Sodalism, Christianity, and Rosa L uxemburg

Roland Boe

Rosa Luxemburg

QA curiouspiece of historical sophistryON tha ishow J.P. Nettl in his classic
biography (Nettl 1966vol 1: 323 1969:221)describes Rosa L uxemburg@ treatise,
Socialism and the Churches (2004[1905). A rather convenient dismissal, isit not?
It does allow Nettl to sidestep thewhole issue of reigion in Luxemburg@ work and
get onwith wha heregardsas the moreimportantissues in her life andthought By
contrast, | want to give this neglected text alittle more judice than Nettl does. This
essay, then, is a sudained engagement with that work by Luxemburg, alongwith her
essay, OAn Anti-Clerical Policy of SodaismO(L uxemburg 2004[1903).

Despite al thebeguiling smplicity of her style, the fascinaion that still
surroundsher, or even thefreshness of her work that makes it seem as thoughit were
for today@ struggles, thereception of Rosa L uxemburg is bedeviled by two problems.
Firstly, thevast mgjority of work on Luxemburg has focused on her biography; | was
ableto find at least eightbiographiesin thelast four decades (Frslich 1969; Nettl
1966,1969;Florence 1975:79-158; Ettinge 1986;Jacob 2000; Abraham 1989;
Shepadson 1996;Cliff 1980) Tha shewas awoman is oneobviousreason for
focusng on he biography, especiadly theintimate and pesond details. Another
reasonistha biography seems to bethefate of thase on the Left who meet agridy

end or arevisited by some scandd. For Luxemburg it was a sordid murder at the
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handsof Soda Democrat Freikorps on 15 Januay 1919after arevolutionay wave.
For Gramsci it was his incarceration by Mussolini and subsequent death from dreadful
prison conditions for Althusser the murder of HAZne, for Benjamin his fateful and
bumbling suicide a the Spanish-French border, and so on. Mainly dueto my deep
sugpicionsconcerning biography and the persondity cult tha it feeds (Boer 2007a
4334), | will avoid thetemptationsof biography as an al-encompassing explanaory
framework for Luxemburg. Theother engagement with Luxemburg isto republish
her letters and essays in select collections(Lookea 1972;Howard 1971;Waters 1994,
Hudis and Anderson 2004;LeBlanc 1999; Ettinge 1979) Asfor critical engagement,
tha remainsanother story, still woefully intermittent and rarely, if ever, goingoutside
her magjor work, Accumulation of Capital (Luxemburg 2003[1913).

So | will leave Luxemburg® biography ononeside, preferring to engage
criticaly with her writingsonreligion, or rather, Christianity and the Church. | am
modg interested in her evocation of what | call thepolitical myth of an early Christian
communism, aswell as her arresting argument for freedom of concience regarding
religionin thesodalist movement. On theway to those two points, | wish to explore
and critiquethefollowing: her cal for apolitics of aliance between the Sodalist and
the Catholic workers, her Reformer@ zeal, especially in terms of her scathing
criticisms of thevenality of the Catholic Church, theargument tha the Church has
betrayed the communist spirit of early Christianity, and her historical narrative tha
seeks to show how the Church became part of theruling class; her enthusastic
valorization of Christian communism, pointing out tha sodalism is closer to early
Christianity than the Church, that sodalism will complete wha was begunthen, and
tha what was a limited communism of consumption mug betrandormed and
completed by a communism of produdion; and finaly, her startling argument tha
sodalism isnotoppod to religiousbdief and practice, since they are matters of

freedom of conscience.

Tactics

A deeply running motive of Luxemburg®@ works on Christianity isto win the
allegiance of thereligioudy faithful workers, especially thewave of nev members
tha floodea her Polish party, Sodal Democaracy of the Kingdomof Poland and
Lithuania, in therevolutionay upsurge of 19045. With thediatribes of the Church

agang sodaism in oneear and thesodalist broadsides agang econonic and sodal
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exploitation in the other ear, these workers foundthemselves split, torn between
faithful obedience to the Church and a gutfeeling that capital really was squeszing
them Qlown to thelast drop of bloodQL uxemburg 2004[19093: 2). What
Luxemburg wants is acommon front of all workers, Catholic, sodalist or whatever:
Orhe Soda-Democrats have placed themselves the objective of drawing together and
organizing theworkers in the struggle agang capital O(L uxemburg 2004[1905} 2).
Andthedrive of that frontisto chdlengeand oveathrow the variousformstha the
exploiting and ruling classes might take.

Her unwavering targets are the owners of capital. These owne's may bethe
boumgenisie, or theremnants of thelanded aristocracy, or the Church. Thesituaion
was, of course, ddicioudy complex andit isimportant not to confuse political power
with economic control. Thus if at theturn of the nineteenth century thebougeoisie
were thedominant owners of capitd, if they had the uppe hand in economic power,
they were engaged in alife-and-death struggle with the aristocracy and the Church
ove political power. Intha tussie over control of the state, those older feudd orders
might strike ablow at the bougenisie, only to find tha they were on theback footnot
longafterwards Addto thisthefact tha the Church and thearistocracy had also
trandormed themselves into owners of capital andthe situation become even more
complex.

As Marx showed so well in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, in
these struggles all manne of tactical allegiances were made Thus thebougeoisie
might enlist sectionsof theworking class, with araft of promises, in order to
ovethrow the ancien regime, only to find tha theworking classitself had its own
programme tha was notin linewith that of thebourgeoisie. Therevolutionsof 1848
conditute the moment when theworking class, denied wha was promised it, turned
ontheboumenisie, which was then forced to crush its former alies. Or, the Church,
inits continud effortsto win back log ground in education, the care of the sick and
thepoor, andin pure tempora power, might make alliances with the bourgeoisie or
thearistocracy to further itsown agenda Andso on it goes, with al the different
groupsseeking to further their own postionsin whatever way possible.

Into this situaion come thesodalists. For Luxemburg, thar main drive leads
to some surprising and appaently contradictory pasitions At onemoment she will
attack the Church in agoodold dose of anti-clericalism, advocating thetotal abolition
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of ecclesiastical privilege, the complete separation of Church and state, theremovd of
al eduaiond and welfareingitutionsand so on. She attacks the vendlity,
exploitation and corruption of theclergy as any good Reformer might N butonly
when the purpose is to wrest econonic and political power from the Church. Asshe
putsit: Qve will assail al efforts attempted by the Church to become a dominaing
power in the StateO(L uxemburg 2004[1903: 1).

At other times, shetakes a completely different tack and seeks to enlist the
clergy and thefaithful in thestruggle agang the depredaionsof the bourgeoisie.
Indead, shegoes so far asto arguethat theclergy should in fact beonthe side of the
sodadlists. Shepointsouttha sodalists are not agang theclergy who have been
fulminating againg them, butrather agang exploitation at the handsof capital and
state: never do the Soda-Demoarats drive theworkers to fight againg clergy, or try
to interfere with religiousbdiefs; notat all! O(Luxemburg 2004[1905} 2). Even
more, sheargues, if the Church was trueto its roots, especially in the New Testament
and early Christianity, then it could nat hdp but suppott thesodalists. Asshewrites,
Orherefore it would seem as if the clergy oughtto lend ther hdp to the Sodal-
Democrats who are trying to enlighten thetoiling people. 1f we undestand propealy
theteachingswhich the sodalists bring to theworking class, the hatred of theclergy
towards them becomes still less undestandableO(L uxemburg 2004[1905} 2).

Y et, her real wish in these effortsto bring theclergy on side (which she
reaistically knew would never work, except perhgpswith the odd clergymen who
were as rare as Quhite blackbirdsO(L uxemburg 2004 [1905} 4) are really directed at
theworkers faithful to the Church. On this matter, shewantsto showthat if the
Church were trueto itself, it would suppotit theworkersin thar dissatisfaction with
and struggles agang exploitation. Even if the Church isnotonther sidein economic
matters, it should be

These are thetwists in he arguments concerning Christianity and the Church
tha interest mein this chapter. On theonehand, there are stirring denunaationsof
the Church that should warm anyone3 heart with a least some sodal consience, and
yet onthe other hand sheisremarkably open to thevalue of religion within soaalism.
So much so tha shewill come outin favor of freedom of concience regarding bdief
and even stresses therevolutionay and communist roots of Christianity itself. In
wha follows, | discuss and critiqueher diatribes agang the Church first, before
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moving on to do the same with her far more sympahetic treatment of the Church and
its history.

A Reformer’s Zeal

When reading Luxemburg@ criticisms of the Church, | can®hdp being
reminded of the zeal of the Protestant Reformers, especialy those amongthe Radical
Reformation like Thomes MYntzer. For them, the Church was corrupt to the core, run
by self-serving and lasciviouspriests whose only desire was earthly gain and pleasure.
The sheer wedlth of the Church, thetemporal power of the pope the demand for
indulgences in order to finance vast building projects N all these and more were signs
for the Reformers tha the Church had o4 its higher, spiritud vocation.

Often Luxemburg writesin asimilar vein, saturating her texts with a heavy
moral tone In aloudecho of the ReformersCrriticism of indulgences, she condenns
theclergy for beang more interested in ther fee than in the needs of thefaithful:

Again, everyone knows how the prieds themslvesmake profit from the
worker, extract money out of him on the occason of marriage, baptism or
burial. How oftenhasit happenedthatthe prieg, called to the bedside of a
sick manto administer the lag sacramerts, refusedto go therebefore he had
beenpaid his Of@O?The worker goesaway in degpair, to sell or pawn his
lag possession, so asto be ableto give religious consolation to his kindred
(Luxemburg 2004 [1905]: 3-4).

Apat fromthis overweening conaern with thar own podets, the priests more
often than notsidewith therich and powerful: Orhe majority of priests, with beaming
faces, bow and scrapeto therich and powerful, silently padoning them for every
depravity, every iniquityO(L uxemburg 2004[1909: 4). Onewould beforgiven for
thinking that these rich and powerful N astandard phrase is ever therewas oneN are
somehow externd to the Church. Reading Luxemburg, oneges theimpression that
thechurches are full of poorworkers. Or, to give her alittle more credit, the workers
aretheonly genuinebdievers. Thecatch istha the Church was very much oneof the
rich and powerful, of the owners of capital and thekey figures of thestate. To be
perfectly vulgar (inagoodMarxist sense), the Church needed to ensure tha it did not
bite the hand tha fed it. Favourable treatment (shewrites especialy of Poland, her
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home county), state fundsfor the churches, the maintenance of Church propety N
al these came fromthe state, from tha same rich and powerful to whom L uxemburg
was so strongly oppo®d. When it came to the crunch, the Church would first ensure
this suppot base.

It should come as no surprise, then, that the Church should view the sodaistsO
attacks on capital and the state as attacks on the Church itself, or at least onits current
livelihood. No wonde theclergy call fire and brimstonedown onthe sodalists: Qt is
with extraordinary vigourtha theclergy fight agang the sodalists and try by all
meansto bdittle them in theeyes of theworkers. . . the priests fulminae agang the
workers who are on strike, and agang the opponats of the govenment; further, they
exhort them to bear povety and oppression with humility and paience. ... The
clergy storm agang the Sodial Democrats, exhort theworkers notto @evoltGagaing
the overlords butto submit obediently to the oppression of this govenment. . .O
(Luxemburg 2004[1905: 1-3).

Sheisnotafraid of abiblical reference or two to back up her argument, such
asthefollowing: Orhe bishopsand the priests are not the propagators of Christian
teaching, but theworshippea's of the Golden Calf and of the Knoutwhich whipsthe
poorand defencel essO(L uxemburg 2004[1905} 3). Her reference is to theinddent
of the Golden Calf in Exodus32. In this mythical story, Aaron, the pariarch of the
priesthood,respondsto therequest of the people to make godsfor them, since Moses
had been gonefor an eternity, chating with God up on MountSina abouttheinterior
design of the Tabernacle, a sort of chgpd on camelback. So Aaron calls onthem all
to give him ther gold and he shagpes a Onolten calfON ayoungbull N with an
engraving tool (in explicit contrast to the ban on making graven images in the second
commandment (Exodus20:4) tha Mosesis aboutto bring down the mourtain with
him). Asthepeople dance and sing and celebrate, Moses returnsand in ange
smashes thetablets of thelaw and only jug manages to hold God back from
destroying the people completely. Thestory is of course wondefully ambiguous(see
Boer 2003:42-64) N is Moses really theuphole of thetruefaith, and of law and
order, andisthis arebdliontha has been cast as GinCP N but Luxemburg takesiit at
face value as the condemnation of wayward and corrupt religiouspractices.

It isbutapassing reference, and shewill have much more to say aboutbiblical
textsfrom Actsin the New Testament, butwha strikes me is the exegetical move she
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makes. Like the Reformers, thewayward practices of the Church are and ogousto
tho=e of corruptand self-serving priests in theHebrew Bible. Figures such as Moses
(and especially Jesusfor the Reformers) are recongdructed as the embodiment of true
religion over againg such priests N precisely therole in which the Reformers saw
themselves. Luxemburg@ point, then, is very similar: theclergy behave like those
wayward priests of andent Israel. Even more, when we come to he discussionsof
the communist originsof Christianity, thesodalists, who carry on such atradition
(even unknown to themselves), are and ogousto the Reformers who soughtto return
to thefons et origo of theearly Church.

Wha, then, isthe prope task of theclergy? Here Luxemburg comes close to
atheme we hear ad nauseam today: it isto providereigiousconlation, to comfort
the people who are Qull of cares and wearied by their hard livesO(Luxemburg 2004
[1905} 1). Indead of providing such conlation, the priests attack sodalism in
violent political speeches, turning the Qhe church and the pulpit into a place of
political propagandad(L uxemburg 2004[1903: 2). | can see Luxemburg® point, but
it differslittle from comments uttered on aregular basistoday. If thechurches should
criticize onegovenment policy or another, thestandad respons by tho criticized
isto say tha thechurches should not meddle in pdlitics; rather, they should focuson
the spiritud nouishment of souls. Only thepolitical sdes have changdd, foritis
more often than not conervative politicianswho are apt to respondin such away
when the churches condemn areactionay sodal policy or pditical decision.
Assuming tha the churches by and large agree with them, these politiciansreact by
telling the churches they have stepped out of linewhen they criticize and take an
aternative postion. | am, in other words, not particularly persuaded by Luxemburg®
point. Foritisnotso much acall for thechurchesto stay out of politics (an
impossible task even if itisaleitmotiv of the separation of church and state), but
rather a call onthechurchesto suppot the correct political program, depending of
course on whomyou hgppen to conault.

In theend, this call for the churches to stick to thar busness of providing
conlation to thefaithful isnotgoingto get usvery far. However, thereisadespe
problem with Luxemburg@ criticism of the Church, and that is her heavy moral tone
Her descriptionsof theclergy, boumgeoisie and workers are all saturated with moral
terms. For ingance, while theclergy are (parasites,Oinfused with haredOtowards
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the sodalists, using Qies and slande,Oand while the bourgenisie are GxmasculatedO
and full of hypoaisyOand Qreachery,Otheworkers are Qiefenceless, OQlesparingO
and Qhard-working O Similarly, when she comes to spesk of the Roman Empirein
setting the scene for the emergence of Christianity, we find adescriptionthat is
largdy moralistic. The Roman overlordswere corrupt, despotic andvile, livingon
thebacks of ther daveswho did all thework. Sheisat pansto show howthe
studion unde the Roman Empire differslittle, at least in terms of the paterns of
exploitation, fromtha of her own day unde capitalism.

Thesnares of such an approach are many, butlet me begin with wha may be
called theargument from human naure. Human beingsare naurally greedy, selfish
and small-minded, looking out only for themselves at the expense of othe's. In
theological parlance, thisis of course the state of fallen naure: human bengsare by
default sinful creatures (a point madein its own way by the myth of theFall in
Genesis 3). Now, theimmediate objection will betha Luxemburg does not make that
argument. Trueenough,athoughat a political level, thereis some mileagein the
suggestion tha capitalism is the mog tharoughsystematization, at both econonic and
ideological levels, of human greed (it is a goodpoint to make every now andthenin
respong to theargument tha human greed is to blame rather than any soad
formation). Butthemileageis not so great, for it then leadsto the unwelcome
postiontha wha we need is something like communism to forgive oursing
overcome our greed and set usonthe path of aright relation with our fellow human
bengs However, let mereturn to Luxemburg and the argument she does make: the
Church and boumenisie are inhaently greedy, corrupt, base and self-serving, whereas
thepoor, honest and defenceless working class is needlesdy exploited by those
greedy capitalists. A few years ago this would have been called an essentiaist
argument, in which thebourgeoisie, Church and working class are essentially evil or
good. At this point, the old anti-essentialist argument has some bite, for in thisform
L uxemburg® postion assumes that the postionsand predilectionsof the various
classes are unchangegble: it is pat of thar naure to beso. Or, to make the argument
less crude they have been condructed througheconormic circumstances to be so.

At this point too we come to the second problem with L uxemburg® heavily
moral termindogy, namely thedidefrom moralizing into ethics. Do we nothavein
L uxemburg(@ texts (more than thetwo | am commenting on here) an ethical binary of
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goodand evil? Thisisthelargest snare of her tendency to take the high moral ground
(awell-worn political phrase tha now carries an extraloading). Such an ethical
oppostion comes face to face with objectionssuch as tho of Sartre, Foucault and
Freud. For each in thar own way the oppostion ensures the centrality of the self (as
good)at theexpense of othea's (as evil). Forindance, for Freud it isthen anacissigtic
exercise tha imposes the perspective of the self on othersin terms of heroes (for
L uxemburg, theworking class) and villains(the Church and thebougeoisie). Or, in
Sartre@@ terms, it is a means of ensuring the self and margindizing others as evil, or,
in Foucault® terms, the oppostion provides the mechanisms of policing the goodand
securing wha is nommal and abnomal throughvariousingitutions(see Jameson
2005:58). We can go astep further and point outtha theintrodudion of ethicsis not
so much an effort to deal in a deeply conservative manne with one® behavior
towards and treatment of the (ther,Owhatever that may beN humen bengs
animals, plants, earth and so on. Rather, ethics produaes the category of the therO
in thevery act of offering away of relatingto theother. To my mind, tha is
something we could well dowithout

| am, then, not so enamored with Luxemburg@® moral-cum-ethical postions
for they land usin far too many problems. And| am certainly less than keen to take
them upin any further discussion of theinteraction between Marxism and religion, for
wha shedoes hereis replicate some of the more reprobéae paterns of theological
thinking.

Betraying the Spirit

While | donotwant to remain locked in such an ethical oppostion, in theend
nether does Luxemburyg, it seemsto me. Her first step comesin an argument that will
gan strength as | move aong:the spirit of early Christianity, inits practice and
teaching, was a sodalist one however, the Church has, for anumbe of historical
reasons betrayed this early spirit. Hereis Luxemburg: Qhe clergy, which makes
itself the spokesman of therich, thedefende of exploitation and oppression, places
itself in flagrant contradiction to the Christian dodrineOQ(L uxemburg 2004[1905} 3).
Luxemburg will use thisintriguing argument for anumber of purposes: to castigate
the Church, to show thefaithful workersthat ther faith is notin conflict with ther
deeply-felt politica and economic desires, and to recupeaate alonge tradition of
sodalism that pre-dates the nineteenth century. The first two reasonsare quite
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explicit in her argument, thelatter more implicit.

At firgt, thisargument by Luxemburg may seem like specia pleading, or a
curiouspiece of sophistry. Surely the Church was nota sodalist movement in its
early days! Indeed it was, sheargues. Thereis still adecent rhetorical effect in atext
like thefollowing, where she draws on variousbiblical quottionsto drive home her
point:

The Scacial-Democrats propose to put anend to the exploitation of the
toiling people by therich. You would have that the servarts of the Church
would have beenthe first to make this task easer for the Social-Democrats.
Did Jesus Christ (whose servarts the prieds are) teachthat Ot is easer for a
canel to pass through the eye of a neede thanfor arich manto erterthe
Kingdom of HeavenO? The Sccial-Demccrats try to bring about in all
countriessocial regmesbasedon the equality, liberty and fraternity of all the
citizers. If the clergy really desre that the principle Q_ove thy neighbour as
thyselfObe appliedin real life why do they not welcome keerly the
propaganda of the Sacial Demacrats? The Sacial Democraistry, by a
desperat struggle, by the education and organization of the people, to draw
themout of the downtroddenstate in which they now are and to off er a better
future to their children Everyone should admit, that at this point, the clergy
should bless the Sccial-Demarats, for did not he whom they serve, Jesus
Christ, say Orhat you do for the poor you do for me@ (Luxemburg 2004
[1905]: 2-3)

Let me say alittle abouteach of Luxemburg@ biblical citations They areall
drawn fromthe Gogpds and al putin the mouth of Jesusby thewriters of these texts.
Thefirst comesfromMark 10:25, athoughit isacommon text for all the synopic
Gogds (see dso Luke 18:25 and Matthew 19:24). Ot is easier for acamel to go
throughthe eye of aneedle than for arich man to enter the kingdomof GodQ(quotd
now fromthe Revised Standad Version). Ineach Gopd the context of thesayingis
the question of therich youngman (in Lukeit is aQulerQ: GGood Teacher, what
mug | doto inheait eternd life? (Mark 10;17). When Jesustellshim N beyond
observing the commandments N to go and sell all he has, give it to the poorand then
to come and follow Jesus the youngman goes away in sorrow, since he had many
posessons And then, to his disciples, Jesussays, How hard it will befor those
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who have riches to enter the kingdam of God!O(Mark 10:23), following it up with the
saying of theeye of theneedle. Itisastrongtext, and onetha Luxemburg usesto
make her point that sodalists work to end exploitation at the handsof therich. This
is, of course, a step beyondthe saying in the Gogels, adding the point tha wealth
derives from exploitation. But wha we should note at this point is the command to
therich youngman: Of oulack onething; go, sell what you have, and give to the poa,
and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow meO(Mark 10:21). This text
resonaes with those fromthebookof the Acts of the Apodlesthat will become the
crux of Luxemburg® argument concerning the communism of early Christianity.

The secondtext, Q.ovethy neighboras thysalf, Owe find sprinkled throughout
theNew Testament. Thegreatest conaentration comes in the Gogpds (Matthew
19:19;22:39; Mark 12:31,33; Luke 10:27), butit is also foundelsewhere (Romans
13.9; Galatians5:14; James 2:8). In the Gogdsit isthe second of the great
commandments, the other being Or ou shdl lovethe Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strengthO
(Mark 12:30; and, with dight variations Matthew 22:37; Luke 10:27). However, for
Paul this commandment sums all the others (Romans 13:9; Galatians5:14), and thisis
thelinetha Luxemburg picks up: it really is the summary, the conase statement of
Christian bdief and practice. If so, then theclergy really should suppot the sodalist
campagn of liberty, equdity and fraternity of all citizens Except, of course, tha
there is nothing paticularly sodalist or soda democratic aboutsuch a program; isit
notthe dogan of the French Revolution, of the newly strongbougeoisie tha she
despises so much elsewhere? Not her strongest paint, it seems to me, and Nietzsche®
strictures agang Christian loveN in which it is aweapon of dominaion and control
ove those to whomoneshows love, or caritas astheLatin hasit N cannotbe
forgotten at this point.

Her third biblical quottionisstronge. Thefull biblical text reads Orruly, |
say to you, as you did it to oneof theleast of these my brethren, you did it to meO
(Matthew 25:40). Thequottion comes towardsthe end of a parable tha remainsone
of theenabling motifs of Christian communism. It isthethird of the so-called
eschaological parablesin Matthew 25, thefirst two being the parable of thefive wise
and five fodish maidensand the parable of thetalents. This parable (of theshegp and
goas) goes as follows: at thetime of the coming of the GBon of Man,Ohewill, like a
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shephad, separate the sheep fromthegoas. To the shesp he says, CCome, O blessed
of my Father, inheit thekingdomprepared for you from thefounddion of theworld;
for | was hungly and yougave mefood | wasthirsty and yougave medrink, | wasa
strange and you welcomed me, | was naked and you clothed me, | was sick and you
visited me, | wasin prison and you came to meO(Matthew 25:34-6). To the question
from the sheep as to when they had in fact donethese things the Son of Man replies
with theverse | quotd above However, for the goasthe obvese applies. they are
banished to the colorful realm of eternd fire and punishment, a realm frequented by
noneother than thedevil and hisangds.

Thestakes in this passage from Matthew are high, for it mixes arather clear
agendaof wha would later becalled sodal jusice with the scene of thefind
judgment and al theusud paraphandiaof heaven and hdl. What Christian
communists tend to dois focuson themore pdatable sodal judice dimenson and
quietly dropthe stark contrast of eternd punishment and eternd life. Thecatch istha
this story is notmerely a prescription for a politics of compassion, oneof sodal
judtice and of relieving the Qlowntrodden,Oas Luxemburg puts it; rather, itisafull-
scale myth. Set in the apoc yptic moment of end-time judgnent, it is saturated with
theimagery tha onewould expect with such amyth N heaven and hell, fire and
glory, eternd life either with God or in punishment with thedevil and his angds.
How else to have aviable judgment scene at the end of history if thereis no outcome
for thejudgnment? Wha themyth doesdo N rather gratifyingly N isturn thewhole
idea of heaven as thereward for faithfulness, piety and religiouscommitment onits
head, for rather than being fully aware of one3 piety as the meansof savation, it
turnsouttha inadvertent acts of jugice are wha countin theend.

Thereisonelast feature of Luxemburg® use of this text from Matthew 25: the
fuller story as| have excavated it here pantsto thefact tha shetootradesin
mythological themes, abeat now of adistinctly political flavor (see Boer 2007b) Are
not the exploiting capitalists, the conniving bourgeoisie and thevend clergy aso
condenmned in thar own way to eternd damnation, althoughit is adamnaion of a
more economnic and political naure? Arethey notthegods, to use theimagefrom
Matthew® Gospd, the bourgeoisie and the Church, and are notthe working class,
with the sodalists at their head, theshesp N the ones who gave food and drink to the
hungry and thirsty, who clothed the naked, welcomed the strange, visited thesick and
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cameto thoin prison?

A Little Church History

Now for Luxemburg@ rather intriguing re-reading of Church history, which
seeksto provide athumb-nal sketch of theway the role and place of the Church
changed within the shifting econonic formationsof some 1900years. Andthereason
for Luxemburg@® step into Church history liesin her desire to find theway outof an
anomaly: if theNew Testament presents a picture of thefirst Christiansas devoted to
judtice for the poor, to communism in living and to providing refugefor the
oppressed, how did the Church end up asit isnow, as afriend of therich and
powerful, as a suppoter of thestatusquo, as an inditution with adistinct finandal
and political interest in ensuring its place within the econonic infrastructure? The
answer liesin history: On orde to undestand this strangephenomenon, it is sufficient
to glance ove thehistory of the Church and to examinethe evolution throughwhich
it has passed in the course of the centuriesO(L uxemburg 2004[1905} 4).

Luxemburg@recongrudtionis, quite smply, tha the Church of the exploited
became the Church of the exploiters. A movement which began with a message of
consolation to the poorand as a collective practice of the community of riches
gradudly changed over time to become pat of theruling classesin the Middle Ages
and then changad again to join theranks of the owners of capital unde capitalism.
Themain features of he recongruction, which comprises the bulk of her Socialism
and the Churches, are areliance onthe Marxist modes of produdion narative, the
outline of the Church@ econoric and political statuswithin each phase or modeof
produdion, and then thetrangtionsfrom onemode to the other. Let me say alittle
more abouteach one

To begin with, she accepts the structuring role of the sequence of modes of
produdion as they were bang defined at thetime shewrote. It movesfromadave-
based system unde the Roman Empire when Chrigtianity emerged, througha feudd
system that followed in Europeand then to the more recent trangtion to capitalism.
Within each sodal formation, shetakes as axiomatic Marx and Engds@ key to the
motor of history: Orhe history of all hitherto existing sodety is the history of class
struggleO(Marx and Engds 19752004,vol. 6: 482). Andin thefundamental
antagonism beween oppressor and oppressed that such a struggle assumes, the
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Christian Church findsitself firstly amongthe oppressed in the dave-based system of
the Roman Empire, butthen it shifts alegiance to become oneof theoppressorsin the
subsequent sodal formations

Luxemburg aso accepts, albat implicitly, the class antagonism tha Marx and
Engds outiinein the Manifesto of the Communist Party (Marx and Engds 19752004
vol. 6:482,585) Foringance, theoppostionsof freeman and dave, and of parician
and plebean are drawn from the Greek and Roman eras N the second oppostion
beng specifically Roman. Andthen thepars of lord and serf, guild-master and
joumeyman come from thefeudd period. So, if the early Church attracted dlaves and
plebaans then by theMiddle Agesit formed aclass of its own tha was closer to the
lordsthan serfs or joumeymen.

Thecruda moment N or rather, process N is when the Church moves from
oppressor to oppressed, from an organization that suffers at the handsof therich and
powerful to onetha homobswith those who have acquired wealth on the backs of
others. Here Luxemburg follows a variation of the conventiond Marxist narrative of
differentiation: froman origind community of equality, where everythingwas hddin
common, differentiationingnuaesitself so that we end up with the old oppostion of
rich and poor, powerful and powerless. So it waswith the early Christian community.
But every narative of differentiation needsatrigger, and for Luxemburg tha is size:
asthe Chrigtiansgrew in number it was no longe possible to live in small communist
groups Eventudly therich traded the sharing of thar wealth for aimsgivingto the
poor, which became only a portion of ther wealth and not all of it, and then they
absented themselves from the communities and the common meal's, which were |eft to
the poorchurch members. Size also becomes thetrigge of another feature of
differentiation, namely theclergy as aleadership structure, which became necessary
to managetheever-inaeasng movement. And so thegoodstha were once shared in
common, and which were then given to the poor, were devoted more and more to
maintaining the clergy and church buildings Once this process of differentiation was
unde way, the next step was the adopion of Christianity as the state religion, with
state funding for buildingsand a hieroaatic structure unde Condantine (some time
between the battle of the Milvian Bridgein 312and hisdeath in 337). Fromthere the
pah leadsto the Church@feudd privileges, ruling class status accumulation of
wealth and propeaty, androle as arich exploiter of the poorthroughtithes and labor
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dues.

But what hgppensto the Church when thefeudd order crumbled and was
swept away? Did it notloseits statusand landed wealth along with the dgposed
feudd lords? Did notthebourgeoisie wrest control of education and learning, as well
asthecare of the poorand the sick, away from theChurch? Liketherest of theold
aristocaracy, the Church did not merely resignitself to itsfate and crawl away to lick
itswounds It was much wilier than tha, trandorming itself into an owner of capital.
Despite its appaent loss of temporal power (here she speaks directly of the Roman
Catholic Church), it became a busness enterprise in its own right N Luxemburg
provides some telling figures on the capital of the Church in Audriaand France to
back up her argument.

There are afew problemswith her narrative. | am lessinterested in thecharge
tha sheisabit thin onthededails and resources, for it was a pamphlet designed for
popular consumption. More of a problem is he characterization of the Roman
Empire of theearly Christian era as corruptand collapang. In part thiswas arather
conventiond narative, which argued tha Rome collapsed dueto corruption, theloss
of civic and manly virtue, and afew too many lax morals. If the picture of the Roman
Empireisalittle schematic, then her rapidly-drawn picture of themedieval Church
aso suffers fromtendency towardsidedl types. While the Church loses any sense of
its communist roots to become an exploiting class, the peasants are poor, defenceless
people taxed and worked to thehilt. 1t would of course water down her story, but
some sense at least of the complexity of medieval life would have hdped. | think
here of thewhole area of peasant religion, with itsincorporation of pagan e ements
into an earthy Christianity, its carnivals and licensg, its celebrationsof fertility and
magic. In othe words some sense of peasant resistance would have hdped. So also
would the re-emergence fromtime to time of that utopian image of the early Church
fromthebookof Actsin onemovement after another, from the communities of
monkslivingin povety such astheFrandscans to therebdliousHutterites,
Albigensansand thefollowers of the apocalyptic Joachim of Fiore.

Yet, for al its shortcomingsit isanotabad narative. Its geniusliesinitialy
intheapped it madeat thetime it was written (1905) to the many who floodel into
her Polish sodalist party, the Soda Democracy of the Kingdomof Poland and
Lithuania, at thetime it was written. In therevolutionay moodof tha period, the
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mass strikes, the street protests, and the swell of suppot for thesodalists, Luxemburg
was at theforefront of making Marxism undestood by al the new recruits who knew
virtudly nothing aboutit. Rather than the characterization of a godless, anti-clerical
political movement, she soughtto reassure those who hdd religiousbdiefs that
sodalism was notincompaible with those bdiefs.

A further reasonfor its geniusistha it isabold act of rewriting history. As
Fouaault has shown usso powerfully, acruaa way of recasting and chdlenging the
present and future is by telling different stories of thepast N or rather, by tellinga
different narrative of how we got here and where we are going. Let me putit more
strongly: oneof the mog effective political toolsisto rewrite history, for thefuture
restsupona narative of the past tha setsup such afuturein thefirst place. Thus
when thefuture seems to be set alonga certain inevitable path, then retelling the story
tha led to tha future opensup the possibility of an aternaive future or two. In other
words to generate adifferent future, rewrite thepast. Thisis precisely wha

Luxemburg isdang in he recondruction of Church history.

Anti-Clericalism

In lightof such arecondruction, onewould expect that Luxemburg would
take every oppotunity to condemn the Church, for its exploitation of theworking
class, for its enmeshment with capitalism, for its hypoaisy in betrayingits roots, and
so on. Althoughshedoes let loos on the Church on more than oneoccasion, sheis
still notwilling to make anti-clericalism into a plank of sodalist politics. In order to
see why sherefuses to do so, we need to consder her essay, OAn Anti-Clerical Policy
of SodalismO(Luxemburg 2004[1903). Apart fromtheinterest of theargument
itself, it also provides another reason N apart from the argument tha the Church has
betrayed its origind spirit N for her valorization of Christian communism.

In that essay Luxemburg makes two points, namely that soaalism should not
endorse anti-clericalism as an absolute aim, for in doing so it loses sight of the class
struggle, and tha the bourgeois program is dippey and inconsstent, in contrast to the
congstency of sodalism. Let me take thesecond point first: for Luxemburg, the
bourgeoisie espouses anti-clericalism as afundamental platform and yet doesn®live
upto its high-flyingideals. Focusngon France, she points outtha anti-clericalismis
adistinctly boumgeois strategy, onetha derives from the French Revolution. And
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France, with its battles between a middle-class Parliament and areactionay Church,
isthe paradigm which shows tha anti-clericaism isdistindly bourgeois. Initsdrive
for purely secular power and secular state inditutions especially eduction, the
boumenisie is the naural enemy of the Church: Gare of the poor, thesick, the school,
all these fundionsbdongat present to the modan StateO(L uxemburg 2004[1903}
5).

All the same, theboumgeoisie isincongstent, for it does not actudly carry out
afull program of secularization. Ingead, it seeksto split the Church by approving
some religiousorders and na approving others. Fundsmay continueto flow to those
sanctione by the state, and the secular bourgeois state wages war only agang the
nonauthorized orders. Or, in the case of eduction and care of the sick, the state
seeks to wrest control away from the Church, while allowing the Church to continue
in its other fundions Wha actudly happensis that middle-class anti-clericalism
Qedlly conolidaes the power of the ChurchQ(Luxemburg 2004[1903} 7). By
contrast, sodalism has theonly consistent approach: it wants the complete abolition
of all state suppot for and recognition of the Church. Only in thisway will the
Church cease to have amaor handin theruling classes. Over agang thefickle
approach of theboumgeoisie, thesodalists should actudly push the bourgeois state to
carry outits secular prindples completely: it should not merely take control of
education, and the care of the poorand thesick, but it should confiscate all Church
propeaty and abolish wha is|eft of ecclesiastical privilege

At this point, it would seem that despite its politica rhetoric, thebourgeoisie®
anti-clericalism is completely hollow, while tha of sodalism isfar more radical.
Luxemburg will go onto arguewha appears to bea contradictory postionN tha
sodalism sees anti-clericalism as ared hearing. Before | turn to tha argument, it
seems to me tha Luxemburg has moved alittle too quickly in accusng the
boumgenise of bengincongstent. If we come at the problem from the side of the
congstency of sodalism, then tha congstency is dueto itsfocuson class conflict, on
theneed to overcome theruling classes and their abuse of power in order to exploit
workers. In othe words sodalism has adistinct political program tha is at its heart
economnic: therelief of working class exploitation. In thislight, themiddle-class may
seem inconsstent, butdoesit notaso have an underlying program? Is tha notoneof
ganing, holding and securing its postion asthe new ruling class? In thislight, the
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bourgeoisie® inconsstendes become appaent rather than real: inits driveto ruling
power, it seeks whaever allegiances tha will further its program and that indudes the
Church when such an alliance gives the bougeoisie an advantage. Even more, the
hoay adage of pditicsN divideand conque N applies all too well to bourgeois
relationsto the Church: adivided Church, onepat on sdeand onepart nat, warring
within itself, isfar easier to conque than oneunited and hodile.

Both optionsare also relevant to thebourgeoisie® dealing with the Left. If it
isto the advantage of the bourgenisie, then it will seek alliances with theworking
class, andthen, if tha alliance iswith a pat of theworking class, it all too
successfully divides theworking class and weakensit asafoe Thisiswherel move
to Luxemburg@® second argument, namely that in putting its weight behind bourgeois
anti-clericalism, theworking class loses sight of the class struggle. On this point she
IS quite astute, for by gaining sodalist suppot for anti-clericalism, thebougeoisie
splits the working class and shifts the emphasis of its battles from class exploitation to
taking on the Church. Reluctant to give thebougeoisie so much credit, what
Luxemburg does notsay istha thisisavery clever strategy: anti-clericalism looks
like it should bean item in theworking-class program, for unde feuddism the
Church was very much pat of theruling classes, and it continues to struggle as hard
asit can toregan such apostion. So it would seem natural tha theworking class
should sidewith the bourgeoisie in order to cut down the Church® efforts to remain
pat of theruling classes.

What Luxemburg does say istha if sodalists place al ther eggsin the basket
of anti-clericalism, thinkingthat it isthebasis of radical politics, they lose sight of
thar main oljective, which isto free theworkers from econormic exploitation.
Indeed, for Luxemburyg, anti-clericalism is neof the best ways of turning away the
attention of the working-class from sodal questions, and of weakening the class
struggleO(Luxemburg 2004[1903} 6). Theunwelcome result is that theboumgenisie
manages to enlist theworking class in its campagn agang the Church, thereby
obsuring the more fundamental class differences between the middle class and the
working class. For it istheboumgeoisie who are the new exploiters, they are theones
theworking class needsto overthrow.

At this point in thelogic of her argument she seemsto come to aglaring
contradiction. On theonehand, shehas argued tha sodalists should call onthe
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boumgenisie to redlize ther secularizing program, abolish all Church privilegeand
confiscate all Church propety; ontheother hand, sheargues tha anti-clericalismis
nota core sodalist postion,indeed that it dilutes the prope focusof sodalist
agitation. Thereis of course adegpe consstency: insofar as afull secularization,
specifically in theform of afull separation of Church and state, istheremovad of one
powerful section of theruling classes, then it should be suppoted. However, such a
policy should not blind theworking class to the other reality, namely tha the
domnant new ruling classistheboumeoisie. So, they too should be overcome, and
sodalism should not skew tha effort by allying itself wholly with bourgeois anti-
clericalism.

Anti-clericalism, then, isavalid policy for two reasons it shows up the
incongstendes of the boumgeoisie, who should be pushed to realize ther anti-clerical
policy in full, and it chalenges the Church@ enmeshment with capitalism. Itisnot,
however, afundanental platform of sodalist politics. Thispostionopensup the
possibility of Luxemburg® valorization of Christian sodalism. And thereasonsfor
such avalorization boil down to three: if anti-clericalism is notabasic factor in
sodalist politics, then in other circumstances sodalism may well have amore postive
approach to the Church, andindeed religion more generally; even if the Church is
now an owner of capital and thereby an exploiter, it was not always so; if the Church
has betrayed its origind spirit, then tha origind spirit was obvioudy something rather
different. It isto that different picture tha | now turn.

Christian Socialism

What | would like to do with Luxemburg® argument for an early Christian
communism is take this recongruction as a politica myth, and such amyth hasan
enabling and virtud power with historical consquences. In other words the myth of
Christian communism may initially be an image, using figurative and metaphoical
languayethat expresses a hopeconcerning commund living, but once it becomes an
authornitative and canonical text, it gansahistorica power of itsown. It becomesthe
motivation for repeated and actud attempts at Christian communism. In thissensg, it
ispossible to say tha the myth of Christian communism will have been trueat some
future moment (for afuller discussion see Boe 2007b)

Asfor Luxemburg, thewhole argument of her long essay, Socialism and the
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Churches, hinges ontheideatha thefirst Christian communities were communist,
even thoughit was a communism of consumption rather than produdion. Thekey
text comes fromthe Acts of the Apostles 4:32-5:

Now the compary of all those who believed were of one heat and soul, and
no one said ary of the things which he possessed washis own, but they had
everything in common. And with greatpower the apostlesgave their
tegimony to the reaurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace wasupon
themall. Therewasnot aneedy person among them, for asmary aswere
possessors of lands or housessold them, and brought the proceeds of what
wassold and laid it atthe apostlesf)‘eet and distribution wasmack to eachas

any hadneed

We can see here a distina echo of thefamousslogan, Grom each according to
his abilities, to each according to his need!O(Marx and Engds 19752004vol. 24:
87), athoughwhat L uxemburg picks up are two other features of this text: tha Qhey
had everything in commonQand tha those who had landsand houses sold them and
broughtthe proceedsto the apogles. Acts 2:44-5 summarizes these two points rather
nicely: And all who bdieved were togeher and had al thingsin common; and they
sold their possessionsand goodsand distributed them to al, as any had need.O Add to
this both the practice of having mealsin common and the abolition of family life
(Luxemburg 2004[1903: 8), aswell asthe story of therich youngman fromthe
Gogds, where Jesustells him, Or ou lack onething; go, sell what you have, and give
to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow meO(Mark 10:21;
see Matthew 19:21 and Luke 18:22), and we have atheme tha has become a powerful
current in Chrigtian political thoughtand practice.

Now, Luxemburg takes this description as areport of real and general
commund practice amongtheearly Christians She goes so far asto back it upwith a
quoition from an ungecified writer, a church historian (albet from 1780) and then
some quotationsfrom the Church Fathers, Saint Basil in the 4™ century, John
Chrysogom (347-407 CE) and then Gregory the Great fromthe 6" century. Noneof
these countall tha well as evidence, since they show howthestory in Actsganed a
distinct historical effect N they bdieved it happened and soughtto enact Christian
communism later on. And the church historian Vogd isno evidence at all, for hewas
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merely offering a paaphrase of Actsitself, assuming it to bea somewha accurate
report of theearly Church.

In order to back up her argument, Luxemburg triesto situate theearly Church
within the Roman Empire, at least as she seesthesituaion. Itisarather loose
recondruction, locating the early appeal of Christianity amongimpoveished
peasants. Losngthdr small holdingsto the ever-increasing estates of the absent
landlords who then worked thoe estates with slaves, these freemen either succumbed
to debt davery or fled to cities like Rome. However, withouta manufacturing base
there was little work for them, so they relied ontheinaufficient corn dole to feed
themselves and their families. In this situaion, she argues, Christianity Gippeared to
these unha@py bengsas alife-bdt, a conlation and an encouragement, and became,
right from the beginning, thereligion of the Roman proletariansO(L uxemburg 2004
[1905} 6). Given thdr economnic situdion, these early Christiansdemanded an equd
share of al resources, especialy thos tha therich hoaded for themselves. It wasa
communism bom of dire econonic circumstances N QWhat could be more natural 20
sheasks (Luxemburg 2004[1905} 6-7).

L uxemburg@ picture of the Roman Empireis alittle thin ondetail (where are
thedavesin thisearly Church, for indance?), and sheis keen to draw as many
paallels between the Roman Empire and Czarist Russia, where a despotic regime
soughtto keep thelid onrevolutionay currents. But | am more interested in two
features of this recongruction of the early Church: thetactical effort to showthat the
economnic situaion of theearly Church isandogots to the situaion in which she
writes; and the argument that the early Church was alower class phenomenon.

Asfar asthefirst feature is concerned, | pointed out earlier that Luxemburg
writes for the mass of new members of the Soaal Democratic Party of Lithuaniaand
Poland, for which shefundioned asthemain ideologuefrom her base in Berlin, in
order to show tha thesodalists providea viable social and economnic respon to dire
economnic circumstances in the same way that theearly Church did during the Roman
Empire. Her ddiberate use of the Latin term Qoroletariangis a ploy in this argument:
in the same way thelower classesin the Roman Empire were known as proletarians,
so aso are theworkers unde capitalism (for whom the term was appropriated and
reworked). Not only does shedraw uponEngds here (Marx and Engds 19752004
vol.27:44569), but she characteristically pushes her argument asfar asit will go:
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making use of an argument fromoriginsthat is close to the agendaof radical groups
throughoutthehistory of Chrigtianity, sheargues that the sodalists embodythe
sodally savific agendaof theearly Church, so much so tha should Jesusappear in
her time, hewould sidewith thesodalists: OAnd, if Christ were to appear on earth
today, hewould surely attack thepriests, thebishopsand archbishopswho defend the
rich and live by exploiting the unfortunae, as formerly he attacked the merchants
whomhedrovefromthetemple so tha thear ignole presence should not defile the
House of GodQ(Luxemburg 2004[1903: 26). Asl will point outin a moment, she
will take a step further to arguetha sodalists will complete what was begun by the
early Christians

Secondly, sheargues tha theearly Church appealed to and drew its
membership fromamongthepoor. In Marxist studies, thisidea goes back to Engds,
who writesin his On the History of Early Christianity: CChristianity was origindly a
movement of oppressed people: it first appeared as areligion of daves and freedmen,
of poorpeople deprived of all rights, of peoples subjugated or dispersed by RomeO
(Marx and Engds 19752004:447). Surprisingly, Engdsis aso the source of theidea
in New Testament studies and church history. Able to read Koine (New Testament)
Greek, having renouned with difficulty his evangdica (in theold German sense)
faith, and keeping up with biblical studies, Engds was no amateur on these matters.
By theearly 20" century it became the consensusamong New Testament scholars
(Deissman 1978[1908] 1929)and amongsodologists (Trodtsch 1992[1911)) and
hdd sway until the1960s Fromthen, however, reaction set in and theolder
argument tha predaes Engds reganed favor: Christianity drew its membership from
themiddle and uppe strata of Roman sodety (see Stark 1996:29-48). Intheend,
however, theevidence is notcondusgve or a best rather dim. And onecannothdp
butbealittle sugpiciousaboutsuch swingsof thependulum in biblical studies.

All the same, these developments show up two slipsin Luxemburg®
argument. Thefirstistha thevery text from Acts uponwhich sherelies also
mentionsthose who were Qpossessors of landsor housesO(Acts 4:35). Even this
mythical story indudes at least afew of thewealthier citizens Further, thereisa
distinct difference between theimagein Acts, which pants an idedl picture of the
early Christian community in Jerusalem, andthelater communities in other cities of
the Roman Empire such as Corinth and Rome. Now, the studies of the class
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compostion of early Christianity focuson these later communities and tendto leave
aonetheaccountin Acts. Luxemburg®@ mistake, then, isto assume that the story in
Acts appliesto al Christian communities.

Thisiswhere themore recent studies of early revolutionay and messianic
movementsin 1% century Judaea come into play, for the Qesus movementOwas one
of these. For example, Richard Hordey argues tha these revolutionay movements
drew their numbers from therural poorsufferingunde a Roman yoke engagingin
dowdowns, sabotage scribd writings counter-terrorism, and revolts (Hordey 1989
1992,1995 1996;Horsley and Hanson 1985) If thisisthe case, then Luxemburg®@
guestionis still valid: when did the changefrom a messianic peasant movement to a
respectable soda movement drawn fromthe midde and uppe strata of Roman
sodety take place? For some, such as Jorunn  kland (forthcoming), thefirst signsof
this shift come very early indeed, paticularly with tha central ideologuePaul. Keen
notto alter thestatusquoN slaves and women should accept ther lotsin life and not
seek to changeanything (1 Corinthians 7: 21-3,39) N Paul developstheidea of a
QGpirituad messianismOand a heavenly Kingdom Removed from theearlier
revolutionay messianism and the earthly Kingdam of Jesusand company, this
spiritud messianism was to become profoundl influential in theearly Church. Even
at this very early point, adecade after the death of Jesus, and in the earliest written
textsin the New Testament, Paul represents a second movement of early Christianity
tha soughtto modeate and modify the Christian movement in light of the more well-
to-do econonic and sodal circumstances of the Church@ Jewish members and
proslytes. No wonde the early Church became respectable.

In light of these developments N that Paul marks thefirst modeating effect
and tha the early Christian communities in the Roman Empire were rather respectable
N we find ourselves with arguments that undemine Luxemburg@® historical
assumptions Addto tha the extremely unreliable naure of thebookof Actsasa
historical doaument at all (Penna 2004;Koester 1982,vol 2: 98-99,31523) and her
argument beginsto look rather thin. Even withouttheissue of the unreliable nature of
Acts, theearly Church turnsoutto belesslike theworkers to whomshe addressed her
essay and more like the bourgeoisie to whomsheis so vehemently opposd N
althoughl am extremely wary of drawing such andogies across vastly different sodal
and economc systems such as the Andent modeof produdion of the Roman Empire
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and capitalism.

Strangdy, these historical arguments do nat seem to have much impact onthe
effect of texts such astho in Acts 4:32-35and Acts 2:44-5. Wha | mean istha
they have become influentia political myths especially outsidethe small circle of
biblical scholarship, a statustha may even be enhanced by the unhistorical naure of
these texts. For the communist nature of that mythical early community N a
paradise-like myth of originsif ever there was oneN has continued and continues to
influence movements throughoutof Christian history, such as the Frandscan order
within the Roman Catholic Church, or the communist efforts of Gerrard Winganley
and the Diggasin 17" century Endand, or thelcarian communes of f tienneCabet
(17881856)in the USA, or thevariousChristian communes that exist today. Ther
virtud power as political myth shows up in asomewhat different context aswell: |
have foundthat when N for my sinsN | used to speak to church groupsaboutthese
texts, especially those from secure and leafy midde-class subuibs thelisteners found
them profoundly uncomfortable. With ther statusas founding myth of the Christian
church, they seemed afar cry from the self-serving and nudear lives tha mog of
these people led.

However, | dowant to indst onthe point | made aboveconcerning the
unreliability of thisimagein Acts, an imagethat is so important for Luxemburg.
Rather than her effort to fix such amoment historically, or indeed for New Testament
scholarsto do o, | prefer adifferent tack. 1t may be stated in terms of thefollowing
contradiction: theless historically reliable such astory is, themore powerful itisasa
political myth. Even further, it isimportant to indst that this picture of the early
Christian community rests on theflimsiest of evidence N thebookof ActsN since
only then can we avoid thetendency of trying to restore some pristine state tha has
been disrupted by a @all,Owhenever tha moment took place. The more the bdief
holdsthat Acts presents wha was once areal, lived experience, themore efforts to
restore tha ideal early church becomereactionay. For any effort at restoring wha
was log, of overcoming a @all,Oisreactionay in thefirst degree. Such efforts have
bedeviled movements within the Church over two millennia, movements tha have
soughtin thar own ways to return to that first community. Wha hgppensin these
effortsis tha the mythical early church becomes adesirable point of origin tha needs
to beretrieved. However, if weingst tha thecommund life of theearly Churchis
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myth, that it projects awish asto wha mightbe, that it gives usa powerful image of
wha may still beachieved, then we are able to overcome thereactionay desire to
return to theearly church in thebookof Acts and perhgpsturn it to radical ends

Consumption Versus Production

For al her misdirected effortsto recover an authentic origind Christian
communism, Luxemburg is not so overcome with aromanticized image of the early
Church notto see problems. For her the mgjor problem isthat theimagewefindin
Actsis acommunism of consumption rather than one of produdion. Intheend, she
argues, such acommunism of consumption will nat get usvery far. Itisboth limited
in the size of thecommuneandin duration, for acommunism of consumptionis
possible only aslongasthere arerichesto share and goodsto sell. Hereis
L uxembury:

But this communism wasbased on the consumption of fi nished products and
not on work, and proved itself incapahle of reforming society, of putting an
end to the inequality between menard throwing down the barrier which
separatdrichfrom poor. ... Suppose, for examge, thattherich proprietors,
influencedby the Christiandoctrine, offeredto share up betweenthe peagple
all the riches whichthey possessedin the form of money, cereas, fruit,
clothing and animals, what would the reault be? Poverty would disappear for
severalweeks and during this the timethe populace would be ale to feed
and clothe themselves But the finished products are quickly usedup. Aftera
short lapse of time, the peple, having consumedthe distributedriches
would once again have empty hands (Luxemburg 2004 [1905]: 9-10).

Apat fromthe Christian communities themselves, nothing has in fact changed
within the economic structures as awhole. Infact, it would rely ontherich produang
more, by meansof thar daves, so tha they could once agan share thar weath with
the Christian community N Orhat would beto draw water in asievel O(L uxemburg
2004[1905]: 10). Should they also sell ther means of produdion, then the Christian
communities would quickly starve. Already within early Christian communism the
logic of giving almsto the poa arose, for such a system could only bemaintained if
therich kept making surpluses and kept on givingit to the poor.
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At this point, argues Luxemburg, the sodalists differ fromearly Christian
communism, for the sodalists demand a more fundamental changein the means of
produdion. While the Christian communists Qlid not demand tha theland, the
workshopsand theingruments of work should become collective propaty, butonly
tha everything should bedivided up amongthem, houss, clothing, foodand finished
produds mog necessary to life,Othe sodialists seek to make into common propetty the
actuad Ongruments of work, themeansof produdion, in order tha all humanity may
work and live in harmoniousunityO(L uxemburg 2004[1905} 7).

Completing Christian Communism

Wha al of thismeansis tha sodalism will complete wha Christian
communism began. Itsintention may have been right N an ardent bief in
communism N butit needsto go a step further: nat merely theproduds of an
economny need to behdd in common, but the means of produdionthemselves. Her
rather arresting condusonisthen tha sodalismisin fact thelogical outcome of
Chrigtianity: QVhat the Christian Apodles could not accomplish by their ardent
discourses agang the egoism of therich, themoden proletarians workers congious
of thar class-postion, can start working in the near future, by the conquest of political
power in al counties by tearing thefactories, theland, and all the means of
produdion from the capitalists to make them the commund propety of the workersO
(Luxemburg 2004[1909: 23). If it is notquite Erng Bloch@ argument that athestic
Marxism isthe messianic realization of therebdliousstream in Judasm and
Christianity (Bloch 1972:240, 1985 vol 14:317), it certainly comes close.

In contrast to Christian communism, with its alms and charity, with itstaking
fromtherich and giving to the poor, sodalism points outtha a propa communism is
possible only when theland and all other means of produdion are placed in the hands
of the producers themselves, the workers, who will produe what each oneneeds In
other words, to the Christian communists the sodalists say, Of ou want communism?

wedl give youreal communism!O

Freedom of Conscience

Not so much a Guriouspiece of historical sophistry,Ofor all its flaws,
Luxemburg@ story of Christian communism and her effort to accountfor its
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disappearance in the history of the Church tapsinto a powerful political myth, one
tha shein fact had agoodhand in embdlishing and perpetuding. It was of course
aso atactica ploy in the circumstances in which it was written, seeking to show how
sodalism has more in common with certain N especialy subvesive N elements of
Chrigtianity than onemight think. Tha such an argument should have made more
than one@odless communistOunacmfortable goes withoutsaying. It has also made
more than one@oodChristianOuncnfortable. Rather than seeking to distance
sodalism from Christianity, she has not merely acknowedged the affinities butmade
them avirtue

Y et, her argument has onemore surprising outcome, namely theargument for

afreedomof conscience regarding religiousbdief:

The Sccial-Democrats, those of the whole world and of our own country,
regard conscience and personal opinions asbeing sacred. Every manmay
hold what faith and what opinions seem likely to him to ersure happiness.
No one hastheright to persecute or to attackthe particular religious opinion
of others Thatis whatthe socialists think (Luxemburg 2004 [1905]: 2).

Luxemburg is astute enoughto see tha Qiberty of consienceOcuts both ways.
If shechdlengesthethoughtpolice of the Czarist regime in Russaand Russian
controlled Poland, which persecuted Catholics, Jews, heretics and freethinkers, and if
shechdlenges the efforts of the Church to control wha people bdieve by whaever
meansavailable, from state power to theInquisition, then shewill notarguetha the
sodalists should exercise the same type of censorship and control. Andthelogical
outcome of such an approach istha freedomof conscience also appliesto religious
bdief.

Theeis, asaways, atactical element to her argument, namely that in contrast
to the Church@ propayandathe large nurmber of those with religiouscommitmentin
her party need not worry abouttheincompaibility of ther bdiefs with the programs
of thepaty. Butthaeisaso adeeper issuehere. | for onehad always taken theidea
of freedomof congience as much afiction (no one doesin fact have full freedomof
congience) as a central element in theideology of liberalism with its valorization of
the private individud. | must admit to being not so enamored with Luxemburg®@
statement that Qeligionis aprivate affairO(Luxemburg 2004[1903} 2), for thisfalls
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toofar into such aliberal ideological postion. Sinceit isso much apat of theream
of thesacrosandt individud, | have aways been profoundly sugpiciousof and
oppo%d to theidea of freedomof conscience.

However, thereisadoubk paadoxin such an ideatha Luxemburg shows up
somewhat unwittingly. Thefirst oneis that the slogan of Greedom of conssience,O
especidly in the handsof those who propagae it these days, produces the opposte.
Thus inthehandsof a Friedrich von Hayek (Hayek 1960)or a Milton Friedman
(Friedman 2002, thelink between freedomand capitalism, or freedomof constience
and freedom of speech with the so-called Gree market,Oalways endsup being
oppressive, produang widespread exploitation, poverty and environmental
destruction. Or, in thehandsof an imperial power such at the United States,
GreedomObecomes theideologica judification for invasion and occupaion N
withouteven seeing the contradiction, they seek to impose GreedomOon counties
(mog recently Afghanistan and Iraq), with disastrous consequences. Thisfirst
paradox is perhapsbest caughtupin aslogan of the political right, Greedomthrough
firepower.O

Thereis, however, asecondand far more interesting paradox. Rather than
throwing out the baby of freedom of constience with the bahwater of liberal
ideology, it seems to me tha sodalism too has a paradox tha turnson freedom of
congience. Asamovement tha opeates primarily from a collective perspective, one
would expect tha freedom of conssience would befar fromsuch aprogam N at
least if onebdievesthecritics of sodalism such as Hayek, for whomcollective will is
actudly acover for theimpostion of dictator@will. By contrast, afully collective
program is precisely onetha does not seek to impose thewill of oneover theothe. It
is, if youlike, thecomplex effort to alow each onein thecollective to express her or
his bdiefs, foibles and obsessionswithoutthe impostion of control and censorship.
So | end with adialectica point: only afully collective program will enable thefull
realization of freedomof consience. Andthat applies as much to religiousbdief as
to anything else. Tome, at least, thisis the degpest lesson from Luxemburg®

Socialism and the Churches.
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