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The son of German Calvinist immigrants, Walter Rauschenbusch (1861–1918) was a leading promoter of the 
Social Gospel movement, which demanded that Christians be judged by their cooperative action as opposed to 
individually professed faith.  While serving as a minister in New York City, Rauschenbusch saw many of his 
parishioners living in dire poverty and turning to atheistic socialism for answers.  This experience pushed him to 
focus his theology on the social underpinnings of sin, which he saw primarily as great discrepancies in wealth and a 
culture of militarism.  Written for a post–World War I society, this excerpt tries to reconcile the existing tension 
between capital and labor while also rejecting capitalism and communism as methods compatible with the Kingdom 
of God. –Jeremiah Bohr  

 

[1]  We have a social gospel. We need a systematic theology large enough to match it and vital 
enough to back it.  

 
[2]  This is the main proposition of this book. The first three chapters are to show that a 
readjustment and expansion of theology, so that it will furnish an adequate intellectual basis for 
the social gospel, is necessary, feasible, desirable, and legitimate. The remainder of the book 

offers concrete suggestions how some of the most important sections of doctrinal theology may be 
expanded and readjusted to make room for the religious convictions summed up in “the social 
gospel.”  
 
[3]  Some of my readers, who know the age, the tenacity, and the monumental character of 

theology well, will smile at the audacity of this proposal. Others, who know theology still better, 
will treat this venture very seriously. If theology stops growing or is unable to adjust itself to its 
modern environment and to meet its present tasks, it will die. Many now regard it as dead. The 
social gospel needs a theology to make it effective; but theology needs the social gospel to vitalize 
it. The work attempted in this book is doomed to futility if it has only the personal ideas of the 

author behind it. It is worthy of consideration only if the needs of a new epoch are seeking 
expression in it, and in that case its personal defects are of slight importance.  

[4]  The argument of this book is built on the conviction that the social gospel is a permanent 
addition to our spiritual outlook and that its arrival constitutes a stage in the development of the 

Christian religion.  

[5]  We need not waste words to prove that the social gospel is being preached. It is no longer a 
prophetic and occasional note. It is a novelty only in backward social or religious communities. 

The social gospel has become orthodox.  

[6]  It is not only preached. It has set new problems for local church work, and has turned the 
pastoral and organizing work of the ministry into new and constructive directions. It has 

imparted a wider vision and a more statesmanlike grasp to the foreign mission enterprise. In 
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home missions its advent was signalized by the publication, in 1885 of “Our Country” by Josiah 
Strong. (Venerabile nomen!) That book lifted the entire home mission problem to a higher level. The 
religious literature uttering the social gospel is notable both for its volume and its vitality and 

conviction. The emotional fervor of the new convictions has created prayers and hymns of social 
aspiration, for which the newer hymn books are making room. Conservative denominations have 
formally committed themselves to the fundamental ideas of the social gospel and their practical 
application. The plans of great interdenominational organizations are inspired by it. It has 
become a constructive force in American politics.  

 
[7]  This new orientation, which is observable in all parts of our religious life, is not simply a 
prudent adjustment of church methods to changed conditions. There is religious compulsion 
behind it. Those who are in touch with the student population know what the impulse to social 
service means to college men and women. It is the most religious element in the life of many of 

them. Among ministerial students there is an almost impatient demand for a proper social outlet. 
Some hesitate to enter the regular ministry at all because they doubt whether it will offer them 
sufficient opportunity and freedom to utter and apply their social convictions. For many ministers 
who have come under the influence of the social gospel in mature years, it has signified a 
religious crisis, and where it has been met successfully, it has brought fresh joy and power, and a 

distinct enlargement of mind. It has taken the place of conventional religion in the lives of many 
outside the Church. It constitutes the moral power in the propaganda of Socialism.  
 
[8]  All those social groups which distinctly face toward the future, clearly show their need and 
craving for a social interpretation and application of Christianity. Whoever wants to hold 

audiences of working people must establish some connection between religion and their social 
feelings and experiences. The religious organizations dealing with college men and women know 
that any appeal which leaves out the social note is likely to meet a listless audience. The most 
effective evangelists for these two groups are men who have thoroughly embodied the social 
gospel in their religious life and thought. When the great evangelistic effort of the “Men and 

Religion Forward Movement” was first planned, its organizers made room for “Social Service” 
very hesitatingly. But as soon as the movement was tried out before the public, it became clear 
that only the meetings which offered the people the social application of religion were striking fire 
and drawing crowds.  
 

[9]  The Great War has dwarfed and submerged all other issues, including our social problems. 
But in fact the war is the most acute and tremendous social problem of all. All whose Christianity 
has not been ditched by the catastrophe are demanding a christianizing of international relations. 
The demand for disarmament and permanent peace, for the rights of the small nations against 
the imperialistic and colonizing powers, for freedom of the seas and of trade routes, for orderly 

settlement of grievances,—these are demands for social righteousness and fraternity on the 
largest scale. Before the War the social gospel dealt with social classes; to-day it is being translated 
into international terms. The ultimate cause of the war was the same lust for easy and unearned 
gain which has created the internal social evils under which every nation has suffered. The social 
problem and the war problem are fundamentally one problem, and the social gospel faces both. 

After the War the social gospel will “come back” with pent-up energy and clearer knowledge.  
 
[10]  The social movement is the most important ethical and spiritual movement in the modern 
world, and the social gospel is the response of the Christian consciousness to it. Therefore it had 



 3 

to be. The social gospel registers the fact that for the first time in history the spirit of Christianity 
has had a chance to form a working partnership with real social and psychological science. It is 
the religious reaction on the historic advent of democracy. It seeks to put the democratic spirit, 

which the Church inherited from Jesus and the prophets, once more in control of the institutions 
and teachings of the Church. 
 
[11]  The social gospel is the old message of salvation, but enlarged and intensified. The 
individualistic gospel has taught us to see the sinfulness of every human heart and has inspired us 

with faith in the willingness and power of God to save every soul that comes to him. But it has 
not given us an adequate understanding of the sinfulness of the social order and its share in the 
sins of all individuals within it. It has not evoked faith in the will and power of God to redeem the 
permanent institutions of human society from their inherited guilt of oppression and extortion. 
Both our sense of sin and our faith in salvation have fallen short of the realities under its teaching. 

The social gospel seeks to bring men under repentance for their collective sins and to create a 
more sensitive and more modern conscience. It calls on us for the faith of the old prophets who 
believed in the salvation of nations.  
 
[12]  Now, if this insight and religious outlook become common to large and vigorous sections of 

the Christian Church, the solutions of life contained in the old theological system will seem puny 
and inadequate. Our faith will be larger than the intellectual system which subtends it. Can 
theology expand to meet the growth of faith? The biblical studies have responded to the spiritual 
hunger aroused by the social gospel. The historical interpretation of the Bible has put the 
religious personalities, their spiritual struggles, their growth, and their utterances, into social 

connection with the community life of which they were part. This method of interpretation has 
given back the Bible to men of modernized intelligence and has made it the feeder of faith in the 
social gospel. The studies of “practical theology” are all in a process of rejuvenation and 
expansion in order to create competent leadership for the Church, and most of these changes are 
due to the rise of new ideals created by the social gospel. What, then, will doctrinal theology do 

to meet the new situation? Can it ground and anchor the social gospel in the eternal truths of our 
religion and build its main ideas into the systematic structure of christian doctrine?  
 
[13]  Theology is not superior to the gospel. It exists to aid the preaching of salvation. Its business 
is to make the essential facts and principles of Christianity so simple and clear, so adequate and 

mighty, that all who preach or teach the gospel, both ministers and laymen, can draw on its 
stores and deliver a complete and unclouded Christian message. When the progress of humanity 
creates new tasks, such as world-wide missions, or new problems, such as the social problem, 
theology must connect these with the old fundamentals of our faith and make them Christian 
tasks and problems.  

 
[14]  The adjustment of the Christian message to the regeneration of the social order is plainly 
one of the most difficult tasks ever laid on the intellect of religious leaders. The pioneers of the 
social gospel have had a hard time trying to consolidate their old faith and their new aim. Some 
have lost their faith; others have come out of the struggle with crippled formulations of truth. 

Does not our traditional theology deserve some of the blame for this spiritual wastage because it 
left these men without spiritual support and allowed them to become the vicarious victims of our 
theological inefficiency? If our theology is silent on social salvation, we compel college men and 
women, workingmen, and theological students, to choose between an unsocial system of theology 
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and an irreligious system of social salvation. It is not hard to predict the outcome. If we seek to 
keep Christian doctrine unchanged, we shall ensure its abandonment.  
 

[15]  Instead of being an aid in the development of the social gospel, systematic theology has 
often been a real clog. When a minister speaks to his people about child labour or the 
exploitation of the lowly by the strong; when he insists on adequate food, education, recreation, 
and a really human opportunity for all, there is response. People are moved by plain human 
feeling and by the instinctive convictions which they have learned from Jesus Christ. But at once 

there are doubting and dissenting voices. We are told that environment has no saving power; 
regeneration is what men need; we can not have a regenerate society without regenerate 
individuals; we do not live for this world but for the life to come; it is not the function of the 
church to deal with economic questions; any effort to change the social order before the coming 
of the Lord is foredoomed to failure. These objections all issue from the theological consciousness 

created by traditional church teaching. These half-truths are the proper product of a half-way 
system of theology in which there is no room for social redemption. Thus the Church is halting 
between two voices that call it. On the one side is the voice of the living Christ amid living men 
to-day; on the other side is the voice of past ages embodied in theology. Who will say that the 
authority of this voice has never confused our Christian judgment and paralyzed our 

determination to establish God’s kingdom on earth?  
 
[16]  Those who have gone through the struggle for a clear faith in the social gospel would 
probably agree that the doctrinal theology in which they were brought up, was one of the most 
baffling hindrances in their spiritual crisis, and that all their mental energies were taxed to 

overcome the weight of its traditions. They were fortunate if they promptly discovered some 
recent theological book which showed them at least the possibility of conceiving Christian 
doctrine in social terms, and made them conscious of a fellowship of faith in their climb toward 
the light. The situation would be much worse if Christian thought were nourished on doctrine 
only. Fortunately our hymns and prayers have a richer consciousness of solidarity than 

individualistic theology. But even today many ministers have a kind of dumb-bell system of 
thought, with the social gospel at one end and individual salvation at the other end, and an 
attenuated connection between them. The strength of our faith is in its unity. Religion wants 
wholeness of life. We need a rounded system of doctrine large enough to take in all our spiritual 
interests.  

 
[17]  In short, we need a theology large enough to contain the social gospel, and alive and 
productive enough not to hamper it. [. . .] 
 
[18]  In these introductory chapters my aim is to win the benevolent and serious attention of 

conservative readers for the discussions that are to follow. I have thus far tried to show that the 
spread of the social gospel will inevitably react on theology, and that this influence is likely to be 
constructive and salutary. Let us add the important fact that the social gospel imports into 
theology nothing that is new or alien.  
 

[19]  Frequent attempts have been made in the history of our religion to blend alien elements 
with it. The early Gnostics and the mediaeval Albigenses, for instance, tried to combine historical 
Christianity with dualistic conceptions of the universe and strict asceticism. Modern Mormonism, 
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Theosophy, and Christian Science represent syncretistic formations, minglings of genuine 
Christianity with new and alien elements.  
 

[20]  The belief in the universal reign of law, the doctrine of evolution, the control of nature by 
man, and the value of education and liberty as independent goods,—these are among the most 
influential convictions of modern life and have deeply modified our religious thought. But they 
are novel elements in theology. They are not alien, but certainly they held no such controlling 
position in the theology of the past as they do with us. We may discover prophetic forecasts of 

them in the Bible, but we have to look for them.  
 
[21]  On the other hand the idea of the redemption of the social organism is nothing alien.  It is 
simply a proper part of the Christian faith in redemption from sin and evil.  As soon as the desire 
for salvation becomes strong and intelligent enough to look beyond the personal sins of the 

individual, and to discern how our personality in its intake and output is connected with social 
groups to which we belong, the problem of social redemption is before us and we can never again 
forget it.  It lies like a larger concentric circle around a smaller one.  It is related to our intimate 
personal salvation like astronomy to physics.  Only spiritual and intellectual immaturity have 
kept us from seeing it clearly before.  The social gospel is not an alien element in theology. 

 
[22]  Neither is it novel.  The social gospel is, in fact, the oldest gospel of all.  It is “built on the 
foundation of the apostles and prophets.”  Its substance is the Hebrew faith which Jesus himself 
held.  If the prophets ever talked about the “plan of redemption,” they meant the social 
redemption of the nation.  So long as John the Baptist and Jesus were proclaiming the gospel, the 

Kingdom of God was its central word, and the ethical teaching of both, which was their practical 
commentary and definition of the Kingdom idea, looked toward a higher social order in which 
new ethical standards would become practicable.  To the first generation of disciples the hope of 
the Lord’s return meant the hope of a Christian social order on earth under the personal rule of 
Jesus Christ, and they would have been amazed if they had learned that this hope was to be 

motioned out of theology and other ideas substituted.  
 
[23]  The social gospel is nothing alien or novel.  When it comes to a question of pedigree and 
birth-right, it may well turn on the dogmas on which the Catholic and Protestant theologies are 
based and inquire for their birth certificate.  They are neither dominant in the New Testament 

nor clearly defined in it.  The more our historical investigations are laying bare the roots of 
Catholic dogma, the more do we see them running back into alien Greek though, and not into 
the substance of Christ’s message nor into the Hebrew faith.  We shall not get away again from 
the central proposition of Harnack’s History of Dogma, that the development of Catholic dogma 
was the process of the Hellenization of Christianity; in other words, that alien influences 

streamed into the religion of Jesus Christ and created a theology which he never taught nor 
intended.  What would Jesus have said to the symbol of Chalcedon or the Athanasian Creed if 
they had been read to him?  
 
[24]  The doctrine of the Kingdom of God was left undeveloped by individualistic theology and 

finally mislaid by it almost completely, because it did not support nor fit in with that scheme of 
doctrine.  In the older handbooks of theology it is scarcely mentioned, except in the chapters on 
eschatology; in none of them does it dominate the table of contents.  What a spectacle, that the 
original teaching of our Lord has become an incongruous element in so-called evangelical 
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theology, like a stranger with whom the other doctrines would not associate, and who was finally 
ejected because he had no wedding garment!  In the same way the distinctive ethics of Jesus, 
which is part and parcel of his Kingdom doctrine, was long the hidden treasure of the suppressed 

democratic sects.  Now, as soon as the social gospel began once more to be preached in our own 
time, the doctrine of the Kingdom was immediately loved and proclaimed afresh, and the ethical 
principles of Jesus are once more taught without reservation as the only alternative for the greedy 
ethics of capitalism and militarism.  These antipathies and affinities are a strong proof that the 
social gospel is neither alien nor novel, but is a revival of the earliest doctrines of Christianity, of 

its radical ethical spirit, and of its revolutionary consciousness.  
 
[25]  The body of ideas which we call the social gospel is not the product of a fad or temporary 
interest; it is not an alien importation or a novel invention; it is the revival of the most ancient 
and authentic gospel, and the scientific unfolding of essential elements of Christian doctrine 

which have remained undeveloped all too long; the rise of the social gospel is not a matter of 
choice but of destiny; the digestion of its ideas will exert a quickening and reconstructive 
influence on every party of theology. [. . .] 
 
[26]  It is not easy to define sin, for sin is as elastic and complicated as life itself.  Its quality, 

degree, and culpability vary according to the moral intelligence and maturity of the individual, 
according to his social freedom, and his power over others.  Theologians have erred, it seems to 
me, by fitting their definitions to the most highly developed forms of sin and then spreading them 
over germinal and semi-sinful actions and conditions.  
 

[27]  We are equipped with powerful appetites.  We are often placed in difficult situations, which 
constitute overwhelming temptations.  We are all relatively ignorant, and while we experiment 
with life, we go astray.  Some of our instincts may become rampant and overgrown, and then 
trample on our inward freedom.  We are gifted with high ideals, with a wonderful range of 
possibilities, with aspiration and longing, and also weighted with inertia and moral incapacity to 

achieve.  We are keenly alive to the call of the sense and the pleasures of the moment, and only 
dimly and occasionally conscious of our own higher destiny, of the mystic value of the personality 
in others, and of God.  
 
[28]  This sensual equipment, this ignorance and inertia, out of which our moral delinquencies 

sprout, are part of our human nature.  We did not order it so.  Instead of increasing our guilt, our 
make-up seems to entitle us to the forbearing judgment of every onlooker, especially God.  Yet 
no doubt we are involved in objective wrong and evil; we frustrate our possibilities; we injure 
others; we disturb the divine harmonies.  We are unfree, unhappy, conscious of a burden which 
we are unable to lift or escape.  

 
[29]  Sin becomes guilt in the full sense in the degree in which intelligence and will enter.  We 
have the impulse to live our life, to exercise our freedom, to express and satisfy the limitless 
cravings in us, and we are impatient of restraint.  We know that our idleness or sensuality will 
cripple our higher self, yet we want what we want.  We set our desires against the rights of others, 

and disregard the claims of mercy, of gratitude, or of parental love.  Our self-love is wrought up 
to hot ill-will, hate, lying, slander, and malevolence.  Men press their covetousness to the injury of 
society.  They are willing to frustrate the cause of liberty and social justice in whole nations in 
order to hold their selfish social and economic privileges.  Men who were powerful enough to do 
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so, have left broad trails of destruction and enslavement through history in order to satisfy their 
selfish caprice, avarice, and thirst for glory.  
 

[30]  Two things strike us as we thus consider the development of sin from its cotyledon leaves to 
its blossom and fruit.  First, that the element of selfishness emerges as the character of sin 
matures.  Second, that in the higher forms of sin it assumes the aspect of a conflict between the 
selfish Ego and the common good of humanity; or, expressing it in religious terms, it becomes a 
conflict between self and God.   

 
[31]  The three forms of sin,—sensuousness, selfishness, and godlessness,—are ascending and 
expanding stages, in which we sin against our higher self, against the good of men, and against 
the universal good.  
 

[32]  Theology with remarkable unanimity has discerned that sin is essentially selfishness.  This is 
an ethical and social definition, and is proof of the unquenchable social spirit of Christianity.  It is 
more essentially Christian than the dualistic conception of the Greek Fathers, who thought of sin 
as fundamentally sensuousness and materiality, and saw the chief consequence of the fall in the 
present reign of death rather than in the reign of selfishness.  

 
[33]  The definition of sin as selfishness furnishes an excellent theological basis for a social 
conception of sin and salvation.  But the social gospel can contribute a good deal to socialize and 
vitalize it.  
 

[34]  Theology pictures the self-affirmation of the sinner as a sort of solitary duel of the will 
between him and God.  We get a mental image of God sitting on his throne in glory, holy and 
benevolent, and the sinner down below, sullenly shaking his fist at God while he repudiates the 
divine will and chooses his own.  Now, in actual life such titanic rebellion against the Almighty is 
rare.  Perhaps our Puritan forefathers knew more cases than we because their theological God 

was accustomed to issue arbitrary decrees which invited rebellion.  We do not rebel; we dodge 
and evade.  We kneel in lowly submission and kick our duty under the bed while God is not 
looking.  
 
[35]  The theological definitions of sin have too much the flavour of the monarchical institutions 

under the spiritual influence of which they were first formed.  In an absolute monarchy the first 
duty is to bow to the royal will.  A man may spear peasants of outrage their wives, but crossing 
the kind is another matter.  When theological definitions speak of rebellion against God as the 
common characteristic of all sin, it reminds one of the readiness of despotic governments to treat 
every offence as treason.  

 
[36]  Sin is not a private transaction between the sinner and God.  Humanity always crowds the 
audience-room when God holds court.  We must democratize the conception of God; then the 
definition of sin will become more realistic.   
 

[37]  We love and serve God when we love and serve our fellows, whom he loves and in whom 
he lives.  We rebel against God and repudiate his will when we set our profit and ambition above 
the welfare of our fellows and above the Kingdom of God which binds them together.  
 



 8 

[38]  We rarely sin against God alone.  The Decalogue gives a simple illustration of this.  
Theology used to distinguish between first and second table of the Decalogue; the first 
enumerated the sins against God and the second the sins against men.  Jesus took the Sabbath 

commandment off the first table and added it to the second; he said the Sabbath is not a taboo 
day of God, but an institution for the good of man.  The command to honor our parents is also 
ethical.  There remain the first three commandments, against polytheism, image worship, and 
the misuse of the holy name.  The worship of various gods and the use of idols is no longer one of 
our dangers.  The misuse of the holy name has lost much of its religious significance since sorcery 

and magic have moved to the back-streets.  On the other hand, the commandments of the 
second table grow more important all the time.  Science supplies the means of killing, finance the 
methods of stealing, the newspapers have learned how to bear false witness artistically to a 
globeful of people daily, and covetousness is the moral basis of our civilization.  
 

[39]  God is not only the spiritual representative of humanity; he is identified with it.  In him we 
live and move and have our being.  In us he lives and moves, though his being transcends ours.  
He is the life and the light in every man and the mystic bond that unites us all.  He is the spiritual 
power behind and beneath all our aspirations and achievements.  He works through humanity to 
realize his purposes, and our sins block and destroy the Reign of God in which he might fully 

reveal and realize himself.  Therefore our sins against the least of our fellow-men in the last resort 
concern God.  Therefore when we retard the progress of mankind, we retard the revelation of 
the glory of God.  Our universe is not a despotic monarchy, with God above the starry canopy 
and ourselves down here; it is a spiritual commonwealth with God in the midst of us.  
 

[40]  We are on Christian ground when we insist on putting humanity into the picture.  Jesus 
always deliberately and energetically bound man and God together.  He would not let us deal 
with man apart from God, nor with God apart from man.  We can not have forgiveness from 
God while we refuse forgiveness to any man.  “What ye have done to these, ye have done to me; 
what ye have not done to these, ye have not done to me.”  This identification of the interests of 

God and man is characteristic of the religion of Jesus.  Wherever God is isolated, we drop back to 
a pre-Christian stage of religion.  
 
[41]  Sin is essentially selfishness.  That definition is more in harmony with the social gospel than 
with any individualistic type of religion.  The sinful mind, then, is the unsocial and anti-social 

mind.  To find the climax of sin we must not linger over a man who swears, or sneers at religion, 
or denies the mystery of the trinity, but put our hands on social groups who have turned the 
patrimony of a nation into the private property of a small class, or have left the peasant labourers 
cowed, degraded, demoralized, and without rights in the land.  When we find such in history, or 
in present-day life, we shall know we have struck real rebellion against God on the higher levels 

of sin.  
 
[42]  We have defined sin.  But we need more than definition.  We need realization of its nature 
in order to secure the right religious attitude toward it.   
 

[43]  Sin is always revealed by contrast to righteousness.  We get an adequate intellectual 
measure of it and feel the proper hate and repugnance for it only when we see it as the terrible 
defeat and frustration of a great good which we love and desire.  
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[44]  Theology has tried to give us such a realization of sin by elaborating the contrast between 
the sinless condition of Adam before the fall and his sinful condition after it.  But there are 
objections to this.  In the first place of course we do not know whether Adam was as perfect as he 

is portrayed.  Theology has ante-dated conceptions of human perfection which we have derived 
from Jesus Christ and has converted Adam into a perfect Christian.  Paul does nothing of the 
kind.  In the second place, any interpretation of the nature of sin taken from Adam will be 
imperfect, because Adam’s situation gave very limited opportunities for selfishness, which is the 
essence of sin.  He had no scope to exhibit either the virtues or the sinful vices which come out in 

the pursuits of commerce or politics.  The only persons with whom he could associate were God, 
Eve, and Satan.  Consequently theology lacked all social details in describing his condition before 
and after the fall.  It could only ascribe to him the virtues of knowing and loving God and of 
having no carnal concupiscence, and, by contrast, after the fall he lost the love and knowledge of 
God and acquired carnal desires.  Thus a fatal turn toward and individualistic conception of sin 

was given to theology through the solitariness of Adam.  
 
[45]  A better and more Christian method of getting a religious realization of sin is to bring 
before our minds the positive ideals of social righteousness contained in the person of Christ and 
in the Kingdom of God, and see sin as the treasonable force which frustrates and wrecks these 

ideals and despoils the earth of their enjoyment.  It is Christ who convicts the world of sin and 
not Adam.  The spiritual perfection of Jesus consists in the fact that he was so simply and 
completely filled with the love of God and man that he gave himself to the task of the Kingdom 
of God without any reservation or backsliding.  This is the true standard of holiness.  The fact 
that a man is too respectable to get drunk or to swear is no proof of his righteousness.  His moral 

and religious quality must be measured by the intelligence and single-heartedness with which he 
merges his will and life in the divine purpose of the Kingdom of God.  By contrast, a man’s 
sinfulness stands out in its true proportion, not when he is tripped up by ill-temper or side-steps 
into shame, but when he seeks to establish a private kingdom of self-service and is ready to thwart 
and defeat the progress of mankind toward peace, toward justice, or toward a fraternal 

organization of economic life, because that would diminish his political privileges, his unearned 
income, and his power over the working classes.  
 
[46]  It follows that a clear realization of the nature of sin depends on a clear vision of the 
Kingdom of God.  We can not properly feel and know the reign of organized wrong now 

prevailing unless we constantly see it over against the reign of organized righteousness.  Where 
the religious conception of the Kingdom of God is wanting, men will be untrained and unfit to 
see or to estimate the social manifestations of sin.   
 
[47]  This proposition gives a solemn and terrible importance to the fact that doctrinal theology 

has failed to cherish and conserve for humanity the doctrine of the Kingdom of God.  Christ died 
for it.  Theology has allowed it to lead a decrepit, bed-ridden and senile existence in that museum 
of antiquities which we call eschatology.  Having lost it vision of organized righteousness, 
theology necessarily lost its comprehension of organized sin, and therewith its right and power to 
act as the teacher of mankind on that subject.  It saw private sin, and it set men to wrestling with 

their private doubts or sexual emotions by ascetic methods.  But if sin is selfishness, how did that 
meet the case?  
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[48]  It would be unfair to blame theology for the fact that our race is still submerged under 
despotic government, under war and militarism, under landlordism, and under predatory 
industry and finance.  But we can justly blame it for the fact that the Christian Church even now 

has hardly any realization that these things are large-scale sins.  We can blame it in part for the 
fact that when a Christian minister in our country speaks of these sins he is charged with 
forgetting the simple gospel of sin and salvation, and is in danger of losing his position.  This 
comes of shelving the doctrine of the Kingdom of God, or juggling feeble substitutes into its 
place.  Theology has not been a faithful steward of the truth entrusted to it.  The social gospel is 

its accusing conscience.  
 
[49]  This is the chief significance of the social gospel for the doctrine of sin: it revives the vision 
of the Kingdom of God.  When men see the actual world over against the religious ideal, they 
become conscious of its constitutional defects and wrongs.  Those who do their thinking in the 

light of the Kingdom of God make less of heresy and private sins.  They reserve their shudders 
for men who keep the liquor and vice trade alive against public intelligence and law; for interests 
that organize powerful lobbies to defeat tenement or factory legislation, or turn factory inspection 
into sham; for nations that are willing to set the world at war in order to win or protect colonial 
areas of trade or usurious profit from loans to weaker peoples; and for private interests which are 

willing to push a peaceful nation into war because of the stock exchange has a panic at the rumor 
of peace.  These seem the unforgivable sins, the great demonstrations of rebellious selfishness, 
wherever the social gospel has revived the faith of the Kingdom of God.  
 
[50]  Two aspects of the Kingdom of God demand special consideration in this connection: the 

Kingdom is the realm of love, and it is the commonwealth of labor.  
 
[51]  Jesus Christ superimposed his own personality on the previous conception of God and 
made love the distinctive characteristic of God and the supreme law of human conduct.  
Consequently the reign of God would be the reign of love.  It is not enough to think of the 

Kingdom as a prevalence of good will.  The institutions of life must be fundamentally fraternal 
and cooperative if they are to train men to love their fellowmen as co-workers.  Sin, being selfish, 
is covetous and grasping.  It favors institutions and laws which permit unrestricted exploitation 
and accumulation.  This in turn sets up antagonistic interests, increases law suits, class hostility, 
and wars, and so miseducates mankind that love and cooperation seem unworkable, and men are 

taught to put their trust in coercive control by the strong and in the sting of hunger and 
compulsion for the poor.   
 
[52]  Being the realm of love, the Kingdom of God must also be the commonwealth of 
cooperative labor, for how can we actively love others without serving their needs by our 

abilities?  If the Kingdom of God is a community of highly developed personalities, it must also 
be an organization for labor, for none can realize himself fully without labor.  A divinely ordered 
community, therefore, would offer to all the opportunities of education and enjoyment, and 
expect from all their contribution of labor.  
 

[53]  Here again we realize the nature of sin over against the religious ideal of society.  Sin 
selfishly takes from others their opportunities for self-realization in order to increase its own 
opportunities abnormally; and it shirks its own labor and thereby abnormally increases the labor 
of others.  Idleness is active selfishness; it is not only unethical, but a sin against the Kingdom of 
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God.  To lay a heavy burden of support on our fellows, usually on the weakest classes, and to do 
no productive labor in return, is so crude a manifestation of sinful selfishness that one would 
suppose only an occasional instance of such delinquency could be found, and only under medical 

treatment.  But in fact throughout history the policy of most States has been shaped in order to 
make such a sinful condition easy and perpetual.  Men who have been under the teachings of 
Christianity all their lives do not even see that parasitism is a sin.  So deeply has our insight into 
sin been darkened by the lack of a religious ideal of social life.  Henry Drummond, who was one 
of the early prophets of the Kingdom idea, long ago pointed out that parasites are on the way to 

perdition, physically, intellectually, and morally.  We shall not be doing out thinking in a 
Christian way until we agree that productive labor according to the ability of each is one of “the 
conditions of salvation.”  
 
[54]  The accepted definition of sin as selfishness is therefore wholly in line with the social gospel, 

and the latter can back up the old theology with impressive examples of high-power selfishness 
which seem to have been overlooked.  They can hardly fail to create a more searching 
consciousness of sin in every Christian mind.  Indeed, many a Christian man, surveying the chief 
ambitions and results of his life in the light of the Kingdom of God, will have to begin his 
repentance over again and cry, Mea culpa.   

 
[55]  There is evangelistic force in this social comprehension of the nature of sin.  It offers 
searching and unsettling arguments and appeals to evangelistic preachers.  If popular evangelists 
have not used them it can hardly be for lack of effectiveness.  Is it because they are too effective?  
 

[56]  If theology absorbs this understanding of the nature of sin, it will become a strong 
intellectual support of the social gospel, and come into fuller harmony with the spirit of the 
prophets and of the teaching of Jesus.  The social gospel is part of the “return to Christ.” 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What is the “individualistic” gospel and how does it differ from Rauschenbusch’s social 
gospel? 

2. In paragraph 36, what did Rauschenbusch mean when he said “We must democratize the 
conception of God”? 

3. How does the social gospel compare and contrast to traditional American Calvinism? 

4. What connection did Rauschenbusch see between love and labor?  Why would this message 
have been attractive during this time period?  

 

SOURCE: Walter Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1922). Paragraph 
numbers have been added. 
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