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MARXIST-CHRISTIAN DIALOGUE

This pamphlet is the continuation of a Marxist-
Christian dial .77e that has been taking place in Detroit
between precgressive cnurch forces and the Detroit Left.

T-e Motor City Labor League, as an orgenization, and many
of its individual cadre, have becn cr are act1v01y and
closely work.ig with progressive Christians* in a number

of people‘s struggles, But often our work with the religie
ous community hsz been action-oriented and the question of
who we are, as Marxists or Christians, has been only
implicitly stated, or even ignored. This paper, then, is
an attempt to cpen the dialogue on a more theoretical basis;
+n provoke trhe queation: +:d thie struggle that will make

it possible for cur work to procede to new levels.

The Motor City Labor League wants to engage in a
principled pclL+1“'l dislogue with those comrades with
whom we have worked, but with whom we have political dif-
ferences. We are rnot se~"'ng to promote conflict nor are
we seeking to impose conmpromize. We believe that the pro-
cess of socialist strvvﬁlo ~— dialogue within a framework
of common goals, human trust, and constructive criticism
and self-criticism — is the process by which we all grow
in our understanding cf what must be done. Thus, we do not
claim to impose the "superiority” of Marxism nor do we
expect that the "moral supremacy”" of Christianity will be
imposed +»on us. We understand that nelither perspective is
a well defined or historically undcrstood in the same way by
all people. There arc difierences amcng forces that are
Christian just as there zre differences within the Left
between those who are Marxist. The basis of this dialogue
will not te abstract but, rather, will be grounded in the
history of cur struggle together against common oppression.

* Although this paper ig specifically directed at those

of the Christian faith, It is not meant that we ignore the
contributions and practice ¢° principled folks from the
Jewish faith. Unitarians, or c¢ther religions which have

often joined witii us in these struggless The term "progres-
sive Christians" is used here *to refer to that “radical com-
munity of faith" within most nbjur dencminations which have
begun to cuestion the oprreszive nature of institutionalized
Christianity and who have bezun to build a "liberation theol-
ogy" based on certain prlnCAples of early Christianity.
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In Detroit, the struggle to end the war in Vietnam,
the struggle for civil rlghts and against racism, for better
wages and safer working conditions, against repress1on and
pollce brutality, have historically involved Marxists and
Christians working side by side. The history of this prac-
tice has led us to respect the committment and courage of
progressive Christians speaking and acting out of their
religious convictions. \ie believe that this history of
practlse provides both the basis for, and the reason for,
the continuation of the dialogue as a more explicit state-
ment of what we share and how we differ.

There is another important reason for this dialogue.
The liotor City Labor League believes that this society is
entering a critical period of change — domestic economic
crisis: continued U.S. intervention in Cambodia, Angola,
the Philippines; the growing militancy of working people
including women, Black people, liexican Americans, Puerto
Rlcans, and Indian /imericans — and that progressive Christ-
ians in greater and greater numbers are seeking alternative
explanations. At the same time, progressive Christians are
seeking alternative life styles in response to increasing
allenatlon on the job and isolation and fear within their
communities. The institutional church has not been able to
explain these contradictions nor provide the alternatives.
As Christians seek solutions "outside® the churches increas-
inly they seek understandingz of the explanations offered by
the Lefte.

As we have increasingly come together, we have under-
stood that we share vulnerability to the repression of the
State. Ve have been in jail together, marched together past
lines of police, seen each other in the court room and
together attempted to battle the State's political "machines."
We have built communities of support which have made us less
vulnerable and given us greater capacity to resist.

And, finally, we have learned together from the Viet-
namese. Ye have watched Christians and liarxists partici-
pate in a people's coalition which waged a people's war
against the mightiest war machine in history and won. ind
we have watched a people divided by ethnic, cultural, reli-
gious and political differences struggle to develop a united
culture of both strength and love.

THE "OPIATE" OF THE FEOPLE?

Contrary to common assumptions that larxism dismisses
religion as an "opiate," lMarx had a serious and sympathetic




analysis of religious feelings.* Marx distinquished,
however, between reigious feeling and impulse and religious
institutions. He believed that religious feelings were
related to the need of human beings to explain a seemingly
irrational world and seek good and morality within an oppres-
sive and exploitative social system. Thus, the story of Job,
who endures disaster after disaster and still maintains

faith that there must be a good God somewhere, is a testament
to man's capacity to pelieve in goodness. At the same time,
the story of Job is an historical document of the incredible
hardships faced by ordinary working people without modern
science and technology.

Marx, however, belicved that the "church," as insti-
tutionalized religion, was part of the ideological rational-
ization that a ruling elite or ruling class uses to persuade
working and poor people to accept their oppression as
inevitable. Marxism, as a theory and as a mode of analysis,
argues that ONLY after human beings develop science, tech-
nology, and build a society where human beings control their
own lives and understand their own histories and futures will
people cease finding the answer to "why?" in a force outside
of themselves.

FROM A MARXIST PERSPECTIVE, WHAT IS "CHRISTIANITY"?

From this perspective it is possible to understand and
respect the history of Christianity and its message of
liberation. Christianity 1nlike religions developed out of
the intellectual concepts of philosophers in the employ of
the elite, was a religion grounded in the oppression of a

* The complete quote is as follows: "Religious distress
is at the same time the expression of real distress and the
protest against real distrcss. Religion is the sigh of the
oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, Jjust as
it is the spirit oF a spiritless situation. Zt is the opium
of the people.

The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of
the people is required for their real happiness. The demand
to give up the illusions aoout >ts condition is the demand
to_give up a condition which n=eds_illusions. The criticism
of religion is therefore in embryo the criticism of the vale
of woe, the halo of which is religion."” (Marx's emphasis)
zggﬂi§ibution to the Critique of Hegel'®s Philosophy of Right"




working people. What had been a stable and united community
of faith (Israel) had been fragmented and disrupted by
colonization within the Roman Empire. Jesus spoke as a
carpenter to people who saw themselves trapped within the
outmoded institutions of their own community and the foreign
culture and barbarity of Rome. iAnd Jesus spoke of resistance,
of inner strength and perseverance, and power within commu-
nity. The Hebrew community had provided its members with a
rationale for life by assuring one of continuity within the
on-going community even after death. But the stability and
history of the community was shattered by colonization, and
the belief in Christ's bodily resurrection provided the mean=-
ing and continuity ofr individual life that could no longer
be provided collectively.

Christianity was a challenge to oppression; and that
challenge rocked the Roman Empire. The inner strength of
the disciples, their pooling of physical belongings and
disdain of private accumulation, their committment to
struggle, their willingness to challenge the legal grounds
of the State, and their capacity to "turn on" thousands of
people who had previously been "apathetic" was a direct threat
to Roman state power. (Looked at in modern terms, the dis--
ciples were excellent organizers!) Although initially
repressed, the Christian Church was subsequently co-opted
by the Roman state. The process of co-optation led to a
suppression of those elements of Christianity which spoke
to resistance, struggle and earthly vision and led, instead,
to an emphasis upon co-operation with state powers. accept-
ance of one's lot on this earth, and the "superiority" of
Christians to other peoples. The institutional church became
an arm of the state and capitalism — paying taxes, holding
and controlling large amounts of property and in some cases,
ownership in factories and banks. (Witness the recent debate
in the.church over selling stocks in corporations in Southern
Africa.) The missionaries of the church often legitimated
the colonization of the third world and have continued to
justify the neo-colonialism of the United States abroad.
Missionaries in Latin America today continue to provide ed-
ucation to train a "new middle class," suppor* the efforts
of exploration teams from U.S. oil companies in Indian con-
tacts, teach native dialects in co-operation with police
counter-insurgency operations, and support AID ana foreign
service government programs.¥

* (NACLA Newsletter, Vol. IV, no. 8, Dec. 1970; also
Vol., VI, No. 5, May-June, 1972; Vol IV, no. 4, March 1970.

(cont. on Pg. 5)
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WHAT IS "MARXISM"?

Marxism is a theory and method for understanding human
history. Marxism is also a theory and method that provides
concepts for the changing of history --— the building of a
new society in which human beings will understand their real-
ity and have power over their own lives, Marxism is a science
of the human society and, as a "sclience" stands or falls on
its capacity to validly analyze and affect social development.
But Marxism is more than a science because, as a science of
people and history and not of "things," it embodies the
belief that huyman beings are an “end" and not rcrely a "meanss
Thus, Marxism clearly states the means (class struggle) and
the ends (human liberation) as part of one theory.

THE MARXIST-CHRISTIAN DIALOGUE: WHAT WE SHARE

Marx wrcte in a period when women and children worked
18 hours a days when workers were packed into teeming slums
to die &f tubercu’-¢'s and plague; when colonization enslaved
Black, Brown and Red people. Marxism and Christianity share
a common histcry as expression of rebellion against oppres-
sion. Both perspectives share a commitment to the goal of
human liberation from oppression -— psychological and mater-
ial. Both perspectives believe that human beings have the
capacity to become fully developed, self-determining crea-
tures. Both Marxism and Christianity believe that human
beings should not have to go hungry or unclothed and that
basic material needs for all people are a necessary part of
human society

Christianity and Marxism share a perspective of the
potential power of the human beings who come together col-
lectively to accomplish an end. And both perspectives
share a belief that over® or covert forms of coercive power
over the lives of other humans in order to accomplish some-
one else's end must be resisted. The maripulation of others
for one's own selifish ends is somethiag which both Christian-
ity and Marxism speak cut against, arguing instead for the
coming together of people to accomplich collective ends.

Marxism and Christianity speak to a humanhood that is

It is also important to note that progressive missionaries
have challenged the patterns described above, often at the
risk of their lives




both desirable and possibles Men and women are responsible
to not just their own kin groups, ethnic groups, or racial
groups but rather responsible to all humanity. The two pere
spectives not only share "humanhood" but also share a common
perspective on equalitye. Thus, men and women are not only
united as brothers and sisters within the human family, but
they are also equal. The parables of Jesus in which he
stressed inherent individual potential and pointed out that
class privilege and wealth were not criterion involved in
final judgement are powerful statements of equality. Neither
Christianity nor Marxism believes that all people are the
"same"; equality speakes, rather, to the fact that all con-
tributions to the community that sustain it and support it
are equally valid and equally importants Thus, status is
not conferred individually on the basis of birth or class,
but conferred collectively on the basis of service and
struggle.

Christianity and Marxism project human possibility we
that the struggle for justice and equality occurs within the
context of a VISION of human potentials There is no such
thing as either a "practical" Christian or a "practical"
Marxist =—— for both perspectives critique the status quo
that defines what is “practical” and argues for a transfore
mation of human society.

THE MARXIST-CHRISTIAN DIALOQUE: WHERE WE DIFFER

Unlike Christianity which has a religious doctrine
and dogma, Marxism is a TOOL and methodology which incore
porates the lessons of human history. Marxism believes
that human beings are shaped by an interaction of several
primary forces. Human history, which is made by people
collectively meeting needs for food, shelter, family, and
security, develops culture that explains and gives meaning
to the life process. This history is embodied in technology;
the social relationships around that technology, and the
community®s culture which defines for individuals who they
are and what they should expect to be. But because history
is made by people, people are never its pawns. Individuals,
in turn, re-make history — develop new technology, new
social relationships and new culture, all in the context of
challenging the old. The capacity of human beings to matere
ially support themselves and their families; to develop a
culture which gives meaning to the material struggle and
provides an outlet for expression in artistic and abstract
form; and to creatively adapt to new conditions and resist
those conditions which stifle human need and creativity —
this is what makes human beings "good". Marxism does not
see human beings as intrinsically "evil" and the capacity to
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be "good" is not attributable to divine intervention or grace.
All human beings have the capacity to creatively act upon
their history, and the power and will to do so comes from

the strength of human beings. The notions of "free will" or
divine grace assumes that men and women are separate from
history or assume that individual men and women are incapable"*
of acting on history.

Likewise, the process by which people bring about change
is the use of power that comes from collective activity and
struggle and not from some outer mystical force. The love,
trust, and comradeship th: t such struggle evokes defines what
is the human soul and what we recognize as the finest in
human relationships.

Marxism and Christianity not only differ on questions
of the nature of human beings,and the source of power and
strength. There are also differences around the question of
what or who the "enemy" is. Marx did not believe that the
ndevil® which led to exploitation of human by human resided
in the intrinsic evil of the human soul but, rather, lay in
the nature of the social relationships that gave one class
control over the means which produce life's necessities.
Marx believed that this class system was the "enemy" and that
class struggle was the process by which the developing tech-
nology of modern science would be applied to human libera~
tion and not used for human exploitation. Unlike Christianity
which sees all human beings united by the universality of
divine love, Marxism believes that exploitation negates human
universality. The working class, which together produces
that which we use and the services we need, is united, inter-
nationally, by its class interests. The ruling class, or
bourgeoise, are also united in their class interests which
are based on their exploitation of other human beings. Class
struggle cannot be separated from individuals; it is a struggle
against class status, privilege, and attitudes which affect
individual human beings. And the power of the ruling class,
based on their control over what other people need to.live,
i€ the power that stunts humna development. The same power
transferred to the people who do the work can be the material
bagis for a human society of economic equality. Freed for
the first time in human history by the technological capacity
to meet basic material needs, human beings can then begin
to construct a truly free society. Marx understood that the
Christian dictums of "love one another" and "thou shalt not
kill" were preached to working people while factory owners
killed spiritually and physically for profit, slumlords
froze welfare mothers and children to make a few cents more,
soldiers were told it was all right to kill "commies" to
protect the "fr-c world", and community and workplace resis=-
tance and militancy to forces of oppression were seen as not
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loving your neighbors.

Marxists believe that the goal of the class struggle is
to take away the power of the controlling class. and to
return to working people control over what they produce, how
they produce it, and for what it will be used. Marxists also
believe that those who now hold power will defend their vested
interests and attack those who question their "rights".
Marxists believe that the struggle against oppression must
also involve the strength and resolution to carry that reso-
lution through. Marxists will not let those with power
preach to us of non-violence, turning the other cheek, and
love while they control the system which makes their murder,
rape, and exploitation "legal". Marx's enemy was a class
system and distribution of power which made monsters of a
few human beings and crippled, maimed and broke the wills of
most other human beings. Nelson Rockefeller is a monster
because he cannot and will not understand ‘hat he did at
Attica or what his grandfather did at Ludlow.* Richard Nixon
is a monster because he cannot and will not understand what
e has done in Vietnam. George Love** is a monster because
he cannot and will not understand what he has done to the
ravaged land and miners of Appalachia, to the dead men of
Zug Island, to the peasants of Brazil, or to the workers of
Chrysler who lose eyesight, arms, sanity, or their very lives.
Marxists believe that -r.- =hcull neither feel guilt nor resig-
nation about such perceived wrongs; one feels anger and eX=-
presses that anger through struggle to change the distribu-
tion of power. One feels love for the working people who
join that struggle and grow whole again, and one feels com-
passion for those who do not yet understand.

CONCLUS ION

Clearly, not all Marxists would agree with our definitions.

*0n Easter night, 1914, the Colorado Fuel and 0il Co.,
controlled by John D. Rockefeller, ordered that the tents of
striking miners, wives and children be drenched with oil and
set afire. As men, women and children ran ou of the burning
tents, company-employed gunmen and the National Guard machine
gunned them down. Thirteen children, two women, and five
men died and many more were wounded.

#*Geogre Love is a key stockholder and corporate organ-
jzer for Hanna Mining, which controls Consolidation Coal,
National Steel, and Chrysler Corporation.
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Christians may not agree with our perceptions of what progres-
sive Christianity is. This is a process by which political
positions can begin to be defined and developed. The Motor
City Labor League believes that when we clarify what we share
and where we disagree, there will be a greater capacity for
Marxists and Christians to have principled working relation-
ships. We do not expect that people who sense the alienation
of capitalism and who feel anger at exploitation will automat-
ically be Marxists. But we believe that the ruling class has
socialized us into competetive individualism, egoism; and
general mistrust. People in struggle together must learn to
build dialogues that create bridges that are strong yet flex-
ible.

FUTURE PROPOSALS

We hope that this paper will accomplish several purposes.
It is our intention to provoke debate and dialogue between
Christians within the Christian community. We also hope that
the progressive Christians with whom we work will respond to
this paper with their interpretation of the issues of the di-
alogue. We believe that this process will clarify many ambi-
valent feelings that currently exist. And, if we have pro-
voked new ideas for other folks, we hope that the responses
we receive will give us new ideas and new understandings.

The Motor City Labor League would like to see the dia-
logue begun by this paper expanded to include the entire
Detroit Area community -— perhaps a "liberation" conference
or seminars. We hope that the positions developed within,
and in response to, this paper will not be confined to those
with whom we have worked in the past, but also to many progres-
sive people who are seeking new definitions —— either as
Christians or as Marxists.
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