
CHRISTIAN-MARXIST DIALOGUE:

AN UNEVEN PAST-A REVIVING PRESENT

A NECESSARY FUTURE

Leonard Swidler

Dialogue is a conversation between two or more persons of differing views
with the primary purpose of each learning, not persuading, convincing,
defeating, or the like. We speak of interreligious dialogue when the persons
entering the dialogue each speeifically identify themselves with a religious
tradition. A religion can be briefly deseribed as "an explanation of the
meaning of life, and how to live aceordingly"-constitutively eontaining
the "four c·s..: Creed (belief-system), Code (ethieal-system), CuZt (cele
bratory-system), Community strueture (soeial-system)-which is based ul
timately on something which "goes beyond," whieh transcends, humanity
and the world. An ideology, in the value-neutral sense, is the same as a
religion, but is not based ultimately on something transeendental. Thus,
dialogue with Marxism as an ideology ean be ealled an interideological
dialogue.

Today the two Communist giants, the USSR and China, are in a variety
of ways opening themselves up to dialogue and eooperation with many of
their erstwhile enemies, ineluding Christianity. But even aside from, and
to some extent before, the eeonomie reforms of Deng Xiao Ping and the
glasnost poliey of Gorbaehev, dialogue between Christians and Marxists
was reviving. In many ways, however, the Christian dialogue with Marx
ism is more complieated and diffieult than the dialogue with the religions.
It is more complicated partly beeause there are many persons who identify
themselves as Marxists, and are even very aetive and influential members
of Communist parties, who do not espouse the atheistie philosophy of
Marx, and might even be prominently praetieing Christians. This indeed
complicates the situation for the "purists" of both the Marxist and the
religious camps, but for the rest it presents a very interesting reality, one
whieh offers a great deal of potential for ereativity, or destruetiveness,
depending on one's perspeetive. What makes the dialogue more diffieult
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is the fact that Marxism is essentially very intimately bound up with poli
tics-and "power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely."

Nevertheless, the recent revival of the Christian-Marxist dialogue is
hopeful, and we very much need this hope, for the long-run alternative to
it is the courting of future disaster.

a. A Survey History 0/ the Dialogue

What we today call the Christian-Marxist dialogue began in 1964. Of
course there were roots of the dialogue that went back earlier, but before
that time conditions simply were not favorable to the growth of inter
ideological dialogue between Christianity and Marxism. Things happened
on both sides in the early 1960s, however, which provided the atmosphere
for a fruitful encounter wherein persons from both sides sincerely wanted
to leam from each other-in short, an atmosphere conducive to dialogue:
de-Stalinization and the development of "peaceful coexistence" on the one
hand, and the pontificate of Pope lohn XXIII (1958-63) and Vatican TI
(1962-65) on the other. Pope John XXIII9s two encyclicals Mater et mag
istra and Pacem in terris, both of which breathed a much more irenie
attitude toward socialism and also those who espoused differing ideolo
gies t as long as they were "persons of good will," contributed significantly
to the new, positive atmosphere. So too did his receiving of Soviet leaders,
and other sympathetic actions and statements. Vatican 11 of course had an
immense positive impact on the attitude first of a11 Catholics, but indirectly
also on many more Christians, and even non-Christians, toward interreli
gious and interideological dialogue. Three Vatican Secretariats were set up
to foster dialogue: with fellow Christians, with members of other religions,
and with non-believers.

It was this latter Secretariat for Non-believers that issued an extraordi
nary document on dialogue with non-believers whose whole purpose was
to encourage Christians to engage in serious dialogue with non-believers.
It is worth recalling some of its most salient points here:

All Christians should do their best to promote dialogue between per
sons of every class, as a duty of brotherly and sisterly charity suited
to our progressive and adult age. ...The willingness to engage in
dialogue is the measure and the strength of that general renewal which
must be carried out in the Church, which implies a still greater appre
ciation of liberty ....recognizing the truth everywhere, even if the truth
demolishes one so that one is forced to reconsider one9s own position,
in theory and in practice, at least in part.... In dialogue the truth will
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prevail by no other means than by the truth itself. Therefore the liberty
of tbe participants must be ensured by law and reverenced in practice. 1

As a consequence, in 1964 Christian-Marxist dialogue Mbroke out" almost
simultaneously in a number of European countries: Czechoslovakia, Italy,
West Germany, and France.

Joseph Hromadka, a theologian of the Evangelical Church of the Czech
Brethren, was a pioneer of this dialogue on the Christian side. Already in
the early 19308 be initiated a number of discussions on the relationship
between Christianity and Marxism. The Czech Communist Party did not
respond then; however, a practical cooperation did ensue during tbe Nazi
occupation period. After the Communist take-over of the Czech govern
ment in 1948 the oppressive mood of the Communists was too dominant
to allow for any dialogue. Still, Hromadka took a largely positive attitude
toward the virtues of socialism, as exemplified, for instance, in his 1958
book, The Gospelfor Atheists, and his 1964 book The Field Is This World,2
which also encouraged direct dialogue with Marxists.

In tbe meanwhile, the Marxist philosopher Milan Machovec of the
Charles University of Prague began in 1957 to treat the work of outstand
ing Christian tbinkers in bis seminars-despite interna1resistance. In tbe
same year he wrote his The Meaning 01Human Life, but he did not venture
to publish it until1965.3 Actual face-to-face dialogues began in 1964 when
Macbovec invited prominent foreign Christian theologians to his seminars
for dialogue, including Charles West of Princeton, Albert Rasker of
Leiden, Heribert Braun of Mainz and Gustave Wetter of Rome; Czech
Christians like Hromadka, Jan Lochman, Milan Opocensky and others
were also involved. "Machovec is one of the giants of the Christian-Marx
ist dialogue and perhaps its most seminal thinker. His own intellectual
productivity is one of the main reasons for the brightness of the meteoric
stage of the dialogue ... his most significant [book] is A Marxist Looks at
Jesus, undoubtedly the best Marxist scholarly study of Jesus written to
date."4 A number of other Marxist scholars also began to get involved in
tbe dialogue, perhaps the most prominent being Vitezslav Gardavsky, who
publisbed "one of tbe most profound Marxist series of essays on Christi
anity in Literarny Noviny (Prague)" during 1966-67.5 The dialogue inten
sified rapidly both qualitatively and quantitatively as Czech society
liberalized.

A high point was reached in 1967 when on April 27-30 an international
dialogue was cosponsored by the Section for the Theory of Sociology of
Religion of tbe Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences and the Paulus-Gesell-
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schaft of West Germany and Austria and was held in Czechoslovakia at
Marianske Lazne (Marienbad). Around 170 of the most prominent Chris
tian and Marxist scholars attended; in the lectures there was not only
criticism but also appreciation of the dialogue partners, and self-criticism
as weIl. Liberalization continued explosively as Dubcek came to power
and the Czechs tried to create "socialism with a human face" in the "Prague
Spring" of 1968. During that Spring many Christian-Marxist dialogues
took place, with thousands of participants. Tbe first public dialogue was
held in Prague on April 29, with twelve panelists participating. Paul
Mojzes reported that somewhere between 1200 and 3000 persons attended,
and James Will of Evanston, Illinois, who was present, said the dialogue
was "very open and spirited."6 Other such public dialogues continued
throughout the "Prague Spring," until August 21, 1968, when the invasion
by Soviet and Warsaw Pact troops brought them to an end.

The invasion was a terrible blow to the dialogue not only in Czechoslo
vakia, but also throughout the world. Nevertheless, despite the fact that
Machovec was stripped of all his teaching functions and expelled from the
Party, along with his likeminded Marxist colleagues, and that "it became
clear that the devastating change would turn the country into the most
oppressed Soviet satellite," a number of Czechs, both Christians and Marx
ists, continued the dialogue-mostly from exile.' Within the country si
lence and oppression reign:

Many Christians and Marxists remember with longing the days when
they carried out a mutual engagement in the spirit of constructive
criticism.... Such conditions would arise again almost immediately if
the heavy hand of Soviet intervention were lifted. For the time being
prospects for that are very bleak. It remains the destiny of the protag
onists of the dialogue to suffer together.8

In ltaly too the Christian-Marxist dialogue began in a public way in 1964, this
time with the publication of a book 11 dialogo alla prova with essays by five
Christian thinkers and five Marxist thinkers and edited by a Marxist, Lucio
Lombardo Radice, and a Christian, Mario Gozzini.9 Lombardo Radice was a
professor of mathematics and a member of the Central Committee of the
ltalian Communist Party and has been described "one of the initiators and
most vigorous promoters of the dialogue between Marxism and Christian
ity."lO Among his many subsequent writings and lectures for this cause is the
1968 book he authored in conjunction with Milan Machovec and Roger
Garaudy, Marxist; difronte a Gesu (Marxists Face Jesus).ll

But the roots of the dialogue go much further back in Italy. To begin
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with, Antonio Labriola, "the father of Italian scientific Marxism who laid
the theoretical basis for an original Italian Marxism," had already in a 1897
letter to Sorel attacked "the sterile anti-clericalism of the radical Socialist
and insisted strongly that the Catholic world be taken seriously."12 The
great intellectual of Italian Communism, Antonio Gramsci, also pushed the
ideal of dialogue with Catholicism during the 1920s and 1930s, though
with little success; that began to come only with the cooperation in the
anti-Fascism-Nazism efforts during the war. There an extraordinary thing
happened.

A group of young Catholic activists became involved in the resistance
movement and in 1941 they founded the "Sinarchic Cooperative Party"
(Partito Cooperativista Sinarchico). After a year they changed their name
to the "Communist Christian Party," and after the fall of the Fascist gov
ernment on September 8, 1943, they changed it once more to the "Commu
nist Catholic Movement." Under intense pressure from the Vatican they
changed their name for a last time to the "Christian Left Party," but even
then, under the threat of excommunication by the Vatican-which of
course would have made their party politically ineffective-they dissolved
the party in December, 1945, and urged their members to join the Commu
nist Party of Italy (PCI) .13

In the national assembly of the peI from December 1945 to January
1946, the following article was inserted into the constitution of the party:
"All Italian citizens of 18 years of age can be memhers of the PCI, inde
pendently of their race, religious faith, and philosophical convictions, pro
vided that they accept the political program of the party and bind
themselves to work for its realization." Hundreds of thousands of practic
ing Catholics and Protestants have since joined the PCI. For exarnple, the
President of the Protestant Church of Italy, Rev. Sergio Aquilante, has
been a life-long mernber, as were his parents before hirn; Antonio Tato and
Giglia Tedesco, husband and wife, were among the members of the above
described Communist Catholics who joined the peI and in 1961 hoth
became members of the Central Committee of the PCI; he also became the
personal political secretary of Enrico Berlinguer, the Secretary General of
the peI until his death in 1983, and she a Senator of Italy since 1962, and
a Vice-President of the Italian Senate. In Italy, the dialogue continues.

In West Germany and Austria the dialogue was initiated and led by the
Paulus-Gesellschaft under the leadership of the Catholic Priest Erich Kell
ner. The German Marxist Ernst Bloch spoke at the Munich conference of
the Paulus-Gesellschaft in the Spring of 1964, and that Fall the Polish
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Marxist philosopher and member of the Central Committee of the Polish
United Worker·s Party (Communist), Adam Schaff, spoke at another of
their conferences in Cologne. There was another conference at Salzburg,
Austria in 1965, Herren Chiemsee, West Germany in 1966, Marianske
Lazne, Czechoslovakia in 1967. The number of Marxist participants was
one apiece at each of the first two conferences, but the Marxist participa
tion steadily increased, reaching its highpoint at the 1967 conference. The
Paulus-Gesellschaft also sponsored a youth congress in Bonn in the Fall of
1968, but since that was just after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia
Marxist participation dropped off dramatically and afterwards the Paulus
Gesellschaft suspended meetings until 1975. That year they sponsored a
conference in Florence, and in 1977 another one in Salzburg, but Marxist
involvement was modest.

Politically Marxism has been more or less absorbed and significantly
modified by the Social Democratic Party in West Germany; there are also
various splinter communist parties, but they are politically ineffectual
much as in the United States. Hence, the dialogue in West Germany has
been conducted largely by intellectuals on both sides.

In France, however, the Communist Party is a significant political
force-the socialists are even more so, of course, as is visible in the
presidency of Francois Mitterand. In 1936 the then Secretary General of
the French Communist Party (PCF), Maurice Thorez, made a radio speech
in which he said that, MWe stretch out our hand to you, Catholic worker,
employee, tradesman, peasant; we who are laic stretch out our hand to you
because you are our brother and you, like us, are burdened with the same
cares."14 However, because the PCF followed the Moscow line so closely
in the years after World War 11, this invitation was viewed with extreme
scepticism. With the new conditions of the early 1960s, however, French
Marxists, particularly in the person of Roger Garaudy, also joined in the
public dialogue. Garaudy had been a Senator and a Vice President of the
French National Assembly, Director of the Center for Marxist Study and
Research in Paris, member of the Politbureau of the PCF and Professor of
Philosophy at the University Institute ofPoitiers. He, along with the Chris
tian theologians Johannes Metz and Karl Rahner, spoke at the 1965 Salz
burg dialogue sponsored by the Paulus-Gesellschaft, and later that same
year his lecture was published in greatly expanded form as a book, De
1'anatheme au dialogue. 15 Also in 1965 Garaudy was invited to lecture at
the Catholic university at Louvain, Belgium and at S1. Michael·s College
of the University of Toronto on the Christian-Marxist dialogue. For the
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next several years he carried on an intense dialogue with a number of
Christian theologians on both sides of the Atlantic, including a dialogue
with Paul van Buren at Temple University in 1966. 16

However, despite his powerful position within the PCF, because after the
August, 1968 Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia he was outspokenly crit
ical of the Soviet Union, he was expelled from the PCF. He continued to
be active in the dialogue for a number of years thereafter, but of course
with much less effectiveness, until in 1975 he ceased identifying hirnself
as an atheistic Marxist. Nevertheless, his impact was massive and his
contribution substantive, and hence will merit some reflection below.

In many ways Yugoslavia is the country where the most creative and
continuous Christian-Marxist dialogue has been carried on. The first
"quasi-dialogue" took place on March 28, 1967, in the Student Center of
Zagreb between the Catholic theologian Mijo Skvorc and the Marxist
philosopher and author of the book Philosophy and Christianity, Branko
Bosnjak, on the topic of his book. "About 2,500 people attended. Though
the two speakers were polite to one another the conversation can be best
described as a polemic. Yet the symbolic value of the meeting, attesting to
the openness ofYugoslav society, was great." 17 A number of Christian and
Marxist thinkers, however, subsequently attended some of the dialogues
sponsored by the Paulus-Gesellschaft and learned there what a dialogue
really should be like. Then, just as the Christian-Marxist dialogue closed
down everywhere else in the world in the wake of the Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia, a most creative dialogue was launched in Yugoslavia and
lasted in its public, relatively unfettered, form until 1972.

It should be noted that in the beginning it was the Marxists who initiated
tbe dialogue, which, since tbey were in the position of power, was quite
understandable. However, after 1972, when because of restraints placed on
the Marxist participants by their Party the dialogue was forced out of the
public into the private sphere-though it also continued to some extent in
print-it was the Christians who showed a greater willingness to continue
tbe dialogue. In this case tbey bad less to lose by going counter to Party
directives. Also important to keep in mind is the fact that for aII practical
purposes it is only the Catholic Christians who have engaged in the dia
logue. The Orthodox Churcbes, comprising about 40% of the population,
and the tiny Protestant Churches, making up less than 1% of tbe popula
tion, have avoided the dialogue.

Despite the various restrictions, the dialogue continues creatively in
Yugoslavia, and also spills over into tbe wider world, largely through the
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efforts of Paul Mojzes and the Journal 0/ Ecumenical Studies. Mojzes
noted that,

the Yugoslav dialogue has an astonishingly broad base among intel-
lectuals.... Though the dialogue is still dependent on the internal po
litical situation it is by no means dead. It is agreed by nearly all
participants in the dialogue that there are no lasting theoretical obsta
cles to it. Only political circumstances and historical encumbrances
hinder it. The de-dogmatization of theology and of Marxist theory has
largely taken place among thinkers, who, however, are not fully
trusted either by the party bureaucracy or ecclesiastical hierarchy ....
Only through a long and protracted struggle will forces favorable to
the dialogue have a chance to assert themselves and tilt the precarious
dialogue in the direction of taking a firm hold as the main means of
Christian-Marxist interaction. 18

In Hungary after the Communist take-over in 1948 grave oppression of the
churches followed for many years, including after the 1956 Soviet military
crushing of the political reform movement under Imre -Nagy. This hostile
spirit continued until the 1980s, when as part of a generalliberalization of
Hungarian Marxism relations with the churches also began to improve.

The leading intellectual Marxist in this liberalization was the philoso-

pher Joseph Lukacs, who unfortunately died suddenly in 1987. His influ
ence, however, along with other causes, had already had their irenie effect,
so that in June of 1988 it was stated publicly by a group of Hungarian
Marxist intellectuals that now 90%of Hungarian Marxist intellectuals (not
to be confused with the apparatchiks) were of the liberal humanist sort
and all available evidence seemed to support the statement. It was this
dramatic shift that led to the organizing of the Christian-Marxist dialogue
in June, 1988, in Budapest on "Changes in the Evaluation of Religion and
the Churches in the Last Decade in Hungary and the U.S.A." The effect of
that dialogue was so positive that a subsequent dialogue was held in late
1989 in Washington on "Christian and Marxist Views on Human Rights:
An American-Hungarian-Yugoslav Dialogue."

The dialogue in the rest of the Eastern European Socialist countries has
not been sufficiently extensive to merit detailing here. In Poland, until the
rise of Solidarity in the 1980s there was a "carefully managed dialogue in
order to facilitate cooperation in recognition of each other·s strength." 19 In
the other countries, besides Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia where true
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dialogue existed (and still does in Yugoslavia), no dialogue has ever ex
isted, that is, in the USSR, Bulgaria, Rumania and Bast Germany.

There has also been some dialogue in both Spain and England, but
likewise not sufficient to warrant discussion here.

In China there has been no formal dialogue, although recently the tiny
Christian population (6 million?), along with Buddhists, Taoists, Muslims,
etc. have been enjoying considerable religious freedom. The churches,
temples and mosques are in fact jammed with people as they seidom are in
Europe. The Director of the Institute of Religion of the Shanghai Academy
of Social Sciences, Xian Zhitian, noted that the Party and state have
adopted aseries of policies which include "implementing the policy of
freedom of religious belief, resolutely rejecting any suggestion or practice
of abolishing religion by administrative or other compulsory means and
consistently protecting the right of citizens to religious freedorn. "20 (Nev
ertheless, restrictions do continue to exist regionally and locally, depend
ing on the bureaucrats involved.) However, for the first time, in August,
1987, at IgIs, Austria, a Chinese Marxist philosopher, Che Ming Zhou,
frorn Nankai University in Tianjin, participated in a Christian-Marxist
dialogue, which was organized by Paul Mojzes.

Even before that, however, in 1984 one young Chinese scholar had the
chance to take part in a project which was jointly sponsored by a
university in Yugoslavia and my horne university. The project brought
together several students of Marxism and Confucianism to write a
book on Marxist and Confucian views of being human. At that time
Professor Leonard Swidler was invited to lecture at my university.
The topic of his lecture was the Christian-Marxist dialogue on what it
means to be human. To my knowledge, Dr. Swidler was the first
Western philosopher to bring the subject of Christian-Marxist dia
logue to the attention of the Chinese Marxists after the Cultural Rev
olution.

The reaction to the subject was dramatic. The official authorities at
my university insisted that the goal ofMarxism is to eliminate religion
from society, and therefore no dialogue should be allowed. Fortu
nately, the officials who were in charge of censorship did not know
English and so [X] and I managed to translate the title ofDr. Swidler9 s
lecture into a less dangerous one in Chinese-"Current Issues in
Christianity in the West"-while Dr. Swidler nevertheless lectured
[quite oblivious to all this behind-the-scenes activity, I might add
Swidler] on the Christian-Marxist dialogue on human nature.
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His lecture was very weIl received and opened up a new avenue of
dialogue for the Chinese audience. Since then I have kept my hope
alive for a free and open dialogue between Christianity, Confucianism
and Marxism21

Once the barrier to dialogue was breached, the inflowing of open conver
sation seems to have begun. In 1985 a division of the University of Beijing
was set up to teach the academic study of religion (already of course in the
late 1960s, just before the onslaught of the Cultural Revolution, an Insti
tute of World Religions was set up within the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences in Beijing; it was placed in "suspended animation" during the
decade of the Cultural Revolution and then reemerged, along with similar
institutes in Nanjing and Shanghai, and lesser ones with a more regional
outlook elsewhere throughout the country).

By the Summer of 1988, when I was sent to China on an exchange
program by the American Academy of Sciences to lecture on religion,
similar divisions for teaching the academic study of religion had been set
up in at least four additional universities: the People's University of Beij
ing, Nanjing University, Fudan University in Shanghai and Nankai Univer
sity in Tianjin.

I lectured at all those universities, as well as the institutes of religion in
those cities, and universally found an extraordinary interest in the serious
study of religion not only by the faculty involved, hut even more so by the
students. Everywhere I lectured, the room where I lectured, regardless of
its size~ was always jammed with students and faculty to nearly double its
capacity: extra chairs were brought in; students at all around me on the
floor of the podium, and stood in every other available space, and out into
the hallway through open doors-and they sat or stood "pin-drop" still for
three hours (!) while I lectured and answered questions (everything had to
be translated into Chinese). In June, 1990, I had similar experiences.

One of my former graduate students in philosophy at Nankai University
bad been appointed an instructor in religion at the People's University of
Beijing where in 1987 he offered for the first time an introductory course
on religion; 100 students took the course. He offered it again in 1988; 300
took it!

In June, 1988, at Hong Kong, several Chinese scholars of Confucianism
or Christianity participated in the first international conference on Confu
cian-Christian dialogue, and in August, 1988, the participation of Chinese
Marxists in the Christian-Marxist dialogue, which took place in Granada,
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Spain, rose tl:) two, Professor Che Ming Zhou again and Professor Yin
Lujun, both of Nankai University.

In Latin Aroerica there has indeed been an encounter in the past dozen
years between Marxism and Christianity, but not so much in dialogue as
in a certain amount of collaboration and the assimilation of Marxist social
analysis without its atheistic philosophy by Christian theologians in Lib
eration Theology. All this took place in the wake of the European dialogue,
and indeed, was clearly in part made possible by it-it is not irrelevant to
note here that Gustavo Guttierez, Leonardo Boff and other prominent
Liberation theologians were theologically trained in Europe. Also in Af
rica the Christian-Marxist encounter has been by way either of mutual
opposition or practical collaboration, rather than dialogue.22

It remains to say something about the involvement of Americans in the
Christian-Marxist dialogue. To begin with, the Institut fr
Friedensforschung of the University of Vienna (encouraged by the Catho
lic Theological Faculty and led by the theologian Rudolf Weiler) and the
International Peace Institute of Vienna (under the leadership of Vladimir
Bruskov from Moscow) jointly sponsored a conference in Vienna in 1971.
That was followed by conferences almost each year, usually alternating
between socialist and non-socialist countries. In 1977 this European dia
logue branched out to include Americans for the first time. That year the
conference took place at Rosemont College (near Philadelphia). Already
since 1975 the leadership on the American side has come from Paul
Mojzes, and is supported by ~Christians Associated for Relationships with
Eastern EuropeM (CAREE) and the Journal 0/ Ecumenical Studies, with
conferences continuing to occur almost annually. The American participa
tion in the international conferences (twelve between 1971 and 1984) has
been substantial ever since they joined in 1977.

What is particularly interesting, indeed unique, about this series of dia
logues is that Soviet participation has also been heavy, between five and
ten persons each time, most often Marxists, but recently also a single
representative of the Russian Orthodox Church. Mojzes described their
involvement as follows:

The Soviet participants in these conversations are highly placed schol
ars or ecclesiasticalleaders. They tend to explain their party or church
position intelligently and straightforwardly. They do not try to domi
nate the meetings nor do they engage in surreptitious tactical moves.
But their presentations rarely take into account the contributions of
the partners beyond perhaps a few quotations used in a "proof-text"
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manner. They speak and they listen, they defend their positions when
under attack, but they are never self-critical and show no indepen
dence from the official position [except sometimes in private after a
few vodkas-Swidler].23

Since September, 1986, Paul Mojzes has organized an additional series of
Christian-Marxist dialogues which have been sponsored by the New Ecu
menical Research Association, an ecumenical outreach organization of the
Unification Church in the U.S.-this despite the fact that in general the
Unification Church is strongly anti-Communist. The series is continuing,
though in modified fashion.

b. Attitudes toward Dialogue

In the dialogues between Christians and Marxists each participant has most
often feIt the need to defend his or her participation and describe what they
thought they were doing and why. Thus, Mdialogue" was the most dis
cussed topic in the dialogue. Next most discussed has been the one
partner·s reassessment of the other, that is, the Marxist analysis of religion
and the Christian analysis of Marxism. Then came joint concern for human
beings, followed by such topics as alienation and sin, theism and atheism,
Jesus and Marx, history, creativity and freedorn, irnmanence and transcen
dence, evolution and revolution of society, and the search for peace.

Some participants think that dialogue should be only for the sake of
practical cooperation, that is, ideological dialogue is to be excluded,
whereas others believe both practical and ideologicaldialogue should take
pIace. Still others, without denigrating the need for practical cooperation,
see the ideological dialogue as a constant need of both Christianity and
Marxism.

The Czech Marxist Machovec clearly valued ideological dialogue very
highly: MThe way of truth takes the form of dialogue ... truth itself consists
in dialogue. It may be that the metaphysics of human existence can be
realistically grasped only when it is expressed in terms of dialogue....24 The
Yugoslav Marxist sociologist Esad Cimic similarly finds that it is impos~

sible for Marxists, or anyone else, to enjoy a continuous development of
their thought if they do not engage in dialogue with those who differ from
them, providing thereby the needed correctives and stimuli for a critical
reevaluation of their own presuppositions and goals.25

The Hungarian head of the Research Group Studying the Theory of_
Religion at the University of Budapest, Pal Horvath, states that there is Mno
alternative to the dialogue, either in Hungary or anywhere else in the
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world," and not just on praetieal issues: "It is now obvious that an ex
change of views on the basie questions of ideology... is an indispensable
element of the dialogue in a broader sense between Christians and Marx
ists.... Christian Marxology, or Marxist theory of religion ean aeeomplish
an in-depth elarifieation of its own theoretieal position in this very elimate
of metaphysieal dialogue."26

Another Yugoslav Marxist soeiologist, Zdenko Roter, believes dialogue
to be a ereative aet whieh leads to an ever rieher growth in adynamie
system by providing eontinuous interaetion, eomplementarity and feeun
dation.27 Andrija Kresie, a Yugoslav Marxist philosopher, argues that dia
logue must lead us beyond eo-existenee-whieh he finds to be just a foreed
pause in what is ultimately a position of eontra-existenee-to what he ealls
pro-existenee: "Pro-existenee means finding eommon ways to transeend
basie social eontradietions by forming a true human eommunity of persons
regardless of their ideologieal or religious orientation."28

The Czeeh theologian Jan Loehman argues that "the spirit of authentie
Christianity and of authentie Marxism is the spirit of dialogue."29 Bishop
Joszef Cserhati of Pees, Hungary believes the purpose of the Christian
Marxist dialogue is to share values, promote the happiness of the people
and to respeet eaeh other.30 Arehbishop Frane Franie of Split~ Yugoslavia
sees no biblieal or theologieal baITier to Christians being involved in the
dialogue with Marxists; he believes that if both Marxism and Christianity
"work more selflessly for the people and live for the other, then there is
more hope that some .day, which is probably still far off, Marxists and
Christians can reach fuH understanding and agreement. "31

The anonymous Chinese scholar cited above even sees dialogue as a
"way of life ," indeed:

Like the world in which Marx lived, our world is still a world of
eonflicts. However, unlike the world in which Marx lived, in our
world dialogue as a desirable way of being human has become a
powerful vision for the human future. Not only should dialogue be
prornoted as a fundamental social virtue and as a pluralistie eapaeity
to enjoy differences and diversities, but, more signifieantly, dialogue
itself is a way of life, adynamie state of soeial peaee in which differ
enees are not eliminated but eommunieated without violence. Dia
logue, in this sense, should beeome the social practice of a11 members
of our soeiety.

He insightfully notes that, "the real issue is not whether the solutions that
Marxism or Christianity offer to the old problems are right or wrong;
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rather, the real issue is to realize that we have before us the unfinished task
of redefining the problems facing our changing world." He then indicates
not a solution but a direction, namely, "free, open dialogue in which the
promotion of humanization is not the practice of a single class, bourgeoisie
or workers, a single religion, Christianity or Confucianism, a single social
system, socialism or capitalism, but the practice of a11 of us, the Marxist,
the Christian and all others."

It is clear, as the Marxist Kresic explicitly pointed out, that there can be
no dialogue between dogmatic Marxists and traditionalist Christians, for
they will only reinforce each other's prejudice.32 If there is no minimally
"deabsolutized" understanding of truth, there can be no dialogue. Related
to this insight is the observation made by the Marxist Roter that, "for
politicians, both ecclesiastical and societal, dialogue is treated as an instru
ment which is to be turned off when those in power perceive that it does
not suit their interests."33 One notorious example on the Christian side was
that of the Salesian priest Guido Girardi who for his continued dialogue
with Marxists was fired from the Salesian University in Rome and in
September, 1977, was expelled from the Salesian Society. A similar fate
overtook Roger Garaudy, Milan Machovec, Adam Schaff and scores of
other Marxist scholars. Dialogue is obviously perceived by the power
brokers as an activity dangerous to them-and correctly so.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries a growing number of Christian
theologians, churchmen and activitists moved to embrace varying ele
ments of a program of social justice and societal reform, not despite their
being Christians, hut hecause they were Christians. To this extent they
could be said to have embraced much of the program of Marxism and other
kinds of socialism. With the massive growth of the influence of Marxist
thought after 1917 the Marxist analysis of society, and to some extent even
its critique of religion itself, was taken more and more seriously by a
growing number of Christian thinkers and activists.

But what about thought movement in the other direction? Has the dia
logue produced any reflection on the part of Marxists that was prompted
by what they encountered in Christianity? The answer is yes, at least for
those Marxist thinkers who have taken the dialogue seriously-at consid
erable risk of course, especially, though not only, in Eastern Europe.

c. Capitalism vs. Socialism

Before turning to the questions about the fundamental meaning of human
life in the dialogue with Christianity, however, a few reflections on human
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rights and economics will, I believe, be helpful in setting the parameters
of an authentie Christian-Marxist dialogue, and who and what the partici
pants represent.

Too often in such dialogues there is an assumption on the Marxist side
that capitalism and Christianity are identified: if one is a Christian, one is
a capitalist. Given the writings and actions of thousands, even millions, of
anti-eapitalist Christians, that is obviously an egregiously false assump
tion. It should be obvious from empirieal data that one can be an authentie
Christian and at the same time a very convinced socialist, or a very con
vinced capitalist, or anything in between.

A second serious misperception often present in these dialogues, and this
is as often true on the Christian side as on the Marxist side, concerns what
passes for capitalism. Capitalism is far too often described in almost out
rageously outdated and extreme fashion, making it the cesspool of all the
most self-centered vices humankind is capable of, while often at the same
time it is assumed that in the evolutionary progress of humankind full
socialism is the ultimate goal. Clearly, a fundamental part of the problem
here is an unclarity in the definition ofkey terms, socialism and capitalism.

Basically capitalism means the private ownership and control of the
means of production. Socialism, on the other hand, basically means the
collective ownership and control of the means of production. The impor
tant term to notice here is "the means of production"- understood, of
course, to include both the procution of goods and of services.

Socialism does not necessarily include the elimination of all private
property, such as clothes, house, fumiture, etc. That it does necessarily
mean that has been a frequent serious misperception of socialism.

On the far extreme of capitalism is a rather complete laissezfaire attitude
which would reject any outside interference by the state, except possibly
action in support of the capitalist. Such a complete restrietion on state
involvement, however, is no more necessary to capitalism than the elimi
nation of a11 private property is necessary to socialism.

In fact, not only did the "father" of capitalism, Adam Smith, reject such
a rejection, so too, in fact does every current existing capitalist society. In
brief, what might be comprehensively described as "welfare" systems can
be, and are, part of both capitalist and socialist societies-e.g., East Ger
many of the latter and West Germany the former.

Similarly, the notion that monopoly is the natural end and goal of capi
talism is a fundamental error that is too frequently entertained by its oppo
nents. Monopoly would in fact be the end of capitaIism-in quite a
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different sense than that of the previous sentence. The essence of capital
ism is the notion that free competition is good for the capitalists and
society in -general, and it is precisely at this point that the action of the state
is sometimes called for: to ensure free competition by preventing monop
oly.

It can be said that the basic dispute between capitalists and socialists is
over which system will more effectively provide more and better goods
and services for the whole of a society. It is not over whether an effective
welfare and civil rights system should be set up or not. Both humane
capitalists and socialists advocate that it should. This was not, however,
always so, e.g., in the USSR concerning civil rights and the US concerning
welfare rights. Nor is there always satisfaction and agreement about the
effectiveness of the particular welfare or civil rights system, again, e.g., in
the USSR and USo (It might be noticed, however, that this was and is not
so in Germany, where shortly after the fonnation of the united states of
Germany in the late nineteenth century an effective welfare system was
installed by astate, under Bismarck, which hardly could have been called
socialist in its orientation. In fact, the opposite was the case.)

If an effective welfare and civil rights system is in fact in place, then the
debate between capitalisrn and socialisrn will focus on the quality and
quantity of production of goods and services for all the people. 1ft for
example, in a capitalist society the lower income population has more and
better goods and services than in a socialist society, then the possible wide
disparity between the wealth of the higher and lower income populations
in the former as compared to the latter should not necessarily be seen as a
negative aspect of the capitalist society; in fact, it may be seen as a neces
sary element to make the system work, and, hence, a positive aspect-so
long as the lower income population receives a just minimum and is mov
ing beyond.

A basic characteristic of human nature, and therefore a basic human
right, is freedorn. To the extent that it is restricted, except by the freedorn
and rights of other human beings, to that extent one's humanity is re
stricted. It would seem obvious, however, that the setting up of an effective
welfare system will to some extent act in a freedom-restricting manner on
those who have to pay for it; however, the argument is made that a welJ
working welfare system effectively ensures the freedorn of the whole of
society in transitional and crisis situations, and therefore is not an improper
restrietion of the freedorn of those who pay for the system. In fact, to the
extent they are producers of goods and services, they are the ultimate
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beneficiaries, for an efficiently running society provides more demand
which the capitalists and their workers can then profitably fulfill.

A related issue is the freedorn and humaneness of the work situation of
the producers of goods and services. How much participation in the deci
sion-making in production should there be in an optimally human work
situation? Said otherwise, how much freedom should workers exercise,
individually or in groups, in their work? The question will then arise:
Should a11 means of production be worker-owned and worker-managed?
On the face of things the proper answer might seem to be, yes. But what
then about efficiency, creativity, motivation, ambition, jealousy? In light
of those questions, especially based on experience, the answer no longer
seems to be an automatie yes, for to date such attempts have been far from
universa11y satisfactory. It would seem that here much more testing and
experimentation is in order-as we11 as a great deal more pluralism.

In fact, in most recent years various economic reforms moving in the
direction of free enterprise and some private ownership of the means of
production had been inaugurated in Marxist states (Yugoslavia, of course,
had long since moved in that direction), particularly Hungary and China,
though others are also attempting to so move, including the USSR with
Gorbachev·s perestroika. At the Christian-Marxist dialogue in Budapest in
June, 1988, mentioned above, not only did the Yugoslav Marxist scholar
Svetozar Stojanovic of the University of Belgrade state that, of course
some private ownership of the means of production would be an ongoing

element of a socialist society from now on, but so did Professor Janusz
Kuczynski of the University of Warsaw, who is also the Editor of the
influential-both in Party and non-Party circles in Poland and abroad
journal Dialectics and Humanism as weIl. Then 1989 and 1990 brought a
continuing political and economic revolution in Eastern Europe which
widely introduced democracy and a market economy.

Pluralism, however, essentiaUy means freedorn. The basic question is:
What system will produce the greatest degree of freedom (including, of
course, "freedom from want" and Mfreedom from fear," as Franklin D.
Roosevelt expressed it in 1941) for a11 the population? How Christians,
Muslims, Buddhists, or any responsible human beings, answer that ques
tion will detennine whether they are for capitalism or socialism or some
thing else. On the issues of social justice and effective welfare systems
there can be no fundamental disagreement-among Christians, or Marx-
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ists, or anyone else; they must be affinned-although on many of the
specifics there can, and should be, all kinds of proper debate.

Therefore, the dialogue between Christians and Marxists is not between
capitalists and socialists, as such, but could weil, among other things,
focus on which system will best produce goods and services for the popu
lation and at the same time foster the human rights of all. But that is a
discussion that goes on between Christians, among others, and not just
between seme Christians and Marxists.

d. Marxist Self-Criticism

In the Christian world self-criticism particularly in the form of various
church-democratization, political and liberation theologies is wide-spread.
Though the possibilities for expression are more restricted in the Marxist
world, Gorbachev·s program .of "openness," glasnost, is not the only or the
first to focus on the question of freedom and human rights. Everywhere in
Marxist controlled countries today one finds these issues fervently dis
cussed. For example, when I was in China in the summer of 1988 and 1990,
besides religion, human rights was the subject students and faculty most
eagerly wanted to talk about.

In Hungary Professor Tamas Földesi, Dean of the Law Faculty of the
University of Budapest, has been very outspoken on human rights, having
published two books in 1989 on the subject.34 He noted that although all
the classical human rights are listed in the various constitutions of the
countries in Bastern Europe, the situation there is "incoherent," for those
rights are in fact often suspended, "enervated by a special general enclo
sure," meaning that they can only be "practiced in harmony with the inter
ests of socialism" as decided by the Party. Moreover, this contradictory
situation was not one resulting from the aberration of the "so-called per
sonality cult" (e.g., Stalinism), but rather "was a permanent phenomenon
of the characteristic political structure." The fundamental problem with the
political structure, said Földesi, breaching a political taboo, is that it is a
one-party system, and "as a resu)t the so-called classical political human
rights could exist only in a very limited manner."

But human rights-and Földesi specifically includes the liberal civil
rights for he refers to Mhuman-citizens rights"-are "not of secondary
significance but a cardinal issue for the East European societies." Human
rights are essential, for "after all, a consistently humanistic society
among others-must be based on human rights and ...ensure their widest
possible effectiveness." He completely rejects what he sees as a subterfuge
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in the customary claim that there is a 66socialist model" of human rights
which is different from bourgeois human rights; there are only "Human
Rights," and "their essence is not bourgeois particularity but the expres
sion of what is universally human," that is, those "that are also included in
the United Nations documents."

Results of this enervation of human rights? "In my view, one main
lesson... is that the limitation of classical human-citizens' rights has held
back the development of these societies [Baster European] to a significant
extent, and considerably promoted those operational problems and social
crises that developed periodically in these countries."

Dur anonymous Chinese Marxist commentator makes the same point
from his own experience in, if anything, even stronger language, noting the
66paradox that the theoretical ideals promoted by Marxism and Confucian
ism are denied by themselves in practice." He points out that, "the stress
that Marx places on the ideal of individual freedom under a socialist sys
tem in his thought is evident." Then, however, comes the contradiction:
66But Marxism, at least what has been practiced under the name of Marxism
in socialist countries, turns out in practice to be intolerant of individual
freedorn." He sums up the antinomy by saying that, 66the hard truth of the
human situation in a socialist country like China gives rise to a paradox in
which, theoretically, freedorn is valued and even idealized, but, practi
cally, individual freedom is repressed."

Our Chinese commentator even sees 66the need to apply the notion of
alienation to our understanding of the socialist society." The distortions
and repressions in socialist societies result not only because 66the dogmatic
use or abuse of Marxism has rendered socialisrn a way of manipulating
individuals, but socialism itself turns out to be a problem of alienation
rather than a solution to the problem of human alienation."

These are not the thoughts of a critic from outside the system, but of one
living and working within it: MI was born in and grew up with a socialist
system." But then, 66my experiences and reflections have convinced me
that the cry for individual freedorn and personal fulfillment-two of the
higbest virtues that Marx dreamt would be fulfilled under the socialist
system-ironically is exceedingly louder in socialist countries than in
wbat what we usually call 'open or free societies.· .. He ends with a ratber
breathtaking turn of a saying of Marx: 66The cry for freedom, to adapt a
phrase from Marx's writings, is the sigh of the oppressed under the social
ist system."

Professor Zagorka Golubovic of the Yugoslav Praxis group (Marxist
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social scientists at the University of Belgrade who, because they were
critical of elements of socialist society, were fired frorn their positions, and
subsequently reinstated, but without the right to teach) also raises the
question of alienation by noting that, Mthe question usually posed as a
critique of the weaknesses of Marx·s concept of alienation is the follow
ing: How can alienated men liberate themselves?" For her, Marx saw the
problem, but did not have a complete solution: "In order to handle this
problem it is necessary to go beyond Marx·s philosophy of a revolutionary
praxis and take into consideration the contributions of modern philosoph
ical thinking, as weIl as those of psychological science and socio-cultural
anthropology," for they will help to highlight and resolve the new prob
lems that constantly arise in a living society and also lead one to respond
creatively and Mdifferently to the old dilemmas."35

Professor Fldesi also saw the need to bring the social sciences to bear on
the problems of socialist society, and to do so with courage: "One should
not disregard sensitive issues and respect the ·taboo· nature of certain sub
jects, but the contradictions appearing in the field ofhuman-citizens· rights
should be analysed in a critical manner." The Marxist social scientists,
however, face a serious difficulty for, Ma characteristic feature of the polit
ical systems of the Eastern European countries... is that they expect the
social sciences to carry on their activities in such a way that they directly or
indirectly legitimise the existing practices." However, the true interest of
socialist societies, Fldesi argues, Mdoes not require an apologetic approach,
but the facing of the actual situation, and this makes the re-evaluation of the
East European theory of human-citizens· rights necessary."

Underlying even these profound questions of the relationship between
the individual and society and human rights are the still more basic ques
tions about the fundamental meaning of human life, and they are questions
about which Christians and Marxists tend to have basic disagreements.
Since the answers to those questions will shape all subsequent dialogue
and relationship, they need to be addressed, not only once, but continu
ously.

e~ Questions about the Fundamental Meaning 0/ Human Life

Because Roger Garaudy·s dialogic work was both so widely influential
both inside and outside the Marxist world and also so penetrating, I wish
here to concentrate on a few of the major insights developed by hirn
concerning the fundamental meaning of life, and then also on some reflec
tions on the nature of being human from Zagorka Golubovic, a contempo-
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rary Marxist scholar from the creative, and controversial, Praxis group in
Yugoslavia.

To begin with, Garaudy sees in the positive attitude toward matter, evo
lution, the immanent force within matter rising unendingly up to the level
of consciousness and beyond, as expressed preeminently in the thought
and writings of the Jesuit scientist-theologian Pierre Teilhard de Chardin,
a Copemican turn in Christian thought that enables Marxists not only to
join with Christians in Mbuilding the earth," as Teilhard put it, but also to
leam something from them in their efforts to relate the immanent and
transcendent in the universe. As Garaudy cited Teilhard: MThe synthesis of
the [Christian] God of the Above and the [Marxist] God of the Ahead: this
is the only God whom we shall in the future be able to adore in spirit and
in truth."36

This Teilhardian idea is also much like the notion of Karl Rahner 9 s that
the Ultimate of humankind is the Absolute Future, the ever receding, ever
beckoning Horizon within which humankind lives and moves forward.
Garaudy understands Marxism to see the future of humankind similarly:

Yes, man will always be capable of an always greater future. For us,
Communism is not the end of history, but the end of pre-history,
man·s pre-history which is made up of the jungle-like encounters
common to all class societies. "This social formation," Marx writes in
his MContribution to the Critique of Political Economy," "consti
tutes... the closing chapter of the prehistoric stage of human soci
ety."37

For Garaudy Marxism is not static or pre-detennined, hut dynamic, rela
tional, and unendingly so:

The individual for Marx is defined by the whole of his social relations
just as the object is defined infinitely, inexhaustibly by its relations
with the totality of other objects. The reality with which the physicist
has to deal is already, as Lenin wrote, inexhaustible. How much more
inexhaustible is the human reality which with life, conscience, society
has crossed so many other thresholds of complexity!38

Garaudy also stresses the dynamic, non-determined core of reality in his
emphasis on the Marxist notion that praxis is the fountain of history and
truth. He cites Marx as saying that M men make their own history," and goes
on to ask, MHow, in spite of such insistence, has it been possible to ascribe
to Marx a supposed 'economic detenninism 9 which is so contrary to the
basic spirit of his doctrine?" He answers that, "superficial disciples or
excessively hasty or ill-intentioned opponents have frequently mistaken
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the true originality of Marx·s materialism...understanding ·scientific· his
tory to mean ~ history in which the future has already been written. Tbis is
a distortion of the very spirit of Marxism which is essentially a methodol
ogy 0/ historical initiative."39 (This stress on the formative quality of
praxis was also elaborated by the Italian Marxist Gramsci, and was picked
up largely through hirn by a number of the Latin American Liberation
theologians.)40 Garaudy secures the validity of his interpretation by a cita
tion of Engels:

Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the fact that younger
writers sometimes lay more stress on the economic side than is due to
it. We had to emphasize this main principle in opposition to our adver
saries, who denied it, and we had not always the time, the place or the
opportunity to allow the other elements involved in the interaction to
come into their rights.41

For a quarter of a century there had been an Mintellectual hardening of the
arteries within Marxisrn," but then there was a Mvigorous reappearance of
the problems of subjectivity, choice and spiritual responsibility."42 Gar
audy insisted that, "this development has occurred because of the inescap
able abandonment of old values and the birth-pangs which accompany. the
creation of new ones," but granted that Mto the extent that Marxism has
failed to answer these questions adequately, youth has turned elsewhere to
seek the answer which it is our job today to seek, though we may not yet
fully discover it."43 He emphasized that in seeking for answers to these
critical human questions Marxism, at least in part, cannot evade the quest
for what it

owes to Christianity as a religion of the absolute future and as a con
tributing factor in the exploration of the two essential dimensions of
man: subjectivity and transcendence. We cannot, without impoverish
ing ourselves, forget Christianity·s basic contribution: the change in
man·s attitude toward the world, preparing a place for subjectivity.44

Moreover, he claimed that he was not alone in Mthis realization of the
Christian contribution to civilization and culture, and of the revolutionary
potential of the faith," which he said had been "operative not only within
the French Communist Party since the great step forward in 1937 but also
within all ... those countries where progressive movements were taking
shape within the Catholic Church," meaning especially Italy and Spain.4S

Garaudy said that Marxism has an interest in the questions raised by wornen
and men "about the meaning of their life and their death, about the problem
of their origin and their end, about the demands of their thought and their
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heart," 46 and granted that there is much that MMarxists must assimilate from
the rich Christian heritage." However, he went on to claim that although the
greatness of religion is displayed by its awareness and concern for these
fundamental human questions, its weakness is in its fixing of its once
given answers as always-given answers, despite humanity's advances in
thought and ways of understanding. Marxism and Christianity, he stated,
both live under the same exigencies, but they differ in their answers:

He began by saying that, MIf we reject the very name of God, it is because
the name implies apresence, a reality, whereas it is only an exigency which
we live, a never-satisfied exigency of totality and absoluteness, of omnip
otence as to nature and of perfect loving reciprocity of consciousness." But
then he added that, MWe can live this exigency, and we can act it out, but
we cannot conceive it, name it or expect it. Even less can we hypostasize
it under the name of transcendence. Regarding this totality, this absolute,
I can say everything except: It iso For what it is is always deferred, and
always growing."47

Garaudy then wants to stake out a claim for Marxism of both a doctrine
of subjectivity and of transcendence, an unendingly self-transcending fu
ture for humanity: MI think that Marxist atheism deprives man only of the
illusion of certainty, and that the Marxist dialectic, when lived in its full
ness, is ultimately richer in the infinite and more demanding still than the
Christian transcendence." But, Mit is undoubtedly such only because it bears
within itself the extraordinary Christian heritage, which it must investigate
still more," and in the end it "owes it to itself in philosophy to work out a
more profound theory of subjectivity, one which is not subjectivist, and a
more profound theory of transcendence, one which is not alienated. "48

Most Christian theologians will today admit that the old arguments for
the existence of God do not have the rational force of a demonstration that
they were once thought to have had. Many will with Hans Kng claim that
in the end it is reasonable to affirm the existence of God, not ineluctably
so, but in fundamental trust, although in the very affirmation one is con
firmed in the reasonableness of one's affinnation.49 The transcendental
theologians and philosophers, like Karl Rahner and Joseph Marechal, how
ever, have argued that the very presence of the open-ended thirst for
knowledge, for being, found in the inner nature of humankind, demands
that there be an open-ended Source and Goal of that spiritual drive. Gar
audy takes that idea up when he says, "my thirst does not prove the exis
tence of the spring."so But ultimately doesn 't it? It is conceivable in this
world as we know it that there could develop a being which has a need for
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something, say, water, if there were no such thing as water? No, it would
die aborning. But humankind has not died aboming. Therefore....S1

In any case, Garaudy took seriously the Teilhardian-Rahnerian notion of
God as no-thing, as the unendingly, infinitely creative, absolute future
(reminding one of Buddhism·s Mboundless Openness," sunyata): MIn such
a perspective God is no longer a being nor even the totality of being, since
such a totality does not exist. Being is totally open to the future to be
created. Faith is not the possession of an object by cognition." He then
added that, Mthe transcendence of God implies its constant negation since
God is constant creation beyond any essence and any existence. A faith
which is only assertion would be credulity. Doubt is part and parcel of
living faith. Tbe depth of faith in a believer depends upon the force of the
atheist he bears in himself and defends against all idolatry ~"52

For his part, of course, Garaudy did not find what theists call a divine
presence, but only its absence. Still, he was aware that his affirmation of
absence was also not an ineluctable rational affirmation, but likewise a
choice of his whole being, and in that sense, a Mfaith": MWe thus reach the
highest level of the dialogue, that of the integration in each of us of. that
which the -other bears in himself, as other. I said earlier that the depth of a
believer·s faith depends upon the strength of tbe atheism that he bears in
himself. I can now add: the depth of an atheist·s humanism depends on tbe
strength of the faith he bears in himself."53

(More than twenty years later tbe Hungarian Mar~ist Pal Horvath made
a similar point when he said Mthat the existence of God cannot be theoret
ically proved or denied.... Whoever sees the essence of Marx·s atheism in
this is mistaken." He then quotes another Hungarian Marxist, Tamas Nyiri,
saying-: MUntil a communist society without religion has developed, the
Marxist theory pretending that religion is essentially a false form of con
sciousness, cannot be eonsidered as proved. 1t is just one of several poten
tial theories to be verified or refuted by historical-soeial praetice." After
all, Horvath says, "When we turn to the question of whose ultimate hypoth
eses of a cosmic nature will prove true, I am eonvinced that an answer can
only be expected in a perspective of world history."54)

Garaudy in the end pleaded-to both sides obviously-for the dialogue
to continue and deepen-both the ideologieal and practieal dialogue. He
said that it would be one of the tragedies of history Mif the dialogue be
tween Christians and Marxists and their co-operation for mutual enrich
ment and for the eommon building of the future, the eity of man, the total
man, were stilllonger to be spoiled, perhaps even prevented, by the weight
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of the past."ss He was not asking for "conversion" of one side to the other,
but rather, "we offer a dialogue without prejudice or hindrance. We do not
ask anyone to stop being what he is. What we ask iSt on the contrary, that
he be it more and that he be it better." He then added that, "we hope that
those who engage in dialogue with us will demand the same of us."S6

All this is rather stunning stuff, coming as it did from a Marxist philos
opher and French Politbureau member of such prominence and profun
dity-and clearly a solid basis on which Christian thinkers can enter into
a fruitful dialogue with Marxists. Still, it is only a beginning, as Garaudy
himself admonished us: "Let us be clearly aware of the fact that we are still
only at the start of a great tuming point in the epic of man. The tuming
point itself will not be reached until we have graduated from the meetings
of a few lonely scouts, possibly even suspect in their own communities, t~
the authentic dialogue of the communities themselves." Then in words that
were much too painfully prophetic he continued: "The road is heavily
ambushed and...we must confess that present political conditions do not
make any the easier the requisite clarificatiori of the problems."S7 That was
1965. Then came 1968, and Garaudy's expulsion from the Communist
Party in 1970, and similar retrenchments elsewhere.

There followed a long, cold winter of relations between Marxist and
non-Marxist countries, but slowly a thaw set in, and by 1988 glasnost and
perestroi/uz, even before and without the names, began making themselves
feit in many pIaces in the Marxist world, leading to a reburgeoning of the
Christian-Marxist dialogue (and in several countries sweeping away Marx
ist power).

As an exceedingly brief example of creative contemporary Marxist
thought-which also sounds in many ways very much like that of Garaudy,
and hence also provides a promising basis for dialogue with Christians-I
would like to turn finally to one or two of the reflections of the Yugoslav
scholar Zagorka Golubovic on the fundamental meaning of human life.

She argues that according to Marx "the uniqueness of being human
cannot be expressed by adefinition based on a selection of one of the
distinctive traits." Ra'ther, Mthe very fact that men persistently create and
recreate themselves speaks against adefinition of man in terms of a fixed
set of traits." For Marx, a key notion was that of praxis, which helps us
understand "that human beings do not exist as ·determined objects,' or as
·unambiguously free subjects,' but as the conscious agents who both con-
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struct the world by their actions, and are conditioned and limited by the
world they themselves have created."

Golubovic develops this notion of humans as conscious agents, rejecting
the vulgarized Marxist concept of economic, or other, detenninism: MOne
cannot speak strictly in tenns of detenninism when human processes are
concerned because the many-sided interactions taking place in the sphere
of human conduct are not explainable by the categories of causality."
Rather, one must go beyond the usual causa1categories; Ma new kind of
teleological causality should be applied when trying to understand human
activity and man9s relation to his world." As a consequence, MMen9s de
velopments depend not only on the given conditions and opportunities, but
also on the choices and decisions they have to make.. .in their conscious
goal-directed actions."S8

In the end, Golubovic offers her own description of the constitutive
elements of being human, with a strong stress on freedom and the "spiri
tual" dimensions-not what one usually expects from alleged atheistic
dialectical materialists:

a) an evolved psychic structure which is unique to man (which may be
named as 'spiritual nature,9 expressing a network of many-dimen
sional psychic traits and abilities);
b) a new mode of man-environment relationship (taking freedorn as a
paradigm which explains how man breaks through natural detennin
ism and causal relations and changes the world); and
c) self-actualization as an essential expression of individual existence,
whieh links human eharaeteristies and abilities evolved in the course
of soeio-cultural evolution of man with the process of personalization.

f. Conclusion

1t is clear that even after the 1989 Revolution, the Christian-Marxist dia
logue still has tremendous potential; both sides have much to learn from
each other, and together. But authentie dialogue is threatening to those in
positions of power, and this is all the more so when the power is also a
political power with physical force behind it. If, as I have indicated else
where in my groundrules for interreligious, interideological dialogueS9

such dialogue must be "a two-sided project-within each religious or
ideological community and between religious or ideological communi
ties .... Only thus can the whole community eventually leam and change,
moving toward an ever more perceptive insight into reality," then we must
both continue to press for the freedom of members of a11 communities to
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be able to engage in dialogue, and at tbe same time be patiently aware that
some dialogue participants must move extremely cautiously, that they not
be cut off from their communities. But tbe dialogue, at whatever level
possible, cannot wait-Iest we find one day tbere is no one left to dialogue.

Temple University
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