strong taunt the weak, 
boys treat girls scornfully and occasionally even insult 
them, children with certain defects, such as stutter­
ing or some physical disability, may be teased or ridi­
culed. All such forms of behavior are vestiges from 
the old society and the old life. ( p. 76) 

The pupil in our sohools must be incapable, be­
cause of his inner strength and inherent honesty, of 
telling a lie .... One must be honest, conscientious, 
truthful, and studious, and not merely seem to be 
such. (p. 79) 

9 Translated by Counts and Lodge, John Day Company, 1947. 
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The "Rules" require of the pupil of the Soviet 
school attentiveness to and consideration of the sick, 
the weak, the aged, and little children; also care of 
younger brothers and sisters. ( p. 98) 

If this book does indicate the kind of "new man" that the 
Soviet system of education is trying to develop, emphasis 
upon scrupulous honesty and upon the more tender vir­
tues is most significant. It is in line with this same 
tendency that the development in Russia for the past 
decade or more has been in the direction of the discipline 
of the sexual life and the encouragement of family sta­
bility. 

\Ve can obtain another view of Communism as an in­
terpretation of life if we consider the relation between 
Communism and religion, including both the attitude of 
Communists toward historical forms of religion and the 
religious elements that are implicit in Communism. 

The theoretical rejection of all forms of historical reli­
gion by Communists is complete. Religion is rejected as 
prescientific superstition. Religion is rejected as a sup­
port for social reaction, as an opiate of the people that 
turns their attention away from the revolutionary task 
of changing social institutions in this world. Religion 
is rejected as having no function at all after the Com­
munist order has been fully established. Since it is re­
garded as humanity's way of escaping from the evils that 
are caused by all previous social systems it can be ex­
pected to wither away when the Communist society has 
overcome the evils which create the need for such an es­
cape. These criticisms of religion have been applied by 
the Russian Communists to religion in Russia, but it is 
a great mistake to assume that they are merely a reaction 
against the Russian Orthodox Church which, before the 
Russian Revolution, was in large measure an instrument of 
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political and social oppression. Marx and Engels gained 
their impression of religion from Roman Catholicism and 
Protestantism in Western Europe. The Communist rejec­
tion of religion in general is as thoroughgoing as it can 
be, though there may be a peculiar degree of emotional 
revulsion against religion among Russian Communists. 
Lenin has given us his ideas about religion in unrestrained 
language. He sees the roots of all modern religion in 
capitalistic oppression. He says: 

The roots of modern religion are deeply embedded 
in the social oppression of the working masses, and 
in their complete helplessness before the blind forces 
of capitalism, which every day and every hour cause 
a thousand times more horrible suffering and tor­
ture for ordinary working folk than are caused by 
exceptional events such as war, earthquakes, etc. 
"Fear created the gods." Fear of the blind forces 
of capital-blind because its action cannot be fore­
seen by the masses-a force which at every step in 
life threatens the worker and the small businessman 
with "sudden," "unexpected," "accidental" destruc­
tion and ruin, bringing in their train beggary, pau­
perism, prostitution, and deaths from starvation-this 
is the taproot of modern religion which, first of all 
and above all, the materialist must keep in mind, 
if he does not wish to remain stuck forever in the 
kindergarten of materialism.10 

Lenin assumes that religion is purely obscurantist and that 
both scientific enlightenment and a social order free 
from oppression will undermine it. He takes for granted 
that the working class can be relied upon to be antire­
ligious and atheistic. He says: "The class conscious work-

10 Religion, pamphlet in Little Lenin Library, Vol. 7, International 
Publishers Company, Inc. 
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er of today, brought up in big industry, and enlightened 
by town life, rejects religious prejudice with contempt." 
Lenin's opposition extends even to new forms of religion 
that were developed by sympathizers with Communism. 
Maxim Gorky had been interested in a new religious 
movement that resembled what we call in America non­
theistic humanism, and it was oriented toward the spir­
itual support of the Revolution, but even this Lenin dis­
missed with contempt. Any form of spiritual faith that 
broke with the negations of dialectical materialism was 
regarded as an entering wedge for the reactionary forms 
of idealtsm and religion against which all Communist 
thought is a violent protest. 

I shall not attempt at this stage to criticize this con­
ception of religion. My discussion of Christianity in the 
next chapters will be an attempt to show how abysmal 
the Communist misunderstanding of Christianity is, 
though it is not for Christians to cast stones at the Com­
munists for this misunderstanding, for the Christian 
Churches are largely responsible for it. Deeper than any 
misunderstanding of Christianity is the Communist fail­
ure to recognize the deeper levels of life, the permanent 
forms of sin and tragedy. Much more will be said about 
this later. 

It is often said that Communism, whatever its repre­
sentatives may think about religion, is itself a religion. This 
is of course denied violently by Communists themselves. 
To some extent it is a verbal matter. If the word "reli­
gion" is reserved for attitudes and movements which ex­
plicitly recognize dependence upon superhuman spiritual 
beings it, of course, does not apply. But if religion is de­
fined as man's relationship to whatever he regards as ul­
timate or to whatever he trusts most for deliverance from 
the evils and l azards of life, then Communism is undoubt-
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·edly religious. If one desires to avoid argument on the 
use of the word it is certainly true to say that Commu­
nism occupies the place in life for the convinced Com­
munist that religions occupy in the lives of their ad­
herents. Communism offers a goal for life. It offers a 
faith in redemption from all recognized evils. It offers an 
interpretation of life's meaning which may be short­
sighted and one-sided but which at least does provide the 
"kind of guidance that the religious believer secures from 
his doctrine. It even offers the kind of authority that the 
more authoritarian Churches provide for their members. 
Many other features of religion, such as sacred scrip­
tures and saints, have their analogues in Communism. 
·The Communist, like the Christian and the adherent of 
:any of the higher religions, is a man of faith. He is com­
mitted to a cause and he has an ultimate confidence that 
the highest powers, the existence of which he will admit, 
:are on the side of that cause. 

Before concluding this discussion of Communism as an 
interpretation of life it would be well to call attention to 
the fact that, inadequate as it is from the Christian point 
·Of view, Communism does offer many of our contempo­
Taries a unified philosophy of life that makes more sense 
to them than any that they have encountered. There is a 
-craving for such a total view of life and especially one 
that unites for the believer thought and action. Commu­
-nism provides a system of thought that is illuminating as 
far as some areas of our life are concerned, and it offers a 
plan of action as well. When this scheme of thought and 
.action is seen against the background of the contradictions 
·Of western society-contradictions between the Christian 
and democratic standards and the dominant ways of life 
in nations that claim to be democratic and in Churches 
1that claim to be Christian-it is not strange that Commu-
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nism has a strong appeal. The darker side of Communism, 
its ruthless methods during the period of revolution, and 
the dictatorship which is all that has yet appeared any­
where as the result of revolution, can be accepted by the 
Communist as a passing phase that will be justified by 
what is still to come. To that darker side of Communism 
we shall now turn. 

Communism as a Revolutionary Method 

WE MOVE into quite a different area when we consider the 
methods used by Communists and defended by t:hem in 
principle during the period of the revolution and of the 
dictatorship that follows. That period has not ended in 
Russia or in any country where Communists have power. 
The pattern of Communist policy is complex because the 
whole international conflict between the Soviet Union 
and the western democracies is closely related to the 
struggle to maintain and extend the results of the revolu­
tion in Russia. 

It is in the midst of this revolutionary struggle that 
the only ethical test that is recognized is whether or not 
a given policy or action serves the Communist cause. 
This is the hardest ethical problem raised by Commu­
nism. The problem is the same whether we see it in 
terms of the treatment of political prisoners in Siberian 
labor camps or whether we see it in terms of the dishonest 
tactics of American Communists in a labor union or a 
student front organization. The essential element in both 
situations is that the opponents of Communism are ob­
stacles to be removed or neutralized rather than persons 
to be respected and loved and redeemed for their own 
sake. 

There is a vast literature about the ethics of Commu-
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nism during the revolutionary period, much of it written 
by disi11usioned Communists, and in detail it is hard to 
evaluate the evidence presented. It is safe to say that 
there are enough points that are not in dispute to make 
the ethical issue quite clear in principle. Communism, as 
it touches political opponents, uses tactics of deception 
and methods of terror. 

Professor Harold Laski, who has usua11y given Commu­
nism the benefit of any doubt, wrote in 1947 a pamphlet 
in which he gave the following description of Communist 
practice: 

111e Communist parties outside Russia act with­
out moral scruples, intrigue without any sense of 
shame, are utterly careless of truth, sacrifice without 
any hesitation the means they use to the ends they 
serve .... 111e only rule to which the Communist 
gives unswerving loyalty is the rule that a success 
gained is a method justified. The result is a corrup­
tion of both the mind and heart, which is alike con­
temptuous of reason and careless of truth.U 

Let me give one illustration of Communist ruthless­
ness as it appears to Stalin and as it appears to a his­
torian who is quite sympathetic with Russian policy. 
Stalin in 1931, in an article in Pravda, discusses the kulaks. 
He writes as follows: 

The kulak is an enemy of the Soviet government. 
There is not and cannot be peace between him and 
us. Our policy toward the kulaks is to eliminate 
them as a class. TI1at, of course, does not mean that 
we can eliminate them at one stroke. But it does 

11 Qu.oted by Dr. J. H. Oldham from the pamphlet, Tile Steep 
Places, m "The Church and the Disorder of Society," Christendom, 
Summer, 1948, p. 310. 
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mean that we shall proceed in such a way as to sur­
round them and eliminate them. 

TI1en he gives emotional support for this policy by quoting 
Lenin. This quotation has the effect of destroying any 
moral claim to be human on the part of the kulaks. Lenin 
had said: 

The kulaks are the most brutal, callous, and savage 
exploiters .... These bloodsuckers have grown rich 
on the want suffered by the people in the war .... 
These spiders have grown fat at the expense of the 
peasants who have been ruined by the war, at the 
expense of the hungry workers. These leeches sucked 
the blood of the toilers .... These vampires have 
been gathering the landed estates into their hands; 
they keep on enslaving the poor peasant.1 ~ 

Now consider the human consequences of this policy 
of "eliminating the kulaks as a class." Professor Frederick 
L. Schuman, who cannot be accused of prejudice against 
the Soviet Union, describes the result of the war against 
the kulaks in connection with the great "famine" in the 
Ukraine in 1932-33· He says: 

Most of the victims, the number of whom can­
not be ascertained in the absence of any official or 
accurate information, were kulaks who had refused 
to sow their fields or had destroyed their crops. Ob­
servation in the villages suggests that this portion 
of the peasantry was left to starve by the authorities 
and the collective farmers as a more or less deliber­
ate policy. Large numbers (again unspecified) were 
deported to labor camps where some died of mal­
nutrition and disease and others were rehabilitated 
into useful citizens. The human cost of "class war in 

12 Op cit., pp. 190-191. 
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the villages" was horrible and heavy. Tlle Party ap­
peared Jess disturbed by dead kulaks tl1an by dead 
cows. [Italics mine.] The former were "class ene­
mies."13 

This illustration is typical of the Communist dealing 
with opponents. The same process is carried on against 
any group of people who are judged to be "class enemies." 
They may be purged Russian Communists as in the pe­
riod of the great purge. They may be Social Democrats 
in eastern Germany. They may be the members of any 
opposition party in Poland or Rumania or other Balkan 
countries, or now in Czechoslovakia. Sudden disappear­
ance of some suspected individual, torture to extract in­
formation, transportation to a forced labor camp in the 
north where the victim may die of exposure and hunger 
and leave no trace-this fate may await anyone who is 
not careful to avoid suspicion. 

Joseph Alsop, a correspondent of the New York Herald 
Tribune, described from Berlin in 1947 the nature of the 
Soviet terror in eastern Germany. His account of the 
methods of interrogation that were used with anti-Com­
munist Social Democrats is characteristic of the whole 
literature concerning Nazi methods as well as Communist 
methods of dealing with political prisoners. He follows 
up the story of one German who, after three months of 
torture and questioning, was sent to one of the old Nazi 
concentration camps, Sachsenhausen. Of this camp he 
says: "The place was the same as in the old days, except 
that there were no gas chambers or death ovens. The 
Soviet terror is certainly more ruthless than the terror of 
the Nazis, but differs from it, at least, in this respect." He 
then describes the methods used at Sachsenhausen: 

13 Schuman, Frederick L., Soviet Politics, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 
1946, p. 219. 
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At Sachsenhausen thirty-five to forty prisoners died 
daily, many of them under punishment. Three classes 
of punishment were used. The lightest was the 
"Krazer"-solitary confinement without food. Me­
dium punishment was the "bunker" -being placed 
in an open hole in the ground from fifteen to twen­
ty-five feet deep where offenders had to "stand in 
their own filth" for ten or fifteen days. Most of 
those who experienced the "bunker" died before 
release. Yet the punishment for the worst offenders 
was not the "bunker" but being sent to the M.V.D.'s 
labor camps in the Soviet Union.14 

111ere is abundant confirmation of the existence of this 
kind of terror in eastern Germany. I have chosen this dis­
patch because the Herald Tribune has been notable for its 
attempt to be fair to Russia and Communism. 

Estimates concerning the number of such victims in 
forced labor camps cannot be checked. Dallin and Nico­
laevsky, in their book on Forced Labor in Soviet Russia,15 

say that there are between 7,ooo,ooo and 12,ooo,ooo (p. 86} 
of them. 111ese authors are said to be biased by writers 
who, on the other side, tend to whitewash the Soviet 
Union. Their book, however, is a deeply disturbing one. 
Even though the figures that they give may be too high, 
it is difficult to doubt that there are millions of persons 
who have had the experiences recorded in that book. 111e 
deliberate sentencing of persons to hopelessness and a liv­
ing death for political reasons and the use of every available 
method to demoralize them as human beings, tempting 
them to betray one another for the sake of a little more 
food-this whole method, whether it be applied to two 

14 The New York Herald Tribune, November 19, 1947. 
15 Yale University Press, 1947. 
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million or twenty million, creates the greatest moral dif­
ficulty. The practice of torturing persons in order to make 
them act against their consciences and thus to destroy 
their moral integrity is the most repellent clement in the 
methods of Communists when they are in power. As 
one who has no interest in believing the worst about the 
Soviet Union, I find myself quite convinced by the con­
clusion that Dallin and Nicolaevsky draw from their data: 

Each day [in a ]a bar camp] is a struggle for bare 
existence, and those win out who have no moral 
scruples. This produces a general view among the 
prisoners that there is room in life only for those 
who are not troubled by virtue.10 

Lenin's wife, Krupskaya, discerned the moral conse­
quence of all methods of political terrorism. \Vhen in 
1908 Lenin, as his biographer says, "half in jest," told 
how he would stand up the opponents of revolution 
against the wall, his wife replied: "Yes, and you'll shoot 
precisely those that are better men for having the courage 
to express their views."17 

Perhaps the most vicious feature of this whole method 
of forced labor is that it has been integrated into the pro­
ductive system of the Soviet Union; so that there is an 
economic incentive to perpetuate it and even to increase 
the number of laborers. In a review of the book by Da1-
1in and Nicolaevsky in TllC New Statesman and Nation, 
(May 15, 1948), a journal that has usually given the benefit 
of the doubt to the Soviet Union, Edward Crankshaw, 
himself the author of an extraordinarily fair book about 
Russia, Russia and tl1e Russians, makes this judgment 

16 Op cit., p. 19. 
17 Shub, David: Lenin, p. 303, Doubleday and Company, Inc., 

1948. 
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about the system of forced labor in that country: "Since 
1931 forced labor in the U.S.S.R. has not been compar­
able with penal servitude as generally understood but has 
resembled in principle the slavery of vanished empires." It 
is indeed quite staggering to find that a movement that be­
gan with the honest purpose to liberate humanity from 
all forms of oppression should have come to accept a 
method of dealing with human beings that is more re­
actionary than any policy that is officially sanctioned by 
the nations that are supposed to represent the old capitalis­
tic order. 

One other phase of the dictatorship that should be 
mentioned here is its assumption that it should regiment 
every phase of culture. It is not surprising that philosophers 
and economists who come into conflict with official doc­
trine are demoted and silenced. But it shows how thor­
oughgoing this cultural control is when even musicians 
find themselves in the same situation. The recent apolo­
gies of the Russian composer, Shostakovich, illustrate the 
pervasiveness of the dictatorship. After some of his musical 
compositions were condemned as showing traces of bour­
geois influence, he said: "I know that the party is right, 
that the party wishes me well, and that I mu~t search 
and find concrete creative roads which will lead me toward 
a realistic Soviet people's art."18 

Berdyaev, who has always preserved a remarkable detach­
ment from the usual criticisms of Communism in the 
West, says of the Communist authorities that, while in po­
litical matters they show the capacity for "great pliancy," 
in spiritual matters they are uncompromising. He says: 
"But there is a domain in which Communism is change-

18 From a dispatch from Moscow, signed by Joseph Newman, in 
the New York Herald Tribune, April z6, 1948. 
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less, pitiless, fanatical, and in which it will grant no con­
cessions whatever. That is the domain of 'world outlook,' 
of philosophy and consequently of religion also .... It 
sometimes looks as though the Soviet government would 
rather go on to the restoration of capitalism in economic 
life than to granting freedom of conscience, freedom of 
philosophic thought, freedom to create a spiritual cul­
ture."10 

The dictatorship of the proletariat that Marx thought 
of as a brief interlude during which the many would have 
to put the few in their place, an interlude that would be 
followed by the abolition of the supremacy of the pro­
letariat itself as a class, has now been in power for more 
than a generation. Communist idealism concerning the 
future has been very largely overshadowed by the grim 
realities of this dictatorship. Communist dictatorship 
seems to follow the laws of other dictatorships, and the 
insecurity of the ruling group forces it to deal ruthlessly 
with all signs of opposition. The consequence is that the 
almost inevitable terror that accompanies revolution is 
developed into a political system. The only moral cri­
terion comes to be whether or not a policy serves the dic­
tatorship. The idealism of Communism becomes a sup­
port for any such policy. It can be sincerely argued by any 
defender of Communism that the ideal goal to which it 
promises to bring the world is worth any cost. If at the 
end of the day man is to be delivered, not only from 
every form of economic exploitation but also from all the 
major evils of society, these years of dictatorship and the 
suffering of "class enemies" are to the Communist a small 
price to pay for so great a good. 

19 Berdyaev, Nicolas: Origins of Russian Communism, Charle.~ 
Scribner's Sons, 1937, pp. 205, 206. 
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One extenuating factor is often present where we find 
evidences of Communist terror-the terror is a stage in a 
vicious circle in which some kind of reactionary terror 
has preceded. In eastern Europe, in Yugoslavia for ex­
ample, there seems to be little to choose between red and 
white forms of terror. Martin Ebon says in his survey of 
Communism in the Balkans that "those nations which 
suppressed Communism most ruthlessly in the past to­
day have the most dictatorial Communist govemments."20 

Communism first came to power in a nation that had had 
no experience of political freedom and that had provided 
many examples of ruthless treatment of political oppo­
nents. The Communists were able to follow these ex­
amples with an efficiency unknown to the Czarist regime, 
and the pattern of Communist methods continues to be 
developed in nations which have long been on the edge 
of anarchy and civil war and which have never had the 
conditions that encourage attitudes of political tolerance. 

We can only speculate as to whether or not Commu­
nism would have developed a more moderate type of 
regime and more tolerant attitudes if it had gained power 
first in a nation that had had long experience of political 
and personal freedom. That is a different question from 
the question as to whether Communism will be more 
moderate now if exported to such a country-as to 
whether, for example, it will be more moderate in Czecho­
slovakia. There is less chance of that in view of the fact 
that the stamp has been put upon world Communism by 
the Russian experience, and many of the leaders of West­
em Communist movements have had their period of ap­
prenticeship in Russia. Not only is there the Russian 

20 Ebon, Martin: World Communism Today, \Vhittlesey House, 
1948, P· 113· 
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background of despotism and the absence in Russia of 
the results of a successful liberal political revolution, there 
is also the curious compound of the faith in the messianic 
role of the proletariat with the faith in the messianic role of 
Russia that has had a long history in Russian culture. This 
adds a quality to Russian Communism that is peculiarly 
difficult for Americans and western Europeans to under­
stand. As Berdyaev once said: "Something has happened 
which Marx and the western Marxists could not have 
foreseen, and that is a sort of identification of two mes­
sianisms, the messianism of the Russian people and the 
messianism of the proletariat.''21 It is significant that 
Berdyaev himself, especially in his book Tile Russian Idea, 
exemplifies this same Russian messianism and makes 
claims for the role of the Russian people that sound fan­
tastic to all non-Russian readers. I shall not attempt to 
speculate on the degree to which this merging of these 
two claims for the special redemptive role of a particular 
group, in the one case a class and in the other case a na­
tion, has increased the fanaticism and hence the ruthless­
ness of the Communist movement with which we have 
to deal. I emphasize this problem because western critics 
of Communism should keep their minds open to the dis­
tinctively Russian sources of its authoritarianism, its hos­
pitality to despotism in the state, and its ruthless fanati­
cism. 

It would be a satisfaction if it were possible to consider 
the good and evil in Communism and come to the con­
clusion that there is enough good in it to become an anti­
dote to the evil. But the situation seems to be that there 
is nothing about present economic reforms or about the 
promises for the future that dulls the edge of Commu-

21 Op cit., p. 173· 
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nist terror and Communist tyranny, when once Commu­
nists come to control the state machinery. Their ideal­
istic promises become an excuse for the terror and the 
tyranny. The very fact that their teaching assumes an auto­
matic withering away of the state prevents any realistic 
dealing with the problem of freedom, even in the case 
of those Communists who care most about it. :Meanwhile 
the tendency of dictatorship to perpetuate itself is the 
dominant fact, and it is difficult to foresee any future 
escape from it. Hesitation to relinquish power by those 
who have enjoyed it, fear that those who have been vic­
tims of terror will avenge themselves when once power is 
shared-these are the most obvious difficulties. But deeper 
and more pervasive than either is the fact that the insti­
tutions of political and personal freedom require moral 
and spiritual preparation that Communism does nothing 
to provide. They can be lost in a reckless moment but 
they can be established only when a people has a rare 
combination of political skill and loyalty to the values 
that freedom makes possible in personal life. 



THE MAIN ISSUES BETWEEN 
CHRISTIANITY AND COMMUNIS!'vf 

IT HAS often been pointed out that Commu­
nism could only have been developed on soil prepared by 
Christianity. Its emphasis upon the significance of what 
happens in human history is itself a reflection of the Bibli­
cal view of history as the arena of God's activity. The ac­
ceptance of the importance of human history, of the col­
lective decisions of men, of time and events and nations 
is so much taken for granted among us that it is easy to 
forget that it represents a quite distinctive view of life not 
characteristic of classical antiquity or of contemporary cul­
tures uninfluenced by the J udaeo-Christian tradition~ There 
is, therefore, in Communism a deposit of Christian in­
fluence of great importance, in contrast, for example, 
with Neoplatonism or Buddhism, and with other religious 
systems characterized by the effort to escape from time 
and history to the changeless and the eternaL 

Also, Communism inherits from the Biblical faith its 
passion for social justice. As Paul Tillich says: "Both 
prophetism [the faith of the Old Testament prophets] 
and Marxism regard the fight between good and evil forces 
as the main content of history, describing the evil forces 
as mainly the forces of injustice and envisaging the ulti­
mate triumph of justice."1 The Christian hope for the 

1 Tillich, Paul: The Protestant Era, University of Chicago Press, 
1948, p. 254. 
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Kingdom of God has often been compared and con­
trasted with the Communist hope for the new order that 
will ultimately be established after the complete triumph 
of the revolution. The differences are great since Com­
munism identifies its goal with a new society that it ex­
pects to be fully established in the course of history; 
whereas Christians, while they may differ on the extent 
to which the Kingdom will be approximated in any social 
order, have usually regarded the Kingdom of God as the 
source of judgment upon every social order. One can dis­
cern in Communism a distortion of real elements in the 
Judaeo-Christian tradition. This is why Jacques Maritain, 
the late Archbishop William Temple, and other Christian 
thinkers have spoken of Communism as "a Christian 
heresy" in order to distinguish it from a totally pagan 
movement such as National Socialism. 

We can go further and say that Communism, as is 
often the· case with heresy, is a response to a certain one­
sidedness in the development of the Christianity of the 
Churches; and it is a corrective that all Christians must 
take seriously. I have already mentioned this but now I 
want to emphasize it. Communism has acted as a reminder 
of the responsibility of Christians and of the Church to 
seek the realization of more equal justice in society. Its 
bitter attacks upon conventional religion have had a 
measure of justification because of the excessive individ­
ualism of evangelical Protestantism and because of the 
identification of Protestant Churches with the middle 
classes and of both Roman and Orthodox Churches with 
the established political and social orders of the various 
countries in which they have been dominant. 

It is one of the most fateful facts in modern European 
history that during the nineteenth century, when our in­
dustrial society was taking shape, the working classes of 
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most countries carne to believe sincerely that the Churches 
were against them. This stereotype of religion in the minds 
of the working classes, especially of Communists and So­
cial Democrats, has persisted until now. A great change 
has come in the teachings and attitudes of the Churches 
within the past half century, but it can hardly be denied 
that this change was in large part a result of the pressure 
from the radical movements that found their stimulus in 
Marxism. It has become commonplace among Protestants 
to say these things. The bitter propaganda against Com­
munism by Roman Catholics has a self-righteous quality 
which is the result of the failure of official Roman 
Catholicism to admit the degree of the Church's own re­
sponsibility for the antireligious character of Commu­
nism. Jacques Maritain, the Catholic philosopher who 
speaks for himself and not for the Church, is able to do 
full justice to the responsibility of Christians for the as­
pects of Communism that they must oppose. He asks: 
"vVhat is the cause of this [the atheism of Commu­
nism]?" He answers: "It is, I hold, because it originates, 
chiefly through the fault of a Christian world unfaithful to 
its own principles, in a profound sense of resentment, not 
only against the Christian world, but-and here lies the 
tragedy-against Christianity itself .... " 2 

Nicolas Berdyaev, himself an exiled victim of the anti­
Christian teaching and policy of Russian Communism, 
has said the same thing continually. In one place he says: 
"Christians, who condemn the Communists for their god­
lessness and antireligious persecutions, cannot lay the 
whole blame solely upon these godless Communists; they 
must assign part of the blame to themselves and that a 
considerable part. TI1ey must be not only ~ccusers and 

2 Maritain, Jacques: True Humanism, Charles Scribner's Sons. 
1 938, p. 33· 



THE MAIN ISSUES 49 

judges; they must also be penitents. Have Christians done 
very much for the realization of Christian justice in social 
life? Have they striven to realize the brotherhood of man 
without that hatred and violence of which they accuse the 
Communists? The sins of Christians, the sins of histori­
cal churches, have been very great, and these sins bring 
with them their just punishment."3 

It is one of the difficulties in finding the right way of 
dealing with Communism that, without in any way nul­
lifying what has been said in the last paragraphs, we must 
not suppose that it alters the objective fact that at es­
sential points Christianity and Communism are in pro­
found conflict. A recognition of the truth in what has 
been said should affect the spirit in which Christians op­
pose Communism, and, above all, it should help us to 
realize that humanity needs to be delivered both from 
Communism and from a one-sided form of Christianity. 

There is one obvious difference between Christianity 
and all other religions and all other systems of life and 
thought: it comes from the fact that Christianity affirms 
belief in a particular revelation and in particular redemp­
tive acts of God in history. The faith that Christ was the 
center of a series of historical events in which God has 
sought to draw men to himself is so distinctive that it 
separates Christianity not only from Communism but 
from all non-Christian religions and philosophies. 

Though this faith is quite foreign to Communism and 
would indeed be rejected as obscurantist nonsense by 
Communist thinkers who believe that science interpreted 
by Marxist philosophy is the beginning and end of hu­
man wisdom, it may throw some light on the nature of 
both Christianity and Communism to suggest that Com-

s Op cit., pp. 2.07, zo8. 
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munism also has its center of history which corresponds 
to the coming of Christ. That center is the Russian Rev­
olution. The face of the world was changed by that event 
for the Communist, not in the same way but in a com­
parable degree to the changing of the face of the world 
for the Christian by the life and death and resurrection 
of Christ. In both cases we are dealing with faith rather 
than with science. 

In the remainder of this chapter I shall deal with three 
of the most decisive points of conflict between Christianity 
and Communism. I have chosen to emphasize those con­
flicts that appear in the way in which both Christianity 
and Communism are related to the same problems of our 
historical situation. In the next chapter I shall discuss 
more fully the context of Christian faith within which 
the relation between Christianity and Communism can 
be more adequately understood. 

Communist Atheistic Absolutism 

THE first and most fundamental of these conflicts may 
be seen in the fact that Communism absolutizes a par­
ticular movement in history and promises that this move­
ment will bring redemption from all social evil. It teaches 
that there is no God above this movement and it has no 
understanding of the persistence of human sin-that is, of 
the corrupting effect of pride and self-centeredness and 
the will to power-within it. The great fault of Commu­
nism is not its theoretical atheism but what we may call 
its practical idolatry. In using the word "idolatry," I am 
not throwing a smear word at Communism, for the word 
can be quite carefully defined as the tendency to make ab­
solute, to put in the place of God, any human or .finite 
reality. Atheism as a theory might be sloughed off, but 
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in this case it is a rationalization of the idolatry. I have 
emphasized the conviction that the false view of God that 
Christians have often given to the world, when they have 
acted as though he were a sanction for the status quo, is 
partly responsible for this error of Communism; but that 
in no way detracts from the tragic consequences of the 
error. 

This belief in Communism as an absolute movement 
of redemption in history, in the Communist society as a 
substitute for God, is not only false from the Christian 
point of view and incompatible with the Christian's un­
derstanding of man's dependence upon God; it has at least 
two other consequences that should be emphasized. One 
is that it precludes a transcendent judgment upon every 
society. A nation or a social order that acknowledges that 
it stands under God is open to criticism and correction 
and growth. This is the more true when individual mem­
bers of society acknowledge their personal responsibility 
to God as having priority over the claim of every political 
authority. Such ·individuals can bring to their society a 
word that may differ from the will of the majority and 
from the judgments of those who represent the state. If 
there is a Church within that society which in a collec­
tive way testifies to the will of God, and if that Church 
is not itself under the domination of the state, this open­
ness to criticism and correction and growth will be greatly 
aided. In such a society personal freedom, freedom of 
conscience, of thought, of expression will have the best 
chance to develop and to survive. All of this is dependent 
upon the faith held by society and its individual members 
in God who is above all the powers of the world. 

The second consequence of this belief in Communism 
as an absolute movement of redemption is that it creates 
a false optimism that leaves people unprepared for the 
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new forms of evil that will appear in a Communist so­
ciety. I have already, in discussing the Communist view 
of the withering away of the state as an instrument of 
compulsion, referred to this optimism. The lack of a crit­
ical attitude toward the new Communist power is evident 
today, and we have the strange spectacle of an idealism 
that promises a world that will need no police but is un­
able to keep its own excessive use of the police under 
criticism. To concentrate on the capitalistic form of prop­
erty as the one root of all social evil is to neglect other 
roots that are universally human and that will outlast 
capitalism and all other social systems. 

This false optimism, which is based upon so simple a 
diagnosis of the human problem, causes those who share 
it to divide the world between themselves and their op­
ponents, to claim for themselves absolute righteousness, 
and almost to excommunicate their opponents from the 
human race. This is a common tendency-this dividing 
of the world between one's own group and one's oppo­
nents as though the difference were one of black and 
white-and Christians have often shown it. But Chris­
tians are without excuse when they do it, for they should 
know that the very tendency to do it is a mark of the 
sin of pride about which they should have learned. They 
should know that the most significant line is not to be 
drawn between themselves and their opponents but rather 
right down through their own souls. They should know 
that as they stand under God-their God and the God of 
their opponents as well-it is only fitting to begin by 
confessing their own weakness and sin. 

Reinhold Niebuhr, who often stresses this utopianism 
of Communism as its most destructive error, points out 
that it is an exaggerated form of the tendency in modern 
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culture to find simple diagnoses and solutions of the hu­
man problem, to ignore the permanent roots of evil in 
human life, and to be unprepared for the abuse of power 
in the interests of a limited group in every society. He says: 

Communism turns the soft utopianism of modern 
culture into a hard and truculent utopianism. The 
difference behveen a soft and hard utopianism is 
that the former dreams of achieving an ideal society 
of uncoerced justice through the historical develop­
ment of altruistic as against egoistic purposes; while 
the latter claims to embody a social system in which 
this miracle has already taken place. A soft utopian­
ism projects its ideal of a perfect accord between 
men and .nations into the future. It is therefore free 
of the fanaticism and truculence of the hard utopian 
who claims to possess the ideal society and therefore 
also has the right to deal ruthlessly with all enemies 
and opponents of his ideaJ.4 

Those words may be criticized on the ground that they 
emphasize too much the contrast behveen present and 
future, for Communists also know that the goal lies ahead 
of them. Insufficient allowance may be made for the ac­
cidental historical circumstances which have helped to 
make Communism more ruthless than liberal schemes for 
achieving an ideal order. I quote them because they em­
phasize the kinship in origin behveen all programs for a 
complete overcoming of evil in society; and because they 
indicate the close relation between the fanaticism en­
gendered by the confidence that one has the absolute so­
lution and the ruthless tactics by which one seeks to have 
all obstacles to its realization removed. 

4 Christianity and Crisis, February 2, 1948. 
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Methods of Dealing with Opponents 

THE second area of conflict between Christianity and 
Communism is in regard to methods in dealing with op­
ponents. Here we have the difficult problem of the ethic 
of means and the relation of means to ends. I have already 
said enough about the way in which Communists deal 
with their opponents and about the human consequences 
of Communist terror. There is no question about the 
Communist acceptance of any means that will serve the 
revolution. The way in which this is defended has been 
stated most persuasively by Arthur Koestler in his Dark­
ness at Noon. Koestler is an ex-Communist who is now 
one of Communism's most bitter opponents, but the logic 
that he puts into the mouth of one of his characters states 
as well as it can be stated the position of those who sin­
cerely believe that if the end is good enough it justifies 
any necessary means. In Koestler's novel, Ivanov, the po­
lice investigator, is arguing with an old Communist who 
was beginning to have his moral scruples concerning the 
methods that he had been forced to use by the party. In 
the course of the argument Ivanov says the following: 

Every year several million people are killed quite 
pointlessly by epidemics and other natural catas­
trophes. And we should shrink from sacrificing a few 
hundred thousand for the most promising experi­
ment in history? Not to mention the legions of those 
who die of undernourishment and tuberculosis in 
coal and quicksilver mines, rice fields, and cotton 
plantations. No one takes any notion of them; no­
body asks why or what for; but if we shoot a few 
thousand objectively harmful people, the humani­
tarians all over the world foam at the mouth. Yes, we 
liquidated the parasitic part of the peasantry and let 
it die of starvation. It was a surgical operation which 
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had to be done once and for all; but in the good old 
days before the Revolution just as many died in any 
dry year-only senselessly and pointlessly.5 

We must assume that it is honestly believed that Com­
munism is the greatest experiment in history, an experi­
ment that is expected to rid the world. of all forms of ex­
ploitation, indeed of all forms of social evil. Does not a 
ruthless policy, that is by hypothesis essential to realize 
that goal, have moral justification? Does not the very di­
rectness and quickness of the process, if indeed it is direct 
and quick, make it relatively less painful than the long­
drawn-out suffering of the victims of existing institutions? 
What can Christians say in answer to these questions? 

If we are to answer these questions fairly from a Chris­
tian point of view, we must deal first of all with two prob­
lems in the record of Christians themselves and see what 
bearing they have on the answer. The first problem is sug­
gested by the record of religious persecution in Christian 
history. The second problem is suggested by Christian 
behavior in time of war and in such situations as those 
created by the resistance movement against the Nazis in 
Europe in recent years. 

What difference is there between Communist terror and 
religious persecution that has been carried on by both 
Catholics and Protestants in the past? Theoretically I can 
see some difference when one of the motives behind a 
policy of persecution is a misguided and desperate at­
tempt to save the souls of the persecuted. Here the op­
ponent is not merely an obstacle to be removed but a 
person to be redeemed for his own sake. How often this 
motive was a real factor in religious persecution I cannot 

5 Koestler, Arthur: Darkness at Noon, Penguin Signet Edition, pp. 
u6-117. 
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say, but it did reconcile many sensitive Christians to a 
practice which must have been repellent. But where re­
ligious persecution has been controlled chiefly by the de­
sire to preserve religious uniformity in the nation, it has 
involved the same subordination of human souls to a 
political purpose that is characteristic of Communism. It 
is significant that one can see in the legend of the Grand 
Inquisitor6 in Dostoevsky's Tlle Brothers Karamazov 
(which is one of the greatest appeals for spiritual freedom 
ever written) an attack both on the Church for its policies 
of regimentation and persecution and on the precursors of 
Russian Communism in whom Dostoevsky discerned the 
willingness to subordinate the freedom of the soul to a po­
litical program. So far as the history of Christian be­
havior is concerned, there has been in the past no clear 
case in principle against Communist methods. Today re­
ligious persecution has been totally abandoned by Prot­
estant Christianity as a method of dealing with opponents. 
Roman Catholicism, in some countries where it is the 
dominant Church, still acts on the principle that the state 
should practice discrimination in the interests of the true 
Church, but it has abandoned the more cruel forms of 
persecution.7 

6 See the Haddam House edition of The Grand Inquisitor, Asso· 
ciation Press and Woman's Press, 1948 . 

• 7 I cite as evidence of this suggestion concerning a close relation­
shtp bc.t:ween Communist and Christian ethics of persecution an edi­
tonal m the Catholic weekly, The Commonweal (February 27, 
1948). Reference is made to the recantations, after condemnation, 
o_f the Russian composers, Shostakovich, Prokofieff, and Khatchatu­
~tan. Then. the following comment is made: " ... Prokofieff's ab­
Ject, crawlmg retraction need not be more humiliating, in essence, 
than a Catholic writer's recantation of error. If induced by fear, if 
compelled by torture, both the Marxist's and the Catholic's recanta­
tion bring as deep, as disconsolate a wound to the spirit of the insti­
tutions to which they are made as they do to those who make them. 
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If we move from a consideration of what Christians 
have done, and still may do, in some situations to a con­
sideration of what they should do if they understand the 
meaning of their own faith, one can speak decisively. To 
use external pressure on any person to convert him even 
for his own sake is to tempt him to be insincere; it is a 
practice that is based upon a complete miscalculation 
concerning the way in which the human spirit comes to 
respond to religious truth. Most religious persecution has 
also been based upon an arrogant assumption not only of 
the absoluteness of the truth to which one's own doctrines 
point but even of the absoluteness of one's own formula­
tion of doctrine or of one's own religious institutions. The 
very process increases the hardness and arrogance of the 
persecutor. The kind of religious persecution that is de­
signed to protect society from error or to preserve the re­
ligious unity of the nation is a much deeper offense against 
Christian love. It sacrifices persons to a religious policy. It 
sins against their consciences and corrupts the religious 
life of the community and destroys the meaning of truth, 
for it makes pO\ver the arbiter of truth. This is the only 
kind of persecution that bears any resemblance in prin­
ciple to Communist terror and both should be condemned 
for the same reasons. This is one area in which there has 
been a real growth in the Christian mind during the mod­
ern period. Today Christian assumptions on the ethics of 
persecution are surely more in harmony with the New 
Testament teaching that comes to us from a period be­
fore Christians were tempted to use political power to 
coerce the souls of others. The ages of religious persecu-

If induced by love, faith, and devotion, they are free acts and hon­
orable." The Commonweal rejects persecution but it notices his­
torical analogies to contemporary events and understands how they 
can be justified. 



CHRISTIANITY AND COMMUNISM 

tion may have been ages of faith but they often needed to 
hear the words: "And if I have all faith, so as to remove 
mountains, but have not love, I am nothing." 

Far more serious is the problem raised by the behavior 
of Christians in war or in situations in which they have 
resisted oppression by conspiracy, as in the case of the 
European resistance against National Socialism, a type of 
resistance that is being repeated today in some countries 
by those who must face the Communist terror. 

The actual behavior of Christians and of nations which 
acknowledge Christian standards has been much less dif­
ferent from that of Communists than they suppose. In the 
recent war, most Christian statesmen and most Christian 
citizens have acted on the assumption that anything-or 
almost anything-was permissible if it was believed to be 
necessary to victory. Here I am not speaking of what 
Christians should think or do but I am comparing 
the actual behavior of Christians with that of Commu­
nists, which is only fair. There have been some criticisms 
in the Churches of various methods that were used in the 
recent war but it would be difficult to maintain that 
among most of the members of the American Churches 
there was a clear witness against such horrors as oblitera­
tion bombing, which in some cases bombed or burned to 
death as many as two hundred thousand persons in a 
single night. As for the use of the atomic bomb over 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, there were more protests from 
Christians who saw in this not only an isolated atrocity 
but a fateful example by America to the world for all time. 
But even in this case the bad conscience that was created 
was never very effectively expressed, and men of integrity 
and sensitivity, such as Secretary Stimson and Arthur 
Compton, defended the act on the ground that it ended 
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the war quickly and made an invasion of Japan unneces­
sary, thus in the end probably saving more lives than it 
destroyed. This is a clear case of doing exactly what Lenin 
and the Communists have believed in doing, of acting on 
the assumption that if victory in war or revolution is im­
portant enough anything can be justified that seems neces­
sary for victory. 

The differences of behavior in this context are more 
psychological than moral. Nations which acknowledge 
Christian standards and which are influenced by liberal 
humanitarianism would more readily kill in a single night 
a hundred thousand persons with bombs, whom their peo­
ple have never seen and whose condition they cannot easily 
imagine, than they would starve a similar number by de­
liberate policy over a period of six months. Such a period 
of time gives opportunity to become aware of the victims 
as human beings-time to send photographers and food 
packages. The food blockades in the first and second world 
wars, especially the continuation of the blockade of Ger­
many after the armistice in 1918, were examples of the ex­
tent to which nations that recognize Christian standards 
have gone in the acceptance of a policy of slow starvation 
of whole populations at a distance. In these cases the 
human results were so gradual that they were not fully 
realized until the blockade was lifted, and the issue was 
confused by the difficulty of drawing the line between 
foodstuffs and the materials for munitions of war. 

Also, in the case of war, what is done is often put in 
brackets and it can be assumed that life outside the brack­
ets will be different. One characteristic of this situation 
in brackets is that face-to-face relations with the enemy as 
persons is unusual. On the other hand the Communist in 
his conspiracies may work for years in the same organiza­
tions with his opponents, and his relations with them may 
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have the outward semblance of normal personal relations. 
To deal with persons who are in this external relationship 
with oneself as though they were enemies in war must 
constitute for Communists who are not completely tough­
ened a psychological, if not a moral, problem that is differ­
ent from that which is usually faced by Christian citizens in 
war. But it is only fair to realize that, from their perspec­
tive, Communists are at war with the enemies of their 
class or their cause and that they expect that out of the 
struggle will come better results than have ever been prom­
ised to Christian citizens who sought victory in war. 

Remember that, so far, I have considered only the actual 
behavior of nations that acknowledge Christian standards 
and of innumerable Christian citizens. Now I shall deal 
with the question: \Vhat ought Christians to do? Must 
we say that when military action or resistance by conspir­
acy is most justified there is no Christian ethic that is 
different from the Communist ethic? 

Those who are Christian pacifists can have quite easy 
answers to these questions. They are convinced that any 
form of military action involving uncontrolled violence 
(not necessarily police action that can be kept within 
limits) is so clearly a contradiction of Christian love that 
it must be repudiated in advance. They may also believe 
that they have a positive strategy that will be more effec­
tive in resisting aggression or tyranny, but this involves 
political calculations about which it is more difficult to be 
an absolutist. In any case Christian pacifists know in ad­
vance that all military weapons are forbidden. They would 
have greater difficulty in the case of some of the methods 
that are used in resistance to secret police or other agents 
of political oppression. Those who are perfectionists would 
doubtless refuse even to lie or to forge papers in order to 
save someone else from arrest and torture. Others might 
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make some compromises of this sort but would draw the 
line at more violent tactics, such as assassination, in order 
to save persons from becoming victims of such political 
persecution. 

Christians who are not absolute pacifists in principle 
have much greater difficulty in stating their alternative to 
the Communist ethic of means. As one who agrees with 
them I shall try to state their alternative as I see it. I 
should make clear at the outset that the problem arises 
in those situations in which, as far as one can judge, the 
alternatives that face any large group, such as a nation, are 
severely limited. They are situations in which those who 
do not do what may be necessary to prevent some great 
evil, such as aggression that brings with it political and 
cultural tyranny, share responsibility for that evil. If they 
do act to prevent it, they may in their methods be in­
volved in compromise but any alternative that is available 
may be morally worse. Those who have not faced this 
kind of decision do not realize the depth of evil and 
tragedy in human life. 

The advent of atomic weapons makes the argument for 
the renunciation of all military force that might lead to 
the use of such weapons very persuasive, but if those who 
guide the policy of nations should come to be absolutists 
about this, before there is developed some effective form 
of international control of atomic weapons they will 
play into the hands of any nations that are unscrupulous 
enough to use the threat of atomic attacks as blackmail. 
And even international control would involve sanctions 
that would raise moral problems for the absolute pacifist. 
We can push the argument for a kind of practical pacifism 
in relation to atomic war very far but there is one step 
which many Christians who are fully aware of this prob­
lem cannot take: they cannot put their communities in the 
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position of being forced to yield to overwhelming power 
if there is any way of avoiding this. This is all the more 
true in a day in which military aggression is combined 
with the extension of totalitarian forms of tyranny. I raise 
this issue here as one of principle, and not because it is 
my belief that atomic attacks are likely to be the method 
by which Russia and Communism will choose to extend 
their power. They have more effective methods that are 
better calculated to leave something more than a desert 
over which to rule. Atomic destruction would be an even 
worse preparation for the Communist utopia than the dic­
tatorship of the proletariat. 

Christians should never admit, no matter how hard 
pressed they may be, that the cause that can be won or 
lost by military weapons or conspiracy is everything. That 
cause may be one to which they are loyal because they 
believe that to serve it is the best available expression of 
Christian love in the circumstances, but always there are 
other ethical demands that they cannot forget implied 
in the commandment that they love their neighbors-in­
cluding their enemies. They cannot wash their hands of 
responsibility for the welfare of the enemy or opponent, 
even though this creates great complications that the 
strategist would like to forget. The obligation to love our 
enemies is not abrogated by the existence of such compli­
cations. How love of enemies or of any who are opponents 
of the cause can be expressed I shall discuss later. Here 
it is essential to emphasize that the Christian must be 
guided by this obligation as well as by any obligation that 
he may have to the cause that is at stake. 

Also, Christians should not allow themselves to begin 
the use of force in order to establish some new social pro­
gram. They should reject completely the Communist tend­
ency to assume that the promised blessings of the new 
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order justify any means that may prepare the way for 
them. That is quite different from the situation that a man 
or a people may face when they must seek to prevent some 
intolerable evil from overwhelming them. What may be 
necessary in that case cannot be justified in some other 
situation by grandiose promises for the future. It can only 
be justified in relation to the known reality of the evil 
that threatens. In this case, the use of violence is a last 
desperate resort when the alternative, as far as one can 
judge, is even worse. There is a parallel to this position in 
the case of the current discussion of the ethics of a pre­
ventive war. Nations in the age of atomic weapons will 
often be tempted to act on the basis that a preventive 
war is the best insurance against destruction. But for any 
group of people to take upon themselves the responsibility 
of beginning a preventive war would be, as Reinhold Nie­
buhr says, "to play God to historical destiny.''8 There are 
several kinds of fate that are now possibilities-all of which 
seem too evil to contemplate. One is universal destruction. 
Another is universal tyranny. But there is a third that 
would be even worse: to reduce all nations to the level on 
which they are morally prepared to lay waste the cities of 
neighboring countries in preventive wars. 

Christians, whether or not they are absolute pacifists, 

8 Christianity and Society, Summer, 1948. p. 7· 
I have been impressed by the similarity between Professor Nie­

buhr's argument as a theologian on the issue of preventive wars 
and the argument by Hanson W. Baldwin, the military expert of 
the Ne\v York Times, who always sees the moral as well as the 
military aspects of any problem. Mr. Baldwin emphasizes the contra­
diction be~veen a preventive war and the professed moral ideals 
of o';lr nation, and then he stresses the "intangibles of history" 
show1';1g tha~ it would be wrong to make inevitable by our action 
what Js not mevitable. Professor Niebuhr uses the intangibles of his­
tory to warn against the religious pretensions of those who "play 
God." For Mr. Baldwin's article see Harpers Magazine, July 1948 
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must not act as though "everything is permitted," even in 
those desperate situations in which all alternatives seem 
to deny that for which they stand. I know from the dis­
cussions that have been carried on in the Churches dur­
ing the recent war how difficult it is to draw the line. One 
of the most careful statements of this matter is to be 
found in the report of a commission appointed by the Fed­
eral Council of Churches during the second world war. 
This commission, of which Professor Robert Calhoun was 
the chairman, consisted of twenty-six of the most respected 
American Christian thinkers. It included many pacifists, 
though a majority of the members were nonpacifists. The 
following passage states both the dilemma and conclusions 
on which all could agree: 

Total war is suited only for a totalitarian society, 
which as we have said is irreconcilable in principle 
with Christian faith in the sovereignty of God and 
the r.esponsible freedom of man. No matter what 
the provocation, however great the extremity of mili­
tary peril-even to the imminence of military defeat 
-the Church dare not approve a supposition that 
military expediency or necessity can ever rightfully 
become the supreme principle of human conduct. 
We are acutely aware how difficult it is to apply in 
practice this principle of resistance to claims for the 
supremacy in wartime of military demands and to 
the elevation of war even temporarily into a status 
of unconditional domination of human behavior. 
All of us agree that in war some practices cannot be 
regarded by the Church as justifiable: the killing of 
prisoners, of hostages, or of refugees to lessen mili­
tary handicaps or to gain military advantages; the 
torture of prisoners or of hostages to gain military 
information, however vital; the massacre of civilian 
populations. Some of the signers of the report believe 
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that certain other measures, such as rigorous block­
ades of foodstuffs essential to civilian life, and oblit­
eration bombing of civilian areas, however repug­
nant to humane feelings, are still justifiable on Chris­
tian principles, if they are essential to the successful 
conduct of a war that is itself justified. A majority 
of the commission, moreover, believe that today war 
against the Axis powers, by all needful measures, is in 
fact justified. Others among us believe that the 
methods named are not justifiable on Christian prin­
ciples, even though they are now practiced or de­
fended by great numbers of sincere Christians and 
patriotic non-Christians, and even if they be essen­
tial to military victory for the United Nations. If it 
be true that modern war cannot be successfully 
waged without use of methods that cannot distin­
guish even roughly between combatants and non­
combatants, or between perpetrators and victims, that 
fact seems to a minority in the commission to raise 
the question whether in modern war even the more 
scrupulous side can meet the conditions hitherto gen­
erally held by the Church to define a just war. On 
these specific issues, then, the commission is divided. 
On the basic principle that the Church qmnot 
acquiesce in the supremacy of military considera­
tions, even in war time, nor in the view that modern 
war may properly, even in the case of extreme peril 
to nation, Church, or culture, become total war, we 
are agreed.9 

9 Report of the Commission on tl!e Relation of the Church to 
the. W:ar in the Light of the Christian Faith, 1944, page 68. In order 
to ~nd1catc the range of opinion on the commission and the measure 
of Its authority I am listing the names of its members: Robert Lowry 
Calhoun, Edwin E. Aubrey, Roland H. Bainton, John C. Bennett, 
Conrad J. I. Bergendoff, B. Harvie Branscomb, Frank H. Caldwell, 
Angus Dun, Nels F. S. Ferre, Robert E. Fitch, Theodore M. Greene, 
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The deepest difference between Christianity and Com­
munism in relation to the ethic of means is to be found, 
not in the precise line that we draw when we decide what 
is permitted, but rather in the kind of concern for the op­
ponent as a person which all the disciplines and influences 
of Christian faith encourage and which is not encouraged 
by the disciplines and influences of Communism. This 
difference is primarily religious rather than ethical. The 
Communist thinks not of the person whom God loves, 
even though he be the lost sheep, but of the future order 
of society that will be possible when all opponents are 
neutralized or destroyed. When Christians pray for ene­
mies or opponents, they may be sentimental, but such 
prayer can be a demonstration of solidarity with the enemy 
or opponent under God that no conflict can destroy. This 
is made most vivid when it is realized that the enemy or 
opponent belongs to the Christian community, to some 
branch of the Church. In the recent war this awareness 
of the universal Church as transcending the military 
struggle was a spiritual reality that made a great difference 
to attitudes on both sides. 

The question may be asked: Is this Christian attitude 
toward the enemy merely an inner feeling that is a source 
of self-deception or does it show itself in act? If it is real, 
it shows itself in act at every point where action is pos­
sible. When the Christian confronts enemies in person as 
prisoners, or as wounded, or as the population of occupied 
territory, or when there comes an opportunity for recon­
ciliation after the military conflict is over the inner atti-

Georgia E. Harkness, Walter M. Horton, John Knox, Umphrey 
~e, John A. Mackay, Benjamin E. Mays, John T. McNeill, H. 
R1chard Niebuhr, Reinhold Niebuhr, Wilhelm Pauck, Douglas V. 
Steere, Ernest Fremont Tittle, Henry P. Van Dusen, Theodore 0. 
Wedel, Alexander C. Zabriskie. 
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tude does become action. It did become action in the 
recent war and its aftermath. There is nothing comparable 
in Communism to this capacity to preserve on the reli­
gious level a relationship with enemies which is broken 
on the political level and which, because it is preserved, 
prepares the way for reconciliation on all levels. 

I shall now give two illustrations of how this Christian 
relationship with opponents can be a reality. The first is 
from the experience of a Czech Christian who has be­
come a supporter of the Communist regime in his coun­
try, Dr. Joseph Hromodka. He describes vividly his en­
counter with his Christian colleagues who rejected his 
political decision in the following passage: 

On the 25th of February, on tl1e day of the February 
revolution [that is, revolution in Czechoslovakia], a 
group of my best friends and comrades came to see 
me and to tell me that they had ceased to trust my 
judgment and to follow my leadership. \Ve had a 
long talk. It was one of the most dramatic moments 
of my life. Two days later, one of them, a man whom 
I deeply respect and love, came to see me again and 
said, "I am now much calmer than the day before 
yesterday. I still believe that there is nothing else 
to be done than to withdraw from public life and de­
vote one's own energy to a deeper study of the Bible 
and to a more vigorous witness of our faith. Never­
theless, I am certain that both of us, you and I, are 
standing on the same ground of faith and theology. 
You may be wrong in your political judgment and 
in the way in which you interpret the present events, 
and I may be right. Or vice versa: you may be right, 
and I may be wrong. As long as we admit the' limita­
tion and weakness of our judgment, and as long as 
we bow our heads before the same ultimate tribunal, 
we are one despite our differences." That was ap-
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proximately his pronouncement-and my mind and 
heart responded in the same spirit.10 

Remember that this took place in Prague in the midst of a 
revolutionary conflict and that the author had taken sides 
with resolution as well as humility. 

The second illustration is more familiar, and also more 
instructive because it comes from the experience of one 
who had decisive political responsibility-the experience 
of Abraham Lincoln. It has often been said that Lincoln 
was not an orthodox Christian, and doubtless he was crit­
ical of the conventional theology that he knew. But he 
was a man of profound Biblical faith, and it would be 
difficult to find in history a better example of a Christian 
statesman who did not allow his scruples to destroy his 
sense of responsibility for determined action and who did 
not allow his sense of responsibility for determined action 
to destroy his charity or his humility. The contrast between 
the Christian spirit in politics and the Communist spirit in 
politics can be seen embodied in the contrast between Lin­
coln and Lenin. Both were men of integrity who served 
causes that could claim high moral sanction. Berdyaev 
says of Lenin: 

Lenin was not a vicious man; there was a great deal 
of good in him; he was unmercenary, absolutely de­
voted to an idea; he was not even a particularly am­
bitious man or a great lover of power; he thought but 
little of himself; but the sole obsession of a single 
idea led to a dreadful narrowing of thought and to a 
moral transformation which permitted entirely im­
moral methods of carrying out the conflict.11 

1° Christianity and Crisis, May 24, 1948. 
11 Op. cit., p. 140. 
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The chief difference between Lenin and Lincoln was that 
for Lenin the cause was everything, while for Lincoln the 
purpose and judgment of God, which in ways beyond 1m­
man understanding embraced both sides in the conflict, 
transcended even his cause. As a consequence of this Lin­
coln's enemies, whom he had to fight and to whose suf­
ferings he could never become callous, were always the 
objects of his charity. 

Tlle Ultimate Status of Persons 

THERE is a third conflict between Christianity and Com­
munism which really underlies the second but I want to 
give it emphasis in concluding this discussion of the is­
sues between Christianity and Communism. This is a con­
flict over the status of the human person. There has been 
some ambiguity about this in original Marxist thought, 
and perhaps even now this ambiguity is implicit in what 
Communists believe concerning the ideal society. The 
original Marxist dream pointed to a society in which per­
sons would be emancipated from the specific shackles that 
history had put upon them. There is much said in Marx's 
early writings about the estrangement from himself that 
man has experienced as a result of oppressive social and 
economic systems. Engels looked for the time when lm­
manity would "leap from the realm of necessity to the 
realm of freedom." 12 The anarchistic belief in the wither­
ing away of the state presupposes the expectation of great­
er freedom for the person. But, true as all this may be, 
there has been a tendency in Communism to lose interest 
in the dignity and freedom of the person. 1l1e material­
istic and deterministic categories of thought have had 

12 Anti-Duhring, p. 310. 
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a depersonalizing effect upon the spirit of Communism. 
The inevitable preoccupation with the problems of the 
masses and the long years of revolution and dictatorship 
when the person is necessarily sacrificed to the community 
have had the same effect. Communism does not have an 
adequate frame of reference to provide an understanding 
of the conditions on which the dignity of the person de­
pends. There are depths of personal life that are beyond 
the comprehension of those who concentrate exclusively 
on social forces, historical processes, and systems of pro­
duction. 

Christianity combines, in a remarkable way, concern 
for the uniqueness And ultimate worth of every person with 
concern for the community of persons. 1l1ere is a radical 
individualism in the gospel, with its assurance that "even 
the hairs of your head are numbered" (Matt. 10: 30), with 
its faith that God cares about the single sheep that is lost 
(Matt. 18:12-14), with its warning against the despising of 
"one of these little ones" (Matt. 18:10). The love that is 
central in the whole New Testament is love directed 
toward individual persons, and yet it is love that binds 
them together into a community. The radical individual­
ism of the gospel is closely united with emphasis upon 
the Kingdom and upon the Church which, against the 
background of the Old Testament preparation, have a 
very strong social reference. 

A recent analysis of the status of the individual person 
by Jacques Maritain expresses admirably the interrelation­
ship between the person and the community. Maritain 
says: 

Man finds himself by subordinating himself to the 
group; the group attains its goal only by serving man 
and by realizing that man has secrets which escape 
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the group and a vocation which the group does not 
encompass.13 

In order to make clearer the issue between Christianity 
and Communism at this point, I shall suggest various 
ways in which the role of the individual person in the per­
spective of Christian faith is understood. The false indi­
vidualisms that have plagued modern society and that 
have helped to produce as a reaction the one-sided collec­
tivism of Communism are often enough criticized else­
where in this book. 

As the background for everything else that should be 
said is the conviction that the status of the individual per­
son depends upon the love of God. There are many rea­
sons why persons of obvious dignity and worth should be 
respected, but these reasons break down when persons lose 
their obvious dignity and worth. They may lose their status 
in this sense when they seem morally lost or when they 
become shiftless nonproducers or when they become ene­
mies or opponents of our nation or class or cause. But the 
Christian gospel stands or falls with the faith in the ag­
gressive love of God for thqse who do not deserve it on any 
human basis. One of the key sentences in the New Testa­
ment is Paul's surprising claim: "But God shows his love 
for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for 
us" (Romans 5:8). In the Christian understanding of 
God's dealing with men, those words of Paul indicate the 
actual divine implementation on a universal scale of the 
idea expressed in the gospel parables of the lost sheep and 
the prodigal son. Communism knows nothing about such 
teaching as this. The opponent becomes an outcast "fas­
cist," "warmonger," or "reactionary" and that is the end 

13 Maritain, Jacques: The Rigl!ts of Man and Natural Law, Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1943, p. 18. 
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of the matter until the day comes when through the 
working out of the historical process, after numerous 
purges and liquidations, there is a \vorld in which there 
are no opponents. But all of the opponents who have 
stood in the way in the course of this development are lost 
souls and for them there is no redemption. 

Against this background there are other signs of the 
status of the person that can be pointed out in the Chris­
tian view of things. 

The individual person is the ultimate unit of moral and 
religious decision. No one else can repent for him. No 
one else can respond in faith to the truth in his place. No 
one else can assume his moral responsibility. No external 
authority can create in him conscience or moral insight or 
that inner awareness of what is good on which his judg­
ments depend. This is one of the reasons why Christians 
must seek the kind of spiritual freedom that leaves air 
for the person to breathe and in which it is externally pos­
sible for the truth to be accepted or rejected. 

The individual person's status is supported by Chris­
tian teaching about the ultimate destiny of the person. 
Ideas of resurrection and of immortality emphasize the 
permanence of the person and exclude all conceptions of 
the loss of the person in some absolute being. 

It was in an individual person, not in a nation or com­
munity or class or any other social group, in whom, as 
Christians believe, the Word was made flesh and dwelt 
among us. It is highly significant that Christians have al­
ways seen the supreme revelation of God and the su­
preme action of God in human life in an individual per­
son. 

In the light of these ways of thinking of the status of the 
person, it is natural for Christians to believe that all doc­
trines and all ways of organizing human society are wrong 
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that lead to a situation in which the person is a mere 
creature of the state. Any doctrine or society is wrong in 
which the subordination of the individual to the welfare 
of the community "is not corrected by the belief that the 
welfare of the community has no meaning outside the 
experience of individual persons. And, for Christians, 
there is the recognition that the test of that welfare must 
include the increasing depth and richness and freedom of 
personal life. 
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WHAT ARE the elements in the Christian reli­
gion which contribute to the solution of the very prob­
lems which drive many of our contemporaries to embrace 
Communism? 

Often in the previous chapters I have assumed that there 
is a Christian social imperative that is as radical as the 
social imperative in Communism. On what is the Chris­
tian social imperative based? How can we account for the 
social conservatism that has so generally characterized the 
Christian Churches if their own faith implies such an im­
perative? 

The basis of the Christian social imperative may be 
seen both in God's purpose for his creation and in the 
meaning of Christian love. These are two approaches to 
the same reality. God is the Lord of humanity, of its pub­
lic affairs as well as of the personal life of each individual. 
The Christian life is lived under the command to do the 
will of God. God, as we know him through the Bible, 
is no abstract principle, no far off deity, but the active 
creator and redeemer of the world. In Luke's Gospel, be­
fore the account of the birth of Jesus we have this 
prophecy that sums up the expectation that prepared the 
way for Christianity: "Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
for he has visited and redeemed his people, and has raised 
up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant 
David" (Luke 1 :68-6<}). This was the expectant faith, and 

74 
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though it was often limited in its perspective to the people 
of Israel, Israel was regarded by its greatest sons as the 
bearer of salvation to all mankind. 

The response to that expectation is given in a later af­
firmation that reflects the faith of the Church: "And the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and 
truth; and we have beheld his glory, glory of the only 
Son from the Father" (John 1:14). The deepest convic­
tion that underlies this expectation and this faith in its 
fulfillment is the conviction that God is with man in his­
tory-that God has not left the world to run itself or to 
be run by men but that he seeks to deliver men from 
the many forms of bondage in which they are held, from 
the bondage in which they hold one another. The words 
of Jesus which Luke records as his first message and 
which, quoted as they are from the book of Isaiah, con­
vey to us the imperative in the Old Testament: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me to preach good news to 
the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
and recovering of sight to the blind, 
to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 
to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord. 

Luke 4:18-19 

God, as known to us through Christ, seeks a community 
that is favorable to the real welfare of all of his children. 
What stands out most clearly as the social meaning of the 
New Testament teaching about God's purpose for man 
is that all groups of human beings are equally the objects 
of the love and concern of God. If there is inequality in 
the divine concern for men it is the kind that undercuts 
aU of our human schemes of inequality-it is God's special 
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concern for the lost sheep, for those whom the world has 
discarded. 

This affirmation about God's equal concern for all 
groups of human beings may seem platitudinous, but think 
what it means if we follow it out consistently. It means 
that all of the ways in which the privileged few have ex­
ploited and lorded it over the masses of men throughout 
history are an offense to God. It means that it is intoler­
able that there should be any persons, any groups of per­
sons, who are the victims of policies or systems by which 
we profit or to which we consent. It means that every 
child has the same right as every other child to the condi­
tions that are favorable to his development as a person, the 
right to be free from malnutrition, from the humiliation of 
racial discrimination and segregation, the right to have ac­
cess to the means of health and education. It means that, 
whatever may be said about the importance of avoiding a 
dead level of equality either in income or status because of 
the varieties of function that must be performed and be­
cause of the requirements for incentive, all such differences 
should be relative and provisional and should not be al­
lowed to harden and to create chasms between social 
classes. 

We come to the same result if we approach it by way of 
the implications of Christian love. The love of the neigh­
bor must include the struggle for a social order that is fa­
vorable to the real welfare of all neighbors. This in the 
Christian life involves compassion and the willingness to 
sacrifice one's own advantage for the achievement of that 
end. We have a special responsibility for all, whether they 
are near or far, whose lives are affected by our own de­
cisions. Christian love cannot be limited to purely personal 
relations; it must include caring for the people whom we 
have never seen and whom we cannot imagine as individ-
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ual persons. As I have said in the last chapter, Christian 
love includes concern for the real welfare of enemies and 
opponents. There are no limits to its range and there are 
no limits to the willingness to sacrifice which such love 
implies. 

Christian Churches have often in the past been so other­
worldly, or so· conservative, or so individualistic that they 
have done little more than give religious sanction to the 
status quo or to the interests of the classes dominant 
within them. How can this be explained if what I have 
said about the social meaning of Christian love is true? 
There are two types of explanation and each involves a 
very long story. One calls attention to the sociological fac­
tors that have made it natural for Churches, since the 
time of Constantine, to accommodate themselves to the 
institutions of the world, partly because of the sheer pres­
sure of the world upon them and partly because of the 
desire to be in a position to discipline the world and to 
minister in a religious way to whole nations. 

The other type of explanation calls attention to elements 
in Christian faith itself which when given emphasis in a 
context of one-sided interpretations have led to serious 
distortions. Concentration on other-worldly expectations 
can lead to an escape from social responsibility if it is sep­
arated from faith that God is working out his purposes in 
human history. Concentration on divine providence in a 
world of relatively static institutions can lead Christians to 
accept .the existing institutions as ordained by God and 
may discourage all efforts at revolutionary change. Con­
centration on the ways in which the individual soul 
strengthened by faith in Christ can "do all things" may di­
vert attention from the plight of unknown masses of hu­
manity who, before they grow into maturity or spiritual 
freedom, are blocked by external circumstances that are 
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beyond their control. Concentration upon love in purely 
personal terms may lead to the illusion that all social prob­
lems can be solved by a well-meaning paternalism that 
never questions the existing location of power or the exist­
ing distribution of wealth. Concentration upon a perfec­
tionist understanding of the ways in which love must be 
expressed may make it impossible to think in terms of ef­
fective political action. 

More important than this analysis of the reasons for past 
weaknesses of the Church in this area is the story of what 
has happened in most of the branches of the Church in 
the past half century. There has been an extraordinary 
change of climate in the Churches. The conservative and 
individualistic distortions of Christianity have very gen­
erally lost their hold upon the Churches and new move­
ments for Christian social action have grown up in most 
of the Churches, Catholic and Protestant. I do not mean 
that the rank and file of Christians do not still, in consid­
erable measure, represent the conventional assumptions 
of their nation or class but what has happened is that the 
change in thought and in commitment on the part of 
those who exercise leadership has been so marked that the 
Churches are moving in a new direction. 

This tendency to stress the social responsibility of the 
Christian and of the Church was at first most influential 
in Britain and America and in the churches of mission 
lands most influenced by Anglo-Saxon Christianity. But 
in recent years, partly as a result of the necessity of po­
litical resistance to National Socialism, the Churches on 
the European continent have become very much aware 
of their social responsibility. Leaders of the Churches on 
the European continent are more active in progressive pol­
itics than is the case in this country. Influential thinkers 
in the contemporary Church are deeply committed to 
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Christian social action. In quite different ways this is 
true of Karl Barth, of Reinhold Niebuhr, of Emil Brun­
ner, of Paul Tillich; and it was true of Archbishop Wil­
liam Temple and of Nicholas Berdyaev. The World 
Council of Churches which came into existence at its 
Amsterdam Assembly in August 1948 and which is the 
official organ of most of the branches of the Church ex­
cept Roman Catholicism, is deeply committed to this 
same understanding of Christian responsibility. There has 
been a parallel tendency in the Roman Church since the 
great social encyclicals of Pope Leo XIII, and in indus­
trialized countries where Roman Catholicism is not too 
much handicapped by its ties with a continuing feudalism 
it is often progressive in its economic teaching and poli­
cies.1 

It may make this development more comprehensible to 
call attention to some of the reasons for it. The fact of 
momentous changes in the world and in particular the 
fall of the old regimes that claimed religious sanctions and 
the rise of new classes to power have at least discredited 
the static conceptions of divine providence. The fact that 
the working classes and the colored races have become 
articulate and organized for both moral and political pres­
sure has forced the more comfortable classes to recognize 
the needs, the aspirations, and the potentialities of the 

1 It is impossible to give enough evidence briefly for such a claim 
to convince those to whom it is "news," and all who have wide con­
tacts with the contemporary Churches know it already. I suggest 
that those who desire more information read Archbishop \Villiam 
Temple's Christianity and Social Order (Penguin Books, Ltd., 1942) 
or consult the volume that has been written in preparation for the 
Amsterdam Assembly of The \Vorld Council of Churches entitled: 
Tl1e Churches and tl1e Social Disorder (Harpers, 1948). \V. A. Vis­
ser t' Hooft's The Kingsl1ip of Christ (Harpers, 1948) shows how 
Churches on the European continent now conceive their social re­
sponsibility. 
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vast masses of humanity which have been neglected or 
exploited. The old illusions that have enabled Christians 
to assume that they should exercise irresponsible eco­
nomic or political power over others for tl1eir sake have 
become untenable except to the minds of the most hide­
bound. There is great educative power in a fait accompli 
and the more conservative groups in many countries, in­
cluding our own, now accept as a matter of course prac­
tices that they formerly regarded with horror as "social­
istic." Perhaps most important has been the way in which 
the alternatives that face the world have been narrowed 
by modern developments, so that we see that Christians 
must take responsibility to work for an ordered economy 
with full employment and a far more equal distribution of 
wealth in order to avoid the destructive effects of eco­
nomic depressions; for the perfecting of the institutions 
of world community in order to avoid atomic destruc­
tion; for a democratic order that is able to combine social 
justice with political and cultural freedom in order to 
avoid an oppressive tyranny. 

The events of our time which reveal the providence of 
God, his judgment and his promise, in a way that was 
hidden from Christians who lived in other and more static 
periods, have completely demolished the illusion that the 
white man who happened to belong to the more privileged 
classes in Europe or America could muddle along with a 
few concessions to the rest of humanity but with no 
radical changes in the institutions that were so satisfying 
to his economic interests and his pride. 

I have emphasized great historical forces which have 
changed the minds of Christians. This may seem to re­
semble the Communist argument that the religious ideas 
and institutions are reflections of social realities which 
alone have substance. There is just enough truth in this 
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Communist claim to make it plausible. Men's visions and 
ideals are conditioned to a great degree by the social forces 
that press upon them. I do not believe, for one moment, 
that those in our time who see more clearly than their 
fathers the social meaning of Christianity are more de­
vout or more sincerely committed Christians than their 
fathers. TI1ere is a continuous thread in the Christian 
movement of genuine devotion to Christ that every genera­
tion should acknowledge. But when the external alterna­
tives that face Christians change, they learn something 
about God's will for them that may have been hidden 
from previous generations. They would not respond to 
these events with Christian repentance and Christian love 
if they did not bring to them what they have received 
from their faith. They are free to choose even now be­
tween a Christian response and a Communist response or 
between a Christian response and the response of the 
cynical reactionary. So, there is no simple historical de­
terminism but rather real interaction between what Chris­
tians bring to their situation from the distinctive Chris­
tian revelation of God's purpose and the illumination that 
comes from the events and the historical forces which sur­
round them, events and historical forces which, to the 
eyes of faith, also reveal the purpose of God. 

So far I have stressed the fact that Christianity shares 
with Communism its concern for the changing of social 
institutions in the interests of more equal justice, in the 
interests of the classes and races which are their victims. 
But, when we go deeper into what this means in practice, 
we find that Christians are not able to identify their 
Christian goal unreservedly with particular political and 
economic programs for attaining it. 

The Christian, as a Christian, ought to know what his 
goal and what his motive should be. He should be in a 
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position to see what is wrong with existing institutions 
and he should be able to understand himself, his own 
temptation to be influenced by his own interests and those 
of his social group. He should be guided by a faith that 
enables him to live with confidence in the mercy and in 
the ultimate victory of God even in times when it would 
be natural to despair. But there is a gap here that Chris­
tians cannot fill from Christian resources alone and that is 
the choice of the technical or the political means that are 
essential in any complete program of action. They must 
keep all means under criticism and some they should, as 
Christians, reject but there are open questions in this area 
to which there are no absolute Christian answers. 

Communism as an authoritarian movement is able to 
supply full guidance to the individual though the guid­
ance is subject to sudden and embarrassing changes. Ro­
man Catholicism has the capacity to give more guidance 
for social action than Protestantism because only an au­
thoritarian system is able to give assurance concerning the 
next step to be taken in a complex and rapidly changing 
world. The Christian must frankly say that the Kingdom 
of God is not identical with any social institutions or any 
political program. He knows that he lives in a mixed so­
ciety in which only a minority are committed to Christian 
standards. He knows that the alternatives between which 
he must choose are limited and that all of them are morally 
ambiguous because of the corporate sin and finiteness 
which he himself shares. The Protestant should be es­
pecially wary of allowing Church authority to make evil 
appear good or to give a special blessing to institutions or 
policies in which the Church itself may have a vested 
interest as a human community. 

In the long run it is an advantage that Christians as 
Christians cannot claim to have all of the answers. If they 
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identified the Kingdom of God with a particular social 
system and with the means by which it is established and 
maintained they would be constantly confusing the abso­
lute and the relative, they would tend to freeze some new 
status quo and to become subject to the i11usion that in 
defending it they were defending God. If the New Testa­
ment gave us a social program, including both ends and 
means, it would have been out of date long ago. Instead 
it gives us the perspective from which to judge all social 
programs and it constrains us to find the best possible pro­
gram in each particular situation. 

Instead of assuming that the Kingdom of God is iden­
tical with any particular social cause, we can say that we 
serve the Kingdom of God by serving the cause that 
seems most fully to embody God's purpose for us. The 
Kingdom transcends all causes and yet there are causes 
that point toward it and there are causes that point away 
from it. 

The individual Christian needs the help of other Chris­
tians when he is faced with difficult decisions and the 
Church should be a community in which collective guid­
ance that does not claim to be absolute can give him aid. 
This collective guidance depends for its value upon the 
participation of those who have expert knowledge or who 
have responsibility for concrete decisions. The Churches 
have begun to create channels for just that kind of guid­
ance. In the last part of this chapter I shall give some ex­
amples of how the Church has sought to provide co11ec­
tive Christian guidance on social problems. There have 
been many other examples of this in recent years. I do 
not refer to the casual resolutions passed by Church as­
semblies that are called primarily for other purposes but 
to the work of commissions and conferences which have 
concentrated on specific controversial issues. One of the 



CHRISTIANITY AND COMMUNISM 

most significant was the Conference at Oxford on the 
Church, Community, and State in 1937, which came as 
close as any representative group of Christians have come 
in our time to the defining of the objectives that should 
guide Christians in political and economic life.2 

One understands very little about Christianity if one 
considers the social imperative alone. The Christian so­
cial imperative, and indeed the Christian ethic in gen­
eral, comes to us in a context which gives it an ultimate 
meaning that is lacking in all movements that are directed 
only to the transformation of society. This context pro­
vides essential correctives to the ways in which men seek 
to realize justice and brotherhood in history. This other 
dimension of Christian faith is sure to lead to serious dis­
tortions if it is not kept in the closest relation with the 
tasks that are set by the social imperative. There are 
many ways of suggesting the difference between the two 
dimensions of Christianity which are here in view. They 
may be classified as religious and ethical, or vertical and 
horizontal, or other-worldly and this-worldly, or eternal 
and temporal dimensions, or as the dimensions of faith 
and works. All of these contrasts too readily prepare the 
way for the separation of the dimensions which instead 
should interact in Christian thought and life. Even the 
word "dimension" is a metaphor which suggests separa­
tion. 

Whatever we may call the two dimensions of Chris­
tianity they are not to be separated, and in a real sense 
the ethical or social dimension is a test of the soundness 
of the grasp of any Christian or of any Christian Church 

2 I have discussed more fully the difficulties that we confront in 
the case of political and economic decisions and the nature of the 
guidance that is available in the Church in Cluistian Ethics and 
Social Policy (Charles Scribner's Sons, 1946). 
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upon the more distinctively religious dimension. "For he 
who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot 
love God whom he has not seen" (1 John 4:20). That is 
the ethical test of religion, but the words which precede 
indicate that in a sense religion is prior to ethics: "We 
love because he first loved us" (1 John +19). 

I shall now present some of the elements in Chris­
tianity which may seem to many who are interested in 
the problems with which Communism deals to be, at 
best, so much traditional baggage or, at worst, a source of 
diversion or escape from the main task. However, these 
elements actually provide a context of meaning and cor­
rection which is lacking in a movement or faith that knows 
only the one dimension to which social action belongs. 

Christian teaching about human nature perhaps reveals 
most clearly the corrective elements in Christianity. It 
corrects all tendencies toward sentimental optimism or 
utopianism that fail to prepare men to face the stubborn 
reality of evil in human history and it corrects all tenden­
cies to disillusionment or cynicism that are the opposite 
danger. Men who lack the perspective of Christian teach­
ing are in danger of oscillating between utopianism and 
disillusionment. 

TI1e first thing that Christians say about human na­
ture is that man-and this means everyman-is made in 
the image of God and that this image is the basis of man's 
dignity and promise. 

The second thing that Christians say about human na­
ture is that man-and this means every man and not 
merely those who are opponents or enemies-is a sinner. 

The word "sinner" often proves a great obstacle to un­
derstanding, but let us use other words. Let us say that 
man is the kind of creature who naturally sees the world 
from a very limited perspective, that he tends to be self- · 
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centered, to prefer the interests that are closest to himself 
and to his own social group. Let us say that man is nat­
urally unwilling to accept his limited or finite status, 
that he is always seeking to extend his control over others, 
that he seeks to maintain his own security by means of 
power over all who may threaten it, that he likes to be in 
a position to compare himself with others to their dis­
advantage, that he seeks to be self-sufficient and to deny 
in effect his dependence upon God and to set up some 
group or system or ideal of his own in the place of God. 

Is there any denying that self-centeredness and pride 
are natural to man? Because of the religious dimension 
of Christianity we see this self-centeredness and pride not 
only in words or overt acts or in social institutions; the 
Christian sees them in his own motives and attitudes be­
fore God who searcheth the heart; he sees them in him­
self against a standard of love and integrity of motive that 
he meets only in Christ. 

The positive side of Christian teaching about man, the 
belief that all men are made in God's image is the cor­
rective for cynicism even when things are at their worst, 
when forces of hate and violence seem to have covered 
up most of the good in human life. It is also the ulti­
mate source of hope for society. This hope is not based 
upon man's innate powers but on the belief that man 
never ceases to be the kind of being who can be renewed 
by the grace of God or the spirit of God. 

Man never ceases to be a responsible being and no 
mere victim of circumstance or of the consequences of 
the sins of his fathers. Man has the amazing capacity 
through memory and thought and imagination to tran­
scend himself and his own time and place, to criticize 
himself and his environment on the basis of ideals and 
purposes that are present to his mind, and he can aspire 
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in the grimmest situations to realize these ideals and pur­
poses in his personal life and in society. It is this capacity 
for self-transcendence that Reinhold Niebuhr, following 
Augustine, regards as the chief mark of the image of God 
in man that is never lost. Man is made for the highest, to 
respond in worship and loyalty to God himself, and it is 
one of the evidences of man's greatness that he soon 
knows frustration, sickness of the soul, or catastrophes in 
his civilizations, when he makes anything less than the 
highest the end of his existence. 

Every word that Christians say about the sin of man or 
about the darkness of his life is an indirect claim that man 
is uniquely great among all creatures for only responsible 
beings with great gifts and powers could fall to such 
depths or cause such vast destruction. Pascal, who empha­
sized both the greatness and the misery of man and who 
saw the interdependence of that greatness and that mis­
ery, had a profound grasp of the Christian view of the hu­
man problem. In Pascal's Thougllts3 there are many 
passages that bring out the interdependence of man's 
greatness and man's misery. Here are a few examples: 

Tl1e greatness of man is great in that he knows 
himself to be miserable. A tree does not know itself 
to be miserable. 

All these same miseries prove man's greatness. 
They are the miseries of a great lord, of a deposed 
king. 

All that the one party has been able to say in 
proof of his [man's] greatness has only served as an 
argument of his wretchedness to the others, because 
the greater our fall, the more wretched we are, and 
vice versa. 

a Everyman's Library Edition, pages 397, 398, 416. 
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Such a view of man as this should be enough to show 
how false it is to think of man as no more than a creature 
who can be useful to some political cause or who is de­
fined only by his relation to a class, a party, or a state. 

The emphasis upon the possibilities of man enables the 
Christian to have hope for the future of society. l-Ie should 
reject any doctrine of progress that promises complete, 
inevitable, or secure progress or that finds the full mean­
ing of our present existence in future achievements. But 
he should also reject dogmatic pessimism or dark fatalism 
about the future. Reinhold Niebuhr, known popularly 
for his warnings against false hopes, has stated the faith 
in an open future. Frequently he says that there are "in­
detern1inate possibilities" in human history. l-Ie says: 

There are no limits to be set in history for the 
achievement of a more universal brotherhood, for 
the development of more perfect and more in­
clusive human relations. All the characteristic hopes 
and aspirations of Renaissance and Enlightenment, 
of both secular and Christian liberalism are right at 
least in this, that they understand that side of Chris­
tian doctrine which regards the agape of the King­
dom of God as a resource for infinite developments 
toward a more perfect brotherhood in history.4 

But, Dr. Niebuhr is also right in his oft-repeated warning 
that the most dangerous threat to such human advances 
is the tendency to believe that one's own group has either 
achieved the ideal or possesses the secret of its achieve­
ment. 

Christian teaching concerning the depth and persistence 
of sin is a necessary corrective for all political and social 
movements. I have emphasized the conviction that it is 

4 The Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol. II. Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1943, p. 85. 
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the lack of any such understanding of human nature that 
is the source of Communism's greatest errors. Guided by 
Christian teaching we can always be on our guard against 
two destructive tendencies. We can be on our guard against 
the self-righteousness that makes men blind to the fail­
ures of their own nation or class or party and that us­
ually increases the bitterness of group conflict. Is there 
any other influence except the influence of Christian faith 
that causes men to begin by confessing their own sins 
rather than the sins of their opponents? Only a habit of 
drastic self-criticism will prepare many people to see the 
subtle ways in which their opinions and their votes are in­
fluenced by the narrow interests of the social groups to 
which they belong. 

The second tendency which Christian teaching about 
human nature should help us to guard against is the 
tendency to assume that some advance in culture or in 
technical skill or in social organization will be secure 
against the old evils that come from the love of money or 
power or the desire to have someone else upon whom 
we can look down. It is possible to overcome in consid­
erable measure these old evils but they are sure to reap­
pear in new forms the moment we believe that we are se­
cure against them. Christians themselves need to be aware 
of the forms of these old evils that are likely to corrupt 
the life of the Church or the life of any "Christian civiliza­
tion" if it is taught by the Church to claim too much for 
itself.5 

Turn now to the center of Christianity, to the gospel 
of the forgiving love of God. This has been expressed in 

5 Readers would do well to consult Chapter VII of Reinllold 
Niebuhr's first volume of Tlle Nature and Destiny of M~n. ~t 
chapter describes with amazing penetration th~ various ways m wh1ch 
spirits of men on all levels are distorted by pnde. 
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the great Protestant traditions in terms of the doctrine of 
justification by faith alone. Strange as much of this ter­
minology is to most of our contemporaries, it deals with 
realities which correspond to their own needs. There is a 
universal hunger of the human spirit to have right relations 
with, or to be accepted by, whatever one regards as having 
ultimate authority. This hunger is often enough concealed 
by distracting activities and it often receives satisfaction 
for a time from various forms of social approval. But the 
more reflective and sensitive one is and the more one sees 
through the claims to authority of the world's idols the 
greater the need of being "justified" by God. The most 
obvious way of gaining such "justification" is through the 
effort to earn it by mora] and religious works but, again, 
the more reflective and sensitive one is the more it be­
comes apparent that no works are really good enough. It 
is the heart of the Christian gospel that God wi11 accept 
us as we are if only we begin to be open toward him, if 
only we receive with faith what he has done for all men, 
including ourselves, through Christ. Here it is important 
to realize that faith is not intellectual belief but what I 
call, for lack of better words, the beginning of openness 
toward God. This gospel received its first fu]] expression 
in Paul's epistles. Here are two of their greatest sentences 
which give the substance of it: "But God shows his Jove 
toward us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died 
for us" (Romans 5:8). "For by grace you have been saved 
through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift 
of God-not because of works, lest any man should boast" 
(Ephesians 2:8-9). 

At first sight this central element in Christian teach­
ing and Christian life would seem to be most irrelevant to 
a11 the problems with which Communism deals. But 
actually it has great importance for them though it was 
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wrought out and expressed by Paul and Luther in a quite 
different context, the context of the deepest inner spiritual 
struggles. We can see the social relevance of this gospel 
of forgiveness if we realize that one of the ways in which 
men do seek to gain right relations with or acceptance 
by whatever is most authoritative for them is through the 
attempt to realize ideals in society, to earn their own 
status before God or their nation or their class or "his­
tory" by such striving. 

This effort may take the form of the struggle for a life 
of perfect love in the world and this has often, in the 
case of Christians, led to withdrawal from the political 
order as too much stained by violence or coercion or by 
compromises of absolute honesty. This behavior, while 
it is quite explicable and while it may make a positive 
contribution to society if too many people are not drawn 
toward it, involves real irresponsibility because it leaves 
the dirty work of the world to others. Those who seek 
greater personal purity in this manner must themselves 
live off the compromises of others who continue to take 
responsibility for the institutions of the world in the in­
terests of order and justice and production. A better un­
derstanding of Christianity would enable such people to 

·take any necessary role in the world's life and trust, not 
in their own precarious righteousness, but in the grace of 
God for their "justification." 

A far more dangerous result of the effort to win ulti­
mate spiritual security or justification (what is often in­
tended by the extraordinarily popular phrase "peace of 
mind") appears when men make a furious effort to de­
ceive themselves concerning their own moral achieve­
ment. They do this by making their opponents the moral 
scapegoats and pour upon them the hostility that may 
have its origin in their own disguised moral insecurity. 
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They do this by attaching themselves to some movement 
or program or cause and then convincing themselves that 
this movement or program or cause is the embodiment of 
the ideal. The more they feel insecure within the more 
they must stretch what truth there may be in their 
claims for their cause. They justify themselves by justi­
fying their cause. If they happen to have political power 
and the capacity to force their will upon others we have 
all of the violent short cuts that are characteristic of Com­
munism. Communism is unaware of the deep hunger of 
the human spirit which the Christian gospel can satisfy, 
but it does provide an unconscious solution of the prob­
lem that it fails to recognize. But, in doing this it lays 
the ground work for the most dangerous self-deception and 
the most cruel fanaticism. 

The gospel of forgiveness and the warning against self­
deception that accompanies it have been most often as­
sociated with the name of Paul, but there was never a 
more vivid expression of it, one that immediately car­
ries conviction, than Jesus' parable of the Pharisee and 
the publican: 

He also told this parable to some who trusted in 
themselves that they were righteous and despised 
others: "Two men went up into the temple to pray, 
one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The 
Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself: 'God, I 
thank thee that I am not like other men, extortion­
ers, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 
I fast twice a week, I give tithes of all that I get.' But 
the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift 
up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying: 
'God, be merciful to me a sinner!' I tell you, this 
man went down to his house justified rather than the 
other; for everyone who exalts himself will be 
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humbled, but he who humbles himself will be ex­
alted." 

Luke 18:9-14 Revised Standard Version 
TI1is gospel enables the Christian to do whatever seems 

to be required of him in the world, in the political order 
as much as in what may seem to be the morally safer areas 
of pri,·ate life, in the knowledge that God will accept him 
in spite of the evil in which his actions involve him. This 
can be stated in such a way as to relax moral standards, 
but that is to miss the remarkable paradox of Christian 
teaching which makes men acutely sensitive to the claims 
of the moral standard while it promises forgiveness. 

This gospel frees men to do the best that they know 
how and yet to do so without self-deception and without 
the self-righteous defensiveness which is itself the source 
of moral blindness. To do the best that one can and yet 
to know that one's ultimate standing before God depends 
only upon his mercy and not upon one's own moral suc­
cess is also the beginning of charity in life's hardest situa­
tions, charity toward enemies and opponents who stand 
under the same mercy. Tiwse who stress only the moral 
law are in danger of becoming loveless and unforgiving 
and thus to transgress the law itself. 

This gospel, which seems so strange because of the 
popular ignorance of the meaning of the words in which 
it is expressed, and which seems so repellent to many be­
cause of its use by some Christians as a substitute for 
moral striving, is the teaching that is most needed by 
Christians who are tortured by the moral dilemmas in 
which they find themselves and who only wish that they 
might postpone all decisions until they are in a quite new 
situation. TI1at quite new situation is likely to be elusive, 
and if it appears in sight it is likely to be found not so 
different from the old. 
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I should say again that this gospel is not intended to 
help anyone follow the line of least resistance with an easy 
conscience. Only those can know what its meaning is who 
have experienced what it is to be so cornered that every 
alternative open to them threatens their inner moral se­
curity. 

Closely linked with the gospel of forgiveness is an­
other contribution of Christianity, also an indirect one, 
to the solution of social problems. It is what I am calling 
"the ultimate hope." It is the conviction that what we 
do or achieve does not have its total meaning in terms of 
observable historical results, that all that has gone into it 
of faith and honest commitment to God's Kingdom will 
be used by God in ways that are beyond our calculation. 
It is the faith that death does not defeat the purposes of 
God in personal life but that new life beyond death is our 
personal destiny. It is the faith that the destruction of a 
civilization, even the total destruction of human life on 
this planet, would not defeat God. In the days before 
the release of atomic energy it was psychologically possible 
to base faith for action upon expectations for the dis­
tant future even though the distant future might be 
closed by a cosmic catastrophe so remote that it caused 
no serious concern. But now, whatever the future may 
have in store for us, there is no doubt that all that we live 
for in this world is insecure. 

This emphasis upon the ultimate hope can be abused 
and become the other-worldliness that has caused many 
to reject Christianity as an escape religion unrelated to the 
problems of society. But there is an other-worldly per­
spective that is essential for sanity in the case of anyone 
who is not self-deceived about the actual human situa­
tion. It is not likely, in the case of contemporary Chris­
tianity, that those who share this perspective will become 
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so sure in their grasp upon the details of any ultimate 
fulfillment that they wi11 lose their concern to make the 
best of conditions in this world. This other-worldliness 
should release the Christian from the panic or paralysis 
that may come upon those who find the whole meaning 
of their lives within the limits of history. This wi11 help us 
to avoid both cynicism and despair. This will enable us to 
carry on after many social movements and panaceas have 
brought disi11usionment to their adherents. Christianity 
has already survived many such confident gospels, be­
cause it is oriented strongly toward our historical existence 
and yet looks beyond toward God's Kingdom that wi11 
bring to fu1fi11ment what is in accordance with his pur­
pose in an our strivings and in all our achievements. 
There was a time when faith in God for many modern 
Christians depended in part upon the empirical grounds 
for hope concerning our future in this world. But today 
I bdieve that the situation is reversed and that what hope 
we may have for our future in this world wi11 depend upon 
a prior faith that this is God's world and that he is Lord 
of its future. 

To say these things may, at first, suggest to those who 
are not convinced Christians that Christians easily believe 
what is beyond evidence. Such an ultimate faith be­
comes credible only when we contrast it with the alterna­
tive assumption, which is most likely to take its place, that 
the end of our historical existence as a race will be the end 
of all that has been thought or loved in the experience of 
men, that it wi11 leave no trace, not even a memory that 
there had ever been anything to remember. Such a nihilis­
tic assumption, if we live with it long, becomes incredible; 
and the more so, if ever we have taken seriously other as­
pects of the Christian faith in God as known through 
Jesus Christ. But even then many Christians must say of 
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these final convictions: "I believe, help thou my unbelief." 
These last two elements in Christianity-the gospel of 

forgiveness and the ultimate hope-become fully mean­
ingful only when men face the depths in personal life or 
almost reach the limit of endurance in their social situa­
tion. As long as one is able to be morally satisfied with the 
best available choices and as long as a society can see far 
ahead with no dark shadows on the way, it is possible to 
dispense with them. But the prospect of the death of the 
individual is a reminder of the human limits that we try 
to forget. And today there are many places in the world 
in which it would be impossible to carry on at all without 
either fanatical devotion to a political program like Com­
munism that by the rapidity with which it generates self­
deceptions serves to hide our limitations or a faith like 
Christianity that sees the best and the worst in human 
life in relation to God's purpose. In the long run any 
faith for life will be tested by its fitness for the deepest 
places and the hardest situations. 

After reviewing the Christian view of human nature, the 
gospel of forgiveness, and the ultimate hope, we are in a 
position to see in a broad way one of the most distinctive 
aspects of Christianity, its way of dealing with the many­
sided evil in human life. It may be useful to put together 
in a few words this Christian approach to evil because in 
the long run it is likely that this will prove to be 
decisive in the conflict between Christianity and Com­
munism as conceptions of life. Communism's weakest 
point is that it underestimates the reality of evil and so 
puts its confidence in too simple a solution of the human 
problem. 

Christianity does not seek to cover up the fact of evil 
now or in th.e future. It knows no revolution in history 
that will fully overcome it. Its teaching about human na-

__ _II 
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ture is realistic in its recognition of the universality and 
persistence of sin in our personal and collective life. It 
does not make any promises concerning an earthly utopia 
that will be brought about by human action. The King­
dom of God sets for us our tasks but it stands above all of 
our achievements. Also, the central symbol of Christianity 
is the Cross of Christ, a perpetual reminder of the re­
sults of the sin and blindness of men. Christianity is a re­
ligion of redemption for those who by faith live in the 
midst of the world with all of its sin and tragedy. It is 
not a religion that assures us of fair weather. Many of our 
contemporaries have rediscovered the truth and relevance 
of Christianity because only in its gospel have they found 
a word that was deep enough or healing enough for them 
in the world as it is. 

Christianity does not explain evil away. It discourages 
self-deception concerning evil. It teaches no fatalism 
about evil, for it sees the responsibility of man under the 
sovereignty of God. It inspires us to seek to overcome evil 
in ourselves and in the world, and its gospel of forgiveness 
and its ultimate hope enable us to live with faith amidst 
the evil that is not overcome. 

There have been one-sided forms of Christianity, often 
popular distortions rather than the teachings of the great 
theologians. Some of these distortions have stressed the 
divine sovereignty to the neglect of human responsibility 
for evil; other have stressed forgiveness as though it were 
a substitute for moral growth; still others have stressed, the 
ultimate hope as though it took the place of the effort to 
realize justice in the social order. And there have been 
theologies that were the reverse of all of these. But Chris­
tianity can be rightly understood only when all of these 
convictions are held together. 

It cannot be too much emphasized that Christianity is 
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not primarily a system of ideas but a living movement in 
the world that traces its origin to particular events in hu­
man history. I have indicated that in this respect there is 
a formal similarity between Christianity and Communism 
though they differ profoundly in content. 

Christianity is the faith that the turning point in hu­
man history was the coming of Jesus Christ as the one 
who has decisively mediated God to men, as the one who 
in his life and death and victory over death brought into 
the world a new community. It will seem to many readers 
an anticlimax to identify that new community as the 
Christian Church for they have seen some examples of 
Christian churches. I do not say, without qualification, 
that the new community is the Church, if, by Church, we 
think of the concrete institutions and congregations which 
bear that name. But it remains true that it is chiefly 
through these same institutions and congregations that 
the new community becomes embodied. It has been their 
work to transmit from generation to generation the Bible 
through which God speaks to men his clearest word, and 
they have formed the banks between which the contin­
uous stream of Christian life has moved until it reaches 
us. The Church is an earthen vessel that carries the great­
est treasure and it is an indispensable vessel if the treasure 
is to come near us. It is a great difficulty for some Chris­
tians to prevent the most rigorous criticism of the earthen 
vessel from hiding the treasure and for others to prevent 
the treasure from giving a false glow of sanctity to the 
earthen vessel. 

Already in this book I have said a great deal in criti­
cism of the Church. I have emphasized the conviction that 
Communism in its criticism of the bourgeois world and 
in its emphasis upon economic justice has brought to the 
Church an essential corrective. The Church has often 
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gone far astray in its teaching and attitudes in relation to 
the social order. But there is one saving fact about the 
Church. It is not its own Lord or its own judge. The 
Church, when it is true to itself, sees itself under the 
Lordship and under the judgment of Christ. It is also an 
essential factor that the revelation of God's purpose for 
the Church comes to it through the Bible and is therefore 
independent of the "ideologies" of its own members. So, 
when the Church feels great pressure from outside, as it 
has doi1e in the case of the whole movement of social 
radicalism, of which Communism is only an extreme ex­
pression, it finds that this pressure corresponds in part to 
the demands of its own Lord. 

Today the most searching criticisms of the Church come 
&om within. They hit the mark more surely than the more 
ignorant and stereotyped criticisms that usually come from 
outside. The Church is now going through a period of 
the most rigorous self-examination and it sees more clear­
ly than at any time in the modern period the need for a 
radical reformation. It is because of this that it is possible 
to speak with confidence of the Christian community 
within the Churches and to regard it as the tangible re­
sult in history of the new beginning that can be traced to 
the coming of Christ. 

What does the fact of this Christian community within 
the Churches mean for the solution of the problems with 
which Communism deals and for our discussion of the 
relation between Christianity and Communism? 

The first answer to this question is that the existence 
of this Christian community is the surest bulwark against 
a totalitarian society. For society to have within it a com­
munity that is not the creation of the state, that ac­
knowledges the Lordship of Christ above the state, that 
magnifies the spiritual freedom of its individual members 
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in relation to all of the powers of the world, that is the 
bearer of a tradition that is different from any national 
tradition and from any new ideology that may become 
the official doctrine of any state, that is universal and en­
courages fellowship with Christians in all other lands-to 
have such a community within society is to prevent so­
ciety from becoming a solid mass that knows only one 
authority, and it is a protection against the tendency for 
the state to become God. 

I realize that there are dangers in this connection that 
the Church has not always avoided. When the Church it­
self becomes a society that seeks to prevent criticism of 
ecclesiastical authority and then forms a close alliance with 
a political power, it may be deeply corrupted by such an 
alliance and also lend a false sanctity to the authority of 
the state itself. These dangers are not real today in the 
case of the Protestant Churches because of their internal 
freedom. The Roman Catholic Church in some countries 
where it is dominant falls into this trap. But Roman 
Catholicism in countries where it is in a minority can be 
a strong protection against totalitarianism, and generally 
it is only fair to say of Roman Catholicism that it pre­
serves a rich religious culture and a system of law which 
are in the long run resources for humanity against the 
threat of naked and arbitrary power. The Orthodox 
Church in Russia is at present engaged in a process of 
strengthening its position as a Church and in doing this 
it allows itself to give religious sanction to the policies of 
the Soviet state. This Church has a background of sub­
servience to political power which is notorious, but its 
temptations were greater in a nominally Christian culture 
than they are in a Communist culture. It is still probably 
true that the Russian Church will be a means of pre­
venting the solidifying of all Russian life around Commu-
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nist ideology. Its teaching and its liturgy will preserve with­
in the Russian community a non-Communist or non­
Marxist tradition. This can be a most important contribu­
tion to the Russian future. 

So far I have emphasized only an indirect contribution 
of the Church to society, but there are many other more 
intentional, more direct forms of influence that it can 
have in the solution of the problems which cause people 
to accept Communism. These depend upon the awaken­
ing of its members to the reality of the Christian social 
imperative which has been discussed earlier in this chap­
ter. They depend upon the seriousness with which Chris­
tians under the inspiration and guidance of the Church 
seek to discover the meaning of Christian faith and Chris­
tian ethics for the decisions that they must make in the 
world as citizens, as employers or workers, as members 
of any one of the professions. 

In the United States the Federal Council of Churches 
has exercised leadership in three directions which illustrate 
what the Church can do in stimulating and guiding pub­
lic opinion on social issues. Many denominations have be­
gun to take similar action in a more intensive way within 
their own constituencies. 

There is, first, the very influential leadership of the Fed­
eral Council through the Commission on a Just and Du­
rable Peace which helped to form the mind of America in 
regard to the issue of the peace. It helped to counteract 
American isolationism and to make America ready for an 
internationalist policy dedicated to the support of the 
United Nations and to the continuation of co-operation 
with other nations for reconstruction. 

There is, second, the leadership that the Federal Coun­
cil is now exercising in regard to race relations in Amer­
ica. One of the greatest pronouncements of any Church 
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body in our time was the statement in regard to race by 
the Federal Council in its special session in Columbus in 
1946, a statement that makes unmistakable the objective 
of the American Churches that belong to the Federal 
Council. The statement was as follows: 

111e Federal Council of Churches in America 
hereby renounces the pattern of segregation in race 
relations as unnecessary and undesirable and a vio­
lation of the gospel of love and human brotherhood. 
Having taken this action, the Federal Council re­
quests its constituent communions to do likewise. 
As proof of their sincerity in this renunciation they 
will work for a nonsegregated Church and a non­
segregated society. 

There is, third, the new department of the Federal 
Council of "the Church and Economic Life." TI1is de­
partment builds on decades of work that has been done 
on industrial relations but seeks to relate Christian faith 
to the more complicated problems that have arisen since 
large sections of American labor have become effectively 
organized. This department consists of economists, repre­
sentatives of management, labor leaders, and clergy. It is 
seeking on a national level and in many local communi­
ties to bring together those who represent different in­
terests and points of view so that, under the influence of 
Christian faith and Christian ethics and in the context of 
the Church that transcends all conflicting groups, it may 
be possible to get fresh Christian guidance on the most 
perplexing economic issues which confront our society. 
One tangible result of this process so far is that some of 
the ablest and most articulate leaders of labor who have 
rarely been seen in Church councils are extremely active 
participants in the work of this department. 
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All of these efforts of a national council of the Churches 
will have no lasting results unless what it does is sup­
ported by ministers and laymen in local churches through­
out the country. On the local level the going will be 
harder because local churches are subject to the pressure 
of the public opinion in the community. But the Chris­
tian religion also has its pressure upon those who believe 
in it and this pressure today is, to a remarkable extent, on 
the side of real advance toward the overcoming of racial 
discrimination, toward the realization of more equal jus­
tice in economic life, and toward the development of 
world community. 



CHRISTIANITY AND THE lviAJOR 
ALTERNATIVES TO COMMUNISI\1 

Christianity and Alternative Economic Systems 

CHRISTIAN OPPOSITION to Communism should 
be clearly distinguished from the opposition to Com­
munism by those who oppose it chiefly as an economic 
system. In the present world struggle between two great 
areas of power there is much confusion at this point be­
cause a large part of the propaganda against Communism 
and the motives of many powerful groups that influence 
the anti-Communist policies of governments are con­
trolled by the determination to preserve existing capital­
istic institutions. Christianity has no stake in the sur­
vival of capitalism. 

In Western Europe there are many Christians who look 
both east and west with dread for, though as a rule they 
see more immediate danger in the extension of the Com­
munist system backed by Russian power, they see in the 
thrust of American capitalism into Europe a more subtle 
threat to their national and cultural independence. Such 
Europeans are convinced that any economic system that is 
viable for them must be socialistic. 

There is no Christian economic system. Christianity is 
older than all existing economic systems. It has no teach­
ing that can be so directly related to the changing condi­
tions of economic life that we can say of any particular 
economic pattern that it is universally and inevitably 
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Christian. If we were to try to make any system absolute 
and to give it divine sanction we would find ourselves in 
the unfortunate position of all who have tried to freeze 
history. It is clear that no one of the economic systems 
that are real alternatives in the world today guarantees ail 
of the values that Christians should seek to conserve. If 
we keep in mind the importance of the three values, order 
and justice and freedom, we may readily see how difficult 
it is for any one system, economic or political, to serve ade­
quately all three values. Constant readjustment wiii be re­
quired with the emphasis now on one value and now on 
another, depending on which one has been most neglect­
ed. Speaking quite generaily it is the responsibility of 
Christians to test ail economic institutions by their service 
to those three values and to raise ail three of them to 
higher levels under the compulsion of Christian love. 

T11ese values as they become embodied in systems al­
ways need to be transformed by love. Take as an iiius­
tration "justice." The formal principle of justice is that 
each person should receive his "due." It is a form of order 
that prevents arbitrariness. But what is recognized as a 
person's due changes from generation to generation. It is 
justice transformed by love that leads some societies to 
decide that it is the due of every child to have the same 
opportunities for education as every other child, that 
where there is a scarcity of milk children of all classes are 
to be treated as a privileged class. This is now regarded 
as just in some communities, but it is a new interpreta­
tion of justice which is the result of the sensitive under­
standing of the equal claims of ail children because of their 
special needs and of the recognition that in the case of 
children equality in rights overshadows all differences. It 
is justice transformed by love. 

What should we say about the relationship between 
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.Christianity and capitalism? To begin with, it is im­
portant to recognize that there is no such thing as pure 
.capitalism in the form of a fuiiy competitive economy 
·regulated by an entirely free market. This is an abstrac­
tion of economic textbooks. America, which is the chief 
.exponent of capitalisi1], has an economy the freedom of 
which is interfered with not only by the monopolistic 
practices of industry but also by la bar unions, by govern­
ment controls, and by a very limited area of government 
enterprise. We already have a mixed economy in prin­
.ciple even though it is stiii dominated by private enter­
prise. The situation is made ali the more confused by 
the readiness of most groups from the National Associa­
tion of Manufacturers to the C. I. 0. to praise capitalism 
·while each intends to interfere with the free market for 
different reasons. It is typical of America that Henry 
·Wallace should advocate what he caiis "progressive cap­
italism" and that Senator Robert Taft should be con­
.demned as "socialistic" by those who stand to the right 
.of him because he believes in public housing. 

It is helpful to make a distinction between capitalism 
.as a form of economic organization which involves both 
private ownership of .the means of production and the use 
.of the impersonal forms of regulation that are provided 
'by the free market on the one hand, and capitalism as an 
"ideology" on the other, that is, as a pattern of ideas which 
is in large measure the expression of the interests of a 
.class. There has grown up in America, especiaiiy in the 
American business com~unity, an ideology which is as 
.one-sided and as much controiied by class interests as the 
ideology of Communism. One mark of this ideology is the 

.assumption that the general welfare of a nation is the by­
product of the freedom and the profits of the business 

,community. Another .mark of this ideology is the habit 
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of emphasizing the dangers and abuses of governmental 
power and ignoring the dangers and abuses of private eco­
nomic power. It is also taken for granted that freedom 
from governmental interference in economic matters is it­
self a solution of complicated problems which were 
grievous and unsolved in periods before there was any 
such governmental interference. Those who see the world 
through this ideology respond almost automatically to a 
whole range of issues: labor legislation, tax reduction, price 
control, government initiative in production, and Euro­
pean socialism. On any one of these issues they might in a 
particular instance happen to be right but it is the auto­
matic response that reveals the ideological conditioning. 
There are many businessmen (for example the members 
of the Committee on Economic Development) who see 
far beyond any such ideology and who have a clear grasp 
of the need for drastic rethinking of the attitudes and poli­
cies of American capitalism. Such men arc one ground 
for hope that we may find a middle way which will pre­
vent the recurrence of mass unemployment and still pre­
serve the institutions of political and cultural freedom. 

If we can clear away this ideological fog which is the 
great bane of capitalism as we know it, we may be in a 
position to recognize that capitalism as a form of eco­
nomic organization has at least three advantages which 
should not be lost in any new forms that our economic 
life may take. The first is that it has always taken serious­
ly the problem of incentive. It offered a far too dogmatic 
solution of the problem when it gave the impression that 
the only important incentive is an appeal to unlimited self­
interest. But socialistic thinking has not given enough at­
tention to the incentives that are necessary to get efficient 
production and to call forth new forms of economic ac­
tivity. Christian teaching should help at this point because 
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its realism about human nature, on the one hand, lead~ 
us to expect that it will be necessary to find ways of har­
nessing the self-interest of men for constructive purposes 
and yet it also warns against institutions which enhance 
self-interest and, because they make a virtue of it, allow 
it to go undisciplined. It also gives us ground for empha­
sizing the constructive and unselfish motives which are an 
essential part of human nature. Contemporary experiments 
with actual motivations in industry, such as those re­
ported by Elton Mayo,! should help to correct dogmatisms 
of all kinds on the problem of incentive. 

Second, capitalism as a method of economic organiza­
tion has the advantage of encouraging many independent 
centers of economic initiative. This is a necessary correc­
tive for any scheme which locates all such initiative in the 
state. 

One protection for the pluralistic character of the eco­
nomic order involving many centers of initiative is the 
acceptance in principle of various forms of property. There 
is no form of property that is free from moral dangers, but 
either total collectivism or unchecked individualism that 
allows great inequalities in private ownership is clearly 
evil. There is health in a wide distribution of private prop­
erty, including private property in agricultural land that 
is occupied and worked by the owner. Co-operative own­
ership has great moral advantages in some sectors of the 
economy. It is as private property becomes a mark of 
exclusive privilege or confers upon the owner power over 

1 The Social Problems of an Industrial Civilization, Harvard, 1945· 
~ne of the _conclusions reached in this study is that motives of "self­
mter<~~t log•ca~ly elaborated" are actually secondary in industry and 
that the deme to stand well with one's fellows the so-called hu­
~an instinct of association, easily outweighs the' merely individual 
m!er~t and the logical reasoning upon which so many spurious 
pnnc1ples of management are based." p. 43· 
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others that it needs especially to be kept under rigorous 
moral criticism. But doctrinaire conceptions of property 
are as questionable as the doctrinaire formulae for eco­
nomic systems which accompany them. 

A third advantage is that capitalism stands for the 
value of having at least segments of the economy left to 
impersonal and automatic forms of regulation instead of 
attempting to include all economic processes in one vast 
plan at the center. Christian realism about the sin and 
finiteness of men provides warning against the attempt to 
plan everything. Such pretentious planning involves too 
great concentration of power. It does not allow for the 
endless variety of experience that is necessary for an un­
derstanding of the detailed processes of industry and ag­
riculture. It gives too little place to the dynamic and un­
predictable elements in our life. 

On the other hand, Christians should be keenly aware 
of the dangers of anarchy, of allowing people to be at the 
mercy of impersonal processes when it is possible to con­
trol them in the interests of the whole community. Clear­
ly this is an area where there are no Christian answers to 
all questions but where Christians have a responsibility to 
find answers in the light of the values which they seek to 
serve. 

In America, where capitalistic institutions are domi­
nant and where what I have called the capitalistic ideol­
ogy still, in large measure, controls the middle classes, it 
is essential for Christians to emphasize the moral limita­
tions of capitalism as they know it. 

TI1e Oxford Conference in 1937 enumerated four 
points of conflict between Christianity and the existing 
economic institutions. At that time the institutions of 
capitalism, modified by various social controls, were dom­
inant in Western civilization though the word "capitalism" 



110 CHRISTIANITY AND COMMUNISM 

was not used in this context because of its ambiguity. 
These points of conflict were as follows: (1) the tendency 
of economic institutions to enhance the acquisitiveness of 
men, (2) the shocking inequalities in economic opportuni­
ties and in access to the conditions on which the wel­
fare of all depends, (3) the irresponsible possession of eco­
nomic power, (4) the difficulty of finding ways of making 
a living that do not conflict with one's sense of Christian 
vocation.2 These still stand as the chief indictments of 
capitalism in this country even though there have been 
improvements because of the increased effectiveness of 
labor unions (which, of course, also create new problems 
as well) and because of the use of the political power of 
the people to correct some of the inequalities and some of 
the worst abuses of private economic power. It should be 
noted that those who are most controlled in their outlook 
by what I have called the capitalistic ideology have fought 
these advances at every step. 

These points of conflict between Christianity and the 
dominantly capitalistic order defined by the Oxford Con­
ference include two that are likely to be ignored if we 
take a purely external and secular view of the issues in­
volved. The "enhancement of acquisitiveness" is one of 
these. Even if we admit that there is need for economic in­
centives, it is degrading for the society as a whole to 
measure success in terms of financial rewards. The place 
given to the frustration of the sense of Christian vocation 
suggests the many types of activity in our economy which 
put a premium upon shrewdness rather than creative 
work. The Oxford Report calls attention to "salesman­
ship of the kind which involves deception-the deception 
which may be no more than insinuation and exaggeration, 

2 The Oxford Conference, Official Report, pp. 86-92. 
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but which is a serious threat to the integrity of the work.: 
er.''3 It would be difficult to say that on either of these· 
points there has been improvement in America since 
1937· 

We may put beside those four criticisms of capitalism 
one problem which it has so far shown no capacity ta 
solve on its own terms: the problem of recurring depres­
sions which involve mass unemployment. There is nO' 
doubt that, in our time, this failure of capitalism has 
been the cause of far greater evils than any other of it9 
limitations. Moreover, the people of no nation are likely 
to tolerate these evils much longer. They will use their po­
litical power to change the economic system rather than 
endure the privations and humiliations of mass unemploy­
ment. So both technically and politically the primary test 
of capitalistic institutions will be their capacity to pre­
vent such unemployment. 

It has been natural for Christians who are deeply critical 
of the existing capitalistic institutions to become Chris­
tian Socialists. The Christian Socialist tradition in the 
modern Church has been an essential corrective for the 
close alliance between Christianity and capitalism that has 
been so general in Protestantism. Some Christian Social­
ists have made the mistake of advocating socialism as 
though it were an absolute Christian system, and today it 
is clearer than ever that one should avoid that tendency. 
Socialism, as a goal, has inspired men to struggle against 
the human exploitation and the irresponsible waste of 
resources that have in various degrees characterized cap­
italism. Christian Socialists were right in learning from 
Marx and from the socialist movement in general that 
the industrial workers, because of their special experience 

3 Ibid., p. 91. 
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of the effects of capitalism and because of the justice rep­
resented by their interests and aspirations, have an essen­
tial role in bringing into being a better social order. Al­
ready, regardless of systems and the labels that have been 
used to describe them, the effective organization of the 
workers for economic and political action has been the 
major dynamic behind the social advances that have been 
made in all industrial countries. 

Now that socialism has been partly realized in several 
nations in both a democratic and a totalitarian form, 
it is evident that, right as the socialist movement has 
been in the chief impulse that has driven it, there is no 
panacea in socialism. It has no magic by which the con­
flict of interests between various sections of the commu­
nity can be resolved, as is indicated by strikes against a 
socialist government. It is tempted to concentrate eco­
nomic initiative and power in the state. It is in danger 
of not providing enough incentive to get the necessary 
work done and to encourage new and varied forms of ac­
tivity. Unless a community has spiritual and cultural tra­
ditions that are on the side of freedom, and unless its 
people are very vigilant and resourceful, a socialist so­
ciety may degenerate into a totalitarian society. I hesitate 
to say this because it is said so often by those whose chief 
interest is to prevent change of any kind. I should not 
want to say it without adding immediately that the de­
liberate choice of a people with democratic experience to 
socialize their economic institutions is far less likelv to 
prove to be a "road to serfdom" than the drifting ~f a 
capitalistic society from crisis to crisis until out of sheer 
despair its people follow any movement that promises 
them security even at the expense of freedom. 

It might well be deduced from all that I have said about 
economic systems that Christians will serve society best, 



THE MAJOR ALTERNATIVES llj 

not by advocating any system as such or by condemning 
any system as such, but by helping the community to be 
sensitive to the human consequences of all systems and 
by calling the attention of each society to the special 
dangers that accompany the system dominant within it. 
In a capitalistic society Christians should seek to pro­
vide an antidote for the particular ideologies or blind 
spots which that society develops, and they should cease­
lessly stress the importance of social responsibility and the 
claims of justice, justice always under the pull of equality. 
In a socialist society, and in a Communist society where 
there is freedom to do so, they should help to preserve 
a realistic view of the actual human situation, they should 
seek to maintain a measure of pluralism in society, re­
sisting the tendency to subordinate all of the varied in­
terests and energies of the community to an omnicompe­
tent state. 

Christianity and Democracy 

It may throw more light on the relation between Chris­
tianity and Communism to discuss briefly the relation be­
tween Christianity and political democracy, which in the 
conflict with Communism has a much clearer case and 
far greater moral prestige than capitalism. The issue is 
confused by the fact that democracy has become a favorite 
word in the Communist vocabulary. There are obviously 
at least two quite different meanings of democracy which 
are behind this confusion. 

Democracy as it is used favorably in Communist prop· 
aganda refers to the organization of society in behalf of 
the workers and peasants; it refers to the release, by Com­
munist action, of popular forces which have been sup­
pressed by some previous regime. It is, ideally at least, 
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the past two or three generations. One is universal suffrage. 
It is clear that if there is any group that is denied the 
suffrage that group is sure to be neglected or exploited. 
It has no chance to make its interests felt by those who 
govern and so can be neglected with impunity by poli­
ticians. The other new element is the control by the com­
munity through government of the powerful economic 
institutions upon which the welfare of the people de­
pends. The United States has been slow in recognizing the 
need of this, but since 1932 there has been a gradual revo­
lution in the American system which has done much to 
correct the plutocratic corruptions of our democracy. 

I have gone into this analysis of democracy in its Com­
munist and western forms in order to make clear what 
is meant by democracy before raising the question of the 
relation of Christianity to it. I believe that Christianity 
does have a stake in the preservation of this western form 
of democracy but, before we deal with that, it is neces­
sary to consider two difficulties in suggesting any special 
relation between Christianity and democracy. 

The first is historical. It is obvious that in the past the 
great Christian Churches have not favored democracy. 
Only the more radical sects that have represented essential 
corrections of the main Christian traditions were demo­
cratic in spirit. Broadly speaking the main traditions, both 
Catholic and Protestant, have found constitutional aristoc­
racies more congenial than government by the people as a 
whole. Even in our own history there was deep distrust of 
democracy on the part of the older and more established 
Churches which looked with distrust upon the "rabble" 
that followed Jefferson and Jackson. A republican consti­
tutionalism that was intended to be aristocratic and to 
favor the rights of property was what the American sys­
tem meant to many of the founding fathers and to the 
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more respectable and learned of the clergy.5 Catholicism 
has always been more at home in the past with conserva­
tive and aristocratic regimes than with popular govern­
ment. TI1ere are opposing trends in Catholicism and it 
shows remarkable adaptability to various political systems.6 

It is important to remember that the Catholic and the 
Protestant traditions are together, in large measure, re­
sponsible for the development of law and of constitution­
alism which are an essential part of western democracy. 
The logic of Christianity has always been against political 
absolutism. God, for Christian faith, is above every po­
litical power, and the revelation of God's law in the Scrip­
tures has provided a check upon tyrants. If this logic 
has sometimes been obscured in the past we now live in 
a historical situation which leaves no excuse for such dis­
tortions. I refer the reader to the discussion in Chapter IV 
of the factors that have obscured the Christian social im­
perative in the past for an explanation of the change that 
has come in Christian attitudes that are related to the 
problem of political democracy. 

Here it may be enough to state again that the alterna­
tives that confront Christians have changed. The old and 
"legitimate" authoritarian political regimes that succeed­
ed in convincing themselves and others that they had 
Christian sanction are in the discard. Nor is the old con-

5 Henry Adams: The Formative Years (edited by Herbert Agar), 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1947, Vol. I, pp. 41, 42. 

6 The ecclesiastical authoritarianism of modern Catholicism has 
not made the indirect contribution that the polity of many Prot­
estant Churches has to political democracy, and it is difficult for a 
non-Catholic to see how its indirect influence in the future can be 
anything else than an aid to political authoritarianism. It is only 
fair to add that this indirect influence is in some situations counter­
acted by direct teaching in support of political democracy, especially 
in the United States. 
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stitutional aristocracy a real alternative in many countries­
an aristocracy, like that in the England of Burke and 
Wesley, of Johnson and George III, which limited polit­
ical participation to a small part of the population and 
which permitted very wide areas of shocking social injus­
tice and yet which was governed by traditions that were 
intolerant of political absolutism and that provided a great 
deal of cultural freedom and opportunities for criticism of 
government. It was undoubtedly social blindness that 
made many Christians regard such a constitutional aris­
tocracy as a good alternative to democracy; but. at least it 
was not as clearly evil as the totalitarian state and tllere 
was always sometlling tllat could be done by organizing to 
combat particular wrongs. Today the possibility of con­
centrating power in government, power that leaves no 
space for cultural freedom, is far greater. Today in all in­
dustrialized countries and in the long run everywhere the 
people are either going to control a responsible govern­
ment or they are going to be used in the formation of a 
tyranny with a mass base and with all of the new forms 
of power that science has made available to the modem 
tyrant. 

The other difficulty with which we must deal grows 
out of the fact that a society that is perfectly organized as 
a democracy with honest elections and with full freedom 
for minorities to express themselves may deliberately 
choose to be a society that encourages secular or pagan 
ways of life. It may vote to follow policies based upon a 
low and hedonistic standard of values or that are isolation­
ist and irresponsible in relation to the needs of other 
communities. There is no reason to suppose that a demo­
cratic society need be in any sense a Christian society. It 
may use all of the processes of democracy for unchristian 
or anti-Christian ends. What the people choose to do de-
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pends upon the kind of influences which have formed 
their minds and their consciences. 

With these explanations and qualifications I shall now 
maintain the position already stated that Christianity has 
a stake in the survival of the essential elements in the 
western form of democracy which have been outlined. 
This, of course, does not mean that the institutional ex­
pressions of democracy that prevail in America or any 
other nation need remain as they are. What has been 
said in the first part of this chapter about economic sys­
tems should make it clear that capitalism is not neces­
sary as an ally of democracy, that any known economic 
system can become a hindrance to it. The essential ele­
ments are government by the people and political free­
dom for minorities in a context of spiritual and cultural 
freedom. Of these two elements the second, at this junc­
ture, needs greater emphasis than the first because of the 
danger that what appears to be government by the people 
may lead to a totalitarian society with a mass base. If 
there is one single characteristic of western democracy 
that is more important than any other, it is what we may 
call "openness," openness to criticism from all quarters, 
openness to truth as transcending power and majority 
opinion, openness to God's judgment and to God's spirit 
as it comes to the lonely prophet and to the community 
of Christians. 

The first reason for the Christian stake in western 
democracy is related to the contrast between government 
by the people and dictatorships or aristocratic forms of 
government. All that has been said about the Christian so­
cial imperative points to the need of having every group 
of persons so represented in government that their needs 
are not neglected and that as persons they may have 
the dignity of sharing responsibility in the decisions of 
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their community. Christianity knows no second-class per­
sons and it is a corollary of this that there should be no 
second-class citizens in the commonwealth. 

The second reason for the Christian stake in democracy 
is that the Christian understanding of human nature 
warns against any form of uncriticized power, of power 
that cannot finally be checked by those whose lives are 
most affected by it. This is a warning that is directed 
against the old "legitimate" powers that claimed to have 
a special divine sanction, the rulers or the superior classes 
who believed themselves to be commissioned by God to 
rule over the ignorant masses. Godly princes and godly 
oligarchies have been extremely rare, and they never were 
as godly as they supposed themselves to be and their suc­
cessors have usually been less so. This was never better 
said than by Lincoln in his Peoria speech: "No man is good 
enough to rule another without that other's consent." 

This warning is directed quite as much to the new dic­
tators and oligarchs of the left. (It is obviously true of those 
of the right.) They are not good enough to rule others 
without their continuing consent and no matter how 
noble their ultimate goal may be, that does not confer 
upon them such goodness. The abuse of power easily be­
comes the more inhuman and destructive in the new dic­
tatorships than in the old because the background of law 
and tradition is not there to restrain. One of the most mis­
placed words in the contemporary discussion of totali­
tarian dictatorships is to call them "medieval." The Mid­
dle Ages were a period of much cruelty, but they were a 
time when rulers at least had some sense of a law above 
their own wills and they had some fear of hell. Modern 
dictators know no such law above them and fear no 
hell except one of their own making. 

The contemporary Christian should be in a better po-
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sition than his fathers to see how this warning against 
the way power corrupts those who hold it is to be ap­
plied in all directions. There are two illusions that have 
been natural in various periods but we have had enough 
experience to see through them both, not because we are 
better or wiser than our fathers but because so much has 
happened to discredit them. There is the illusion of the 
man in a privileged position who distrusts the "people" 
but does not see why his own class should be distrusted. 
There is the man-perhaps an idealistic son of the first 
who has rebelled against much that his father stood for 
or he may be one from the "people" -who believes that 
the "common man" is always right and that any majority 
of common men can be trusted to use power in the in­
terest of all. He may combine that faith with the convic­
tion that a particular movement of common men has the 
one true program that will solve most social prohlems. The 
American Constitution with its limitation of powers and 
its checks and balances has the strength that it was based 
on the recognition of these dangers though its authors 
feared the people more than the rule of the wise and the 
good who usually had property to protect. It can, however, 
be made to work in both directions and it does stand as a 
safeguard against totalitarian power. 

Reinhold Niebuhr has summarized the Christian case 
for democracy in an epigram that is unforgettable. He says: 
"Man's capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but 
man's inclination to injustice makes democracy neces­
sary."7 One should be clear that Dr. Niebuhr is referring 
to the same man in both cases. If we do not believe in 
the essential dignity and promise of all classes of people, 

7 Tile Children of Light and tl1e Children of Darkness, Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1944, p. xi. 
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we will not believe in democracy but instead will seek to 
devise institutions which will enable some people to rule 
others in order to prevent anarchy. If we do not believe 
in the existence of the temptations which go with power, 
we may be quite willing to acquiesce in any government 
that is for the people even though those in power do not 
give the people freedom to criticize them or to displace 
them. The Christian view of man forms the basis of the 
Christian support of the two essential elements in western 
democracy: government by the people and political free­
dom for minorities in a context of spiritual and cultural 
freedom. 



THE POLICY OF CHRISTIANS IN 
RELATION TO COl\IIMUNISM 

Conclusion 

IN ANALyziNG the conflict between Christianity 
and Communism I have tried to bring out the valid ele­
ments in Communism, especially the valid elements in 
the Communist criticism of the churches and of cultures 
that have claimed to be Christian. 

Those who are attracted by Communism because they 
know that civilization needs a radical cure, and that Com­
munism alone seems radical enough, have a sound start­
ing point. The tragedy is that they soon become blind to 
the elements of sheer reaction in Communism when it 
gains power. Either they must believe that this phase of 
reactionary oppression is incidental to revolution and will 
soon pass or they must believe that the victims of this 
oppression, as enemies of the new order, deserve nothing 
better. The first belief is as yet supported by no evidence, 
and the second belief does not take account of the tend­
ency of dictators to be guided by their fears and to turn 
into enemies all who could conceivably threaten their 
power-including the more idealistic among their own 
original adherents. 

Tiwse are right in intention who are attracted to Com­
munism because they want to be part of a movement of 
the "people," believing that only the industrial workers 
and the peasants and the landless laborers on the land 

12'3 
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and the hosts of those who have always lived under the 
blight of race discrimination-only those who know 
in their bodies and in their daily experience the darkest 
side of civilization that is hidden from most of the read­
ers of these words-can form the political instrument that 
wiH bring real emancipation. T11e vision and the dynamic 
born of such experience have usua11y been lacking in the 
councils of the Church and even in Christian movements 
for social action. Again it is tragic that, essential as this 
vision and dynamic are, they are used by the Communist 
movement as the means for gaining power to establish 
a new regime which acquires its own grim dynamic as it 
destroys its old critics and opponents and ceaselessly in­
timidates those who might become new critics and op­
ponents of its own abuse of power. 

The conflict between Christianity and Communism is 
closely related to the conflict between democracy and 
Communism, in so far as democracy stands for the con­
tinued openness of society that keeps the power of old 
and new regimes alike under criticism and provides the 
means by which injustices can be corrected. The institu­
tions of spiritual and cultural freedom on which this 
"openness" depends have grown in soil prepared by Chris­
tianity. Without them Christians themselves are likely to 
be driven underground or their religious expression so 
limited that there can be no public teaching of the faith. 
Also, without them the rights of expression that Chris­
tians regard as essential to the development of persons 
are consciously and systematica]]y denied. 

The American Christian is in a very great moral dif­
ficulty. He is tempted to identify this conflict between 
Communism and essential elements in western democracy 
with the conflict between Communism and capitalism, 
and even with the conflict between Russian and Ameri-
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can power in the world. But it is a profound error to make 
either identification. The democratic socialists of Europe 
are as much opposed to Communist totalitarianism as he 
is, and he should avoid altogether the tendency to give 
religious sanction to capitalism. l-Ie must be quite clear 
that, while American power in some situations is a neces­
sary resource to prevent Russian power from closing the 
door on political freedom, it often seems to other nations 
to be a threat to their economic freedom. 

The American Christian should be especially watchful 
when hysterical fear of Communism on the part of eco­
nomic conservatives and the zeal of military branches of 
his own government seek to prepare the minds of the 
American people for a military showdown. There is a mili­
tary side of the resistance to the extension of Communism 
that must not be overlooked, but it is secondary. It is 
secondary both because military victory over Russia and 
her Communist allies would save none of the real values 
which Communism threatens and because the power of 
Communism is not primarily military. 

The chief function of the military in the resistance to 
Communism is to make it clear to Russia that it would be 
too costly for her to force a military showdown if at any 
time the Kremlin should be tempted to take such a short 
cut to power. It is essential that American military strength 
be kept under civilian control, not in a formal sense but 
in the sense that it should remain one part of an inclusive 
policy that is administered by men who understand the 
nature of Communism and who are careful to take no 
steps that will aggravate the Russian fear of an aggressive 
intention on the part of America. One of the most per­
plexing factors with which Americans must deal is the 
apparent conviction of the Russians, based upon Marxist 
dogma, that a declining capitalistic state is sure to make 
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war to escape from the inner contradictions of capitalism 
and to destroy such a citadel of Communism as the Soviet 
Union. It is probable that, while Russia is positively ag-

~ 
gressive in her attempt to extend Communism, her mili­
tary preparations are primarily defensive in purpose. Her 
real aggressive strength lies in the power of Communism 
to win its way by propaganda and infiltration.1 

Military victory over Communism would be so destruc­
tive that it would multiply many times the number of 
desperate people in the world \vho would snatch at any 
hope of security against anarchy and hunger at whatever 
cost to freedom. 

The real power of Communism is based upon the fear 
and privation following the destruction of so much of Eu­
rope, upon the desire of peasants on several continents to 
be rid of feudal forms of oppre~sion, upon the aspirations 
and resentments of the colored races, and upon the un­
solved problems of capitalism, especially the expected ca­
tastrophic depression which, according to Communist 
schedule, will undermine the strength of the West. It is 
these sources of Communist power to which American 
Christians should direct major attention. l11ey should 

J; 1 I realize that any opinions about Russian intentions arc de· 
batable, hut the analysis of Edward Cmnkshaw, author of Russia and 
the Russians, in the New York Times !Vfaoazine, July 4· 1948, makes 
good sense in view of what we do know."'Hc shows how utterly un· 
warlike the Russian people are and then he says: "Their mlers, on 
the other hand, have never hesitated to use force or the threat of 
f?rcc to attain their immediate ends when they considered, some· 
times wrongfully (as in the case of Finland in 1939), that a small, 

{ 

sharp effort would be successful. But almost invariably their ob­
jectives have been strictly limited and local; they have never started 
a large scale war, and the Russian tradition is to use force only for the 
coup de grace, when their opponent has been weakened by other 
means. This Russian tradition fits in to perfection with Communist 
tactics, which do not include a frontal attack on a strong position.".f 
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begin at home and prove that it is possible to prevent mass 
unemployment without having recourse to tyranny from 
right or left, that the institutions of freedom are not 
merely "formal" as Communists allege but that they real­
ly are the means by which society can be continuously 
corrected in the interests of justice. 

There is one concluding consideration. The strength 
of Communism consists also in the fact that it provides 
a faith for living for millions of people, especially young 
people, who have never encountered any faith which put 
so much meaning into life and which so adequately re­
lated their social aspirations and ideals to an interpre­
tation of the world. As Alexander Miller says: "To them 
Communism presents itself as the most coherent philos­
ophy and the greatest single emotional drive that this 
generation has to deal with."2 Much has been said in 
earlier chapters about unsound elements in this faith but 
it would be a mistake to underestimate its persuasiveness 
to those whose own social experience has prepared them to 
receive it. 

There is no other faith which can compare with Com­
munism except Christianity. Christianity, when its full 
meaning is not hidden by one-sided teaching or distorted 
by alliances between the Church and privileged groups, is 
a faith that can meet the need of those who struggle for 
more equal justice in the social order. It will also prepare 
them to be radicals in any new order, for it will help them 
to understand how quickly new institutions and new col­
locations of power may become the source of new forms 
of injustice. It will also enable them to relate all that 
they may do for the transforming of society to the depths 

2 Miller, Alexander: Tl1e Christian Significance of Karl Marx, The 
Macmillan Company, 1947, p. 2. 
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of their personal lives and to the ultimate purpose of 
God. The first responsibility of the Christian community 
is not to save any institutions from Communism, but to 
present its faith by word and life to the people of all con­
ditions and of all lands that they may find for themselves 
the essential truth about life. 
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