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There is need of a much closer connection than we have had thus far between theology and 
evangelism. The Christian faith is both something to be believed and something to be lived. 

Introduction
The churches of America, though far from decadent, are doing much less effective work than 
they might be doing with their resources, and the major cause of the difficulty lies in failure to 
present the meaning and claims of the Christian faith in terms that seem vital to the common 
man.

Chapter 1: Disease and Diagnosis
What are the diseases that infect our churches? Inadequate numbers, unhealthy divisions, 
meager financial support, unprophetic leadership, lethargic congregations -- but at the root of 
them all lies the fact that the very thing for which the Church exists -- the proclamation of the 
gospel -- is being in our time so feebly done.

Chapter 2: What Has the Church to Say?
The basic ground of democracy is the Christian conception of man as a child of God in the 
innate worth and dignity of every human creature, regardless of race, color, nation, economic 
status, language, creed, culture, or any other man-made line of cleavage. This is the chief 
meeting point of the Church with men of good will outside its ranks.

Chapter 3: The Gospel of the Churches
If the conservative churches are producing more personal religious vitality than the others 
perhaps the primary factors are: 1. The church going habit is earlier and more persistently 
associated with religion. 2. The emotional part of worship is more vivid and dramatic. 3. 
Greater demands are made on church members. 4. Concrete instruction in Christian doctrine is 
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given. 5. In some matters, greater emphasis is put on the essential heart of the Christian gospel.

Chapter 4: The Minister and the Gospel
The minister’s theology in preaching must be brought to bear at every point on the human 
situation: on prayer; on the problem of evil; on sin and repentance; on the fact of death.

Chapter 5: The Layman and the Gospel
The vitality of the church upon the world is in the hands of the laymen. Their economic and 
political life must be guided primarily by the Christian gospel; the Christian faith must be 
communicated to them in language they can understand. Each layman must do something about 
this himself perhaps through channels of fellowship, study, action, prayer, and personal witness.

Chapter 6: Christian Faith and Ethical Action
The three great doctrines of Christian faith are examined: Creation -- The most elemental 
meeting place of the Christian with the secular mind is at the point of the doctrine of creation. 
Judgment -- At the point of doctrine of divine judgment the modern mind finds both easy 
corroboration and an almost insurmountable stumbling block. Redemption and the Kingdom -- 
The Christian doctrine of redemption, like the closely related concept of the Kingdom of God, 
is viewed in several polar relations, in which the omission of either aspect of a fundamental 
duality introduces distortion.

15
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Introduction

The thesis of this book is a fairly simple one. It is that the churches of America, though far from 
decadent, are doing much less effective work than they might be doing with their resources, and 
that the major cause of the difficulty lies in failure to present the meaning and claims of the 
Christian faith in terms that seem vital to the common man. In short, there is need of a much 
closer connection than we have had thus far between theology and evangelism.

The Christian faith is both something to be believed and something to be lived. The gospel 
comes to us in two modes, as suggested by the dual meaning of the term "faith." Our faith is all 
that inherited body of Christian belief, requiring constant re-examination and reinterpretation, 
which gives us assured convictions regarding God and his relations to the world. Our faith is 
also what Paul declared it to be, "the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth." 
These two meanings of faith are intimately related but not identical, and the relations between 
them are seldom sharply defined.

Concern with the gospel in one of these senses does not guarantee its presence in the other. In 
dealing as theologians with the Christian faith as a body of truth, we have often been too 
abstract, too limited in our diction to traditional terminology, possibly too afraid to be simple 
lest our peers might suspect our lack of theological acumen! In proclaiming the gospel as 
evangelists we have been concerned to make a point of contact with the people, but because the 
faith as thus presented has been set in too narrow a context and has not been addressed to the 
mind as well as the heart, it has often failed to lead to a permanent and constructive 
reorientation of life. In our sermonizing we have sometimes made an effective synthesis but 
unfortunately have often fallen midway between the two, failing either to clarify Christian 
belief for the people in the pews or to open the channels to God’s saving power.

In the first chapter we shall rapidly survey the assets and liabilities of the American churches. 
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To keep the focus on the American scene is not to disregard the importance of the world church. 
In many respects what can be said of church life in America can be said of the world. Yet in 
other respects -- notably our ecclesiastical diversity, the freedom of the Church from state 
control, and the predominance of liberalism and fundamentalism rather than the new orthodoxy 
as the prevailing theological climate -- our situation is different, and it will sharpen the 
discussion to keep it within such bounds. We shall then look at the state of mind of the modern 
man in the American scene and try to outline what the Christian gospel has to offer him by way 
of something to believe and something to live by.

In the third and fourth chapters we shall examine what a closer synthesis of theology with 
evangelism might mean in personal religious living. It may not be out of order here to make 
some comparisons as to the effectiveness in this field of three dominant types of American 
church life the Roman Catholic, the fundamentalist Protestant, and the liberal -- mainly with a 
view to seeing what can be learned from types other than our own. However, the deeper 
purpose of this section will be to look at the bearing of Christian faith both as truth and as 
power, regardless of denominational or ecclesiastical affiliations, on man’s perennial problems 
of frustration and fear, unmerited suffering, sin and death.

In the final section we must look outward to the social scene. Men everywhere are trying 
desperately to save the world from another war, from economic catastrophe, from one form or 
another of social disease that threatens the death of civilization. We preachers and professors do 
our share of talking on this score. Laymen, who as a rule live closer to the political and 
economic struggle, often listen politely but regard our views as suspect. If the social gospel 
were more firmly grounded in the basic and ultimate truths of Christianity, it might carry more 
practical weight. In any case, our inquiry at this point must ask what sort of "theology for the 
social gospel" will square with the eternal truths of the Christian faith and thus be adequate to 
throw light on the decisions required of our time.

A word may be in order as to the general viewpoint. I speak as an evangelical liberal, perhaps as 
a "middle-of-the-roader" in theology, but certainly as one who believes that the truth is seldom 
found in extremes. Central truths can be revolutionary if put to work. Such central Christian 
truth is found best, not through one channel only, but through a synthesis of the findings of 
philosophy, theology, the Bible, and Christian experience, guided throughout by what God has 
shown us of himself in the mind of Christ.

For longer than I can remember my life has been interwoven with the Church, and during the 
past ten years I have been brought closer to it both through seminary teaching and through 
contacts in the ecumenical movement. Since I believe profoundly that the Church with all its 
faults has a gospel of truth and power which --if its truth and power are united and released to 
the people -- can save the world, I invite you to examine with me this gospel and search for a 
way out of our present evil days.
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Chapter 1: Disease and Diagnosis

The state of the American churches today is neither good nor bad, but indifferent. Taken as a 
whole, they are not sick or well, but in that uncomfortable in-between stage at which the patient 
is well enough to keep going and at least perfunctorily do his work, yet unable to do it with zest, 
enthusiasm, and effectiveness. The Body of Christ has many members, and not all of them are 
diseased. The creaking of rheumatic ecclesiastical joints does not necessarily mean that sight 
and hearing are impaired, and myopia on the race question and kindred matters does not mean 
that all the arteries are hardened. It is clear that we have all sinned and fallen short of the glory 
of God, but it can hardly be said in a diagnostic sense that there is no health in us. Yet we are so 
far from full health, and hence so far from glorifying God as we ought, that the situation is 
serious. If any remedy is to be found, it must straightway be discovered and acted upon for the 
good of the patient and still more for his effective service to God in a world that desperately 
needs what the Church has to offer.

In the search for the roots of the present malaise of the churches a canvass of possible causes 
reveals symptoms of disease, but also highly encouraging evidences of residual health. Does the 
trouble lie in the lack of membership? Though every church could take care of more members 
and ought to be receiving more would be receiving more if a revival of John Wesley or 
Jonathan Edwards proportions were to sweep the country -- the situation at the point of 
membership is far from unhealthy. According to the latest figures available in the compilation 
made by the Christian Herald and presented in the Federal Council Information Service of 
November 20, 1948, the membership of 258 religious bodies in the United States is now over 
77,500,000. (The number given is 77,386,188. However, this does not include the membership 
of the Church of Christ, Scientist, since this body’s Church Manual forbids the numbering of 
people and the reporting of such statistics for publication.) This includes 44,571,486 Protestants 
in 50 churches having a membership of 50,000 or more, with approximately another 1,500,000 
in 173 smaller Pentecostal sects, 25,268,173 Roman Catholics, 4,641,000 Jews, nearly 
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1,000,000 Eastern Orthodox, 70,000 Buddhists, and 150,000 members of the International 
General Assembly of Spiritualists. The most significant deductions from these figures are, first, 
that more than half of the people of the United States are now members of religious bodies -- in 
the neighborhood of 58 per cent -- and second, that growth in church membership reveals a 
steady increase, not only numerically but in proportion to the general population. A survey of 
membership trends from 1926 to 1947 shows that church membership increased about 40 per 
cent in that period, while the population of the country as a whole increased only 24 per cent. 
Compared with the approximately 5 per cent who were members of churches at the end of the 
colonial period our present situation is not bad, (Year Book of American Churches, 1947 ed., p. 
159.) and with more than half the population in churches Christians could make a very 
significant impact on our society if these churches were acting vitally and concertedly.

Or does the trouble lie in our unholy divisions, of which we have been hearing much in these 
days of new ecumenical emphasis? Certainly this is a symptom of grave disorder, for these 
same statistics point to the existence of 223 different Protestant bodies in the United States, only 
50 of which have memberships of 50,000 or more. Most of these have names quite unfamiliar to 
--in many instances never heard of by -- the membership of the larger bodies. Ask an ordinary 
Baptist, whether Northern or Southern, to give the distinguishing characteristics of Duck River 
Baptists or Two-Seed-in-the-Spirit Predestinarian Baptists or General Six-Principle Baptists or 
any of the rest of the twenty-three divisions of that communion, and he may hem and haw a 
little or use his traditional independency flatly to repudiate such nonsense! Many Methodists 
know that The Methodist Church was formed by the union of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and the Methodist Protestant Church; some know that 
there are also A.M.E. and A.M.E. Zion and C. M. E. churches; relatively few know that in spite 
of the historic union in 1939 there are still nineteen brands of Methodism in the United States.

Such pluralism in the American ecclesiastical scene is a symptom of disorder. Yet it may be 
doubted that it is more than a symptom, for the root lies deeper. Indeed, such diversity could be 
an asset as a demonstration not only of the American way of freedom of worship but of the rich 
variety of gifts within the household of faith, if the churches understood each other and were 
working toward a common end.

That there is not now adequate understanding and co-operation is a fact to be admitted and 
deplored. Yet if one surveys the contemporary scene in perspective, there are important signs of 
health. The Federal Council of Churches has just finished forty years of significant leadership in 
co-operative action among the major denominations; there are now more than seven hundred 
state, county, and city councils of churches across the nation; there is a vast deal of co-operative 
planning in missions, religious education, relief and reconstruction, stewardship, chaplaincies, 
women’s work, and other agencies of the Church -- enough so that the Plan Book of American 
Cooperative Christianity (Published for the Inter-Council Field Department by the Friendship 
Press, New York.) requires nearly a hundred pages to outline the projects of seven great 
interdenominational organizations along thirty-six different lines. Ecumenicity -- before, during, 
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and since Amsterdam -- is in the air. The churches not only of the world but of the United States 
are closer together now than they have ever been in their history. What ails our churches is not 
basically our divisions but apparently something more malignant, the removal of which could 
go far toward healing these divisions.

Or is the trouble to be found in lack of financial support? There is clearly a correlation between 
what people think important and what they are willing to spend money on, and the notoriously 
low salaries of ministers in comparison with those in other skilled professions may be an index 
of ill health. Yet the giving of church members in the twenty-six larger denominations reporting 
to the United Stewardship Council runs in the aggregate well beyond $600,000,000 annually 
and is increasing steadily. In recent years church people have given with striking generosity to 
projects for overseas relief, and the salaries of ministers and the local staff are less inadequate 
than formerly. Clearly, if money could buy health, plenty of churches have enough to purchase 
it. Yet among the many "weak" churches of the land it is apparent that weakness is not to be 
precisely correlated with the size of the budget. Neither a man’s nor a church’s life seems to 
consist primarily in the abundance of the things possessed.

This reference to compensation of the clergy sends us investigating another possible 
explanation of the Church’s mediocre influence in our time. Does it lie in the mediocre quality 
of its leadership? Certainly without adequate leadership any church is doomed, and this lies 
close to the heart of the matter. Unless a minister has sufficient training, deep religious 
experience, good common sense, and a healthy mental attitude toward people and toward his 
work, he is not likely to make much of a go of his job. And plenty of factors present obstacles. 
In addition frequently to having personal financial worries, he is expected to be a superman -- a 
brilliant and engaging preacher, an administrator, financier, educator, counselor, pastor, priest, 
prophet, recreation leader, and general handy man -- and when he cannot measure up and 
criticism begins to be bandied about, he gets discouraged and frustrated. It is not good for any 
man to receive as many compliments to his face, as many barbs behind his back, as a minister 
usually gets. Endless meetings, whether called by himself or the denominational overhead, eat 
into his time for study and leave little time for thinking or for sermon preparation. A thousand 
details -- sometimes important to the lives of people, often trivial -- consume his energy. He 
works too hard and nerve strain wears him out, or he works too little and after a while lethargy 
turns into laziness. The temptations which assail the spirit of a minister are subtle but powerful, 
and few fully resist them.

Yet, surprisingly, the churches are full of competent, dedicated, mentally healthy, genuinely 
able ministers. Not all are such, but the number is very great. At least among the major 
denominations the leadership of the churches is generally in the hands of persons not only of 
insight and faith, but of high educational attainments. The number of those who have had both 
college and seminary training is large and continually rising. There are other professions in 
which the external educational requirements are higher, but there is no profession in which the 
combination of training plus the qualities of character essential to leadership is so often high. If 
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the churches are sick, and many ministers along with them, this again is a symptom of a deeper 
disorder instead of being the fundamental cause.

Or does the trouble lie with the laity? Not only numerically, but from the standpoint of what the 
world sees of the Church, the laymen make up the greater part of it. If "the Church" is backward 
in demonstrations of racial equality, or conservative in economics, or lethargic in attacking the 
causes of war, it is mainly because church members in their actions lag behind the official 
pronouncements of the Church. There are plenty of such excellent statements -- formulated 
largely by ministers and adopted by the denominations, the Federal Council, and the World 
Council of Churches -- to which we have as yet only faint approximations in the political and 
social life of the rank and file of church members. Yet when one looks at the individual lives of 
the laymen in our churches, they are good, bad, and indifferent -- with overt badness very much 
in the minority. In the main they are good, kind, honest people; and in the sins which they 
recognize to be sins -- such as theft, drunkenness, and adultery -- the record of church people is 
generally so good that any aberration is immediately spotted by the press as headline news. In 
my observation laymen as they come are not nearly so crude or selfishly calculating as they are 
portrayed in the current best sellers, The Bishop’s Mantle and No Trumpet Before Him. 
Furthermore, when ministers get discouraged and seem to be accomplishing nothing, again and 
again their hearts are warmed by the fidelity of those laymen -- perhaps only one or two in a 
congregation -- who can always be depended on, who see at least partially what the minister is 
driving at, who in an unpretentious way are genuine Christian saints. In almost every church 
there is a "saving remnant," and advance toward the Kingdom seems to come most often 
through the faithful effort of minorities.

Another aspect of this question is of special relevance to a university community. This is the 
great dearth of college-trained men and women who work actively in the churches. The very 
persons who could give most intelligent and virile lay leadership have in many instances either 
forsaken the Church or are only casually connected with it.

For this there are many reasons, both ideological and social. Bad theology is often heard in 
churches, and to one steeped in naturalistic presuppositions any theology is apt to be suspect. 
Worship, to one who does not accept its bases in belief, is apt to seem more like a cultic 
practice nurtured in mythology than a life-renewing force. Moral injunctions are likely to sound 
platitudinous and superfluous. During the college years a student’s religion must fight its way 
against the high-pressured tempo of the modern campus, the welter of competing social claims, 
the campus gods of football or fraternity or romance that leave little time or energy to think 
about religion and the Church. Then when one graduates it is hard to make the connection. Life 
is still high-pressured and is again set up around competing domestic or business or social 
claims. As a result college people often chide the Church for being back-numbered or irrelevant 
or dull, while in its sickness they who could be its best physicians pass by on the other side and 
leave it to get sicker.
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Yet the situation is not all black. Among faculty members, alumni, and students there are those 
who do go to church, and a smaller but very precious group of those who work actively in its 
concerns. Religion is so deep-seated a human interest that it can be snowed under but never 
completely stifled, and on every campus there is a nucleus of students -- sometimes a good 
many, sometimes a small minority -- who care about their faith. Not all of those who are 
interested in religion are interested in the Church, but some are; and since the war there has 
been a decided upturn in the number of those considering the ministry and other forms of 
Christian service. As compared with twenty years ago when religious interest was more largely 
funneled through nondenominational agencies, the churches are more active in making contacts 
with students and among a virile minority are securing a better response. With students as 
confused and torn with strains as most of them now are, the field is open for an interpretation of 
Christian faith that will be, as the title of Rufus Jones’s last book puts it, "a call to what is 
vital.’,

This brings us to the heart of the problem. What are the churches trying to say? Has the Church 
a message with which really to confront the world? Does the layman or the student hear in the 
churches what can "speak to his condition"? Does the Christian gospel have in it that which can 
arrest and alter life? In short, has the gospel any power?

To suggest that it may be the gospel which is at fault is to call in question the foundations on 
which the Church rests and to which it owes its being. If the Church has nothing to say that 
challenges, remakes, upbuilds human life, it is only a respectable and semidecadent human 
institution, and nothing to worry much about if it goes out of business. Furthermore, to impugn 
the power of the gospel to transform life is to defy twenty centuries of Christian history in 
which it has been doing exactly that. However nerveless it may now seem, Christianity has been 
the dominant force of the Western world. To imply that there is something wrong with its 
gospel is but a short step from blasphemy on the one hand and a revelation of ignorance on the 
other.

Yet the gospel and the communication of the gospel are two different matters. Its 
communication is the most important task, under God, that any person can undertake. Upon its 
appropriation hang the issues of life and death -- certainly spiritual life and death, and in the 
atomic age physical life and death as well -- for countless millions of individuals in our time. 
Yet its communication is on the whole so inadequate that the greater part of our society, 
whether within or outside of the churches, fail to get any real awareness of the gospel’s 
meaning or its power.

Life goes on, for the most part, in our secular world as if the churches did not exist. The 
message which the churches attempt to communicate falls on deaf ears, not because the ears are 
really deaf, but because the Word of God is spoken in so strange a language or in such 
trivialities that it fails to be the Word of God to those who otherwise might hear it. If it is not 
understood, it is no word at all; if it consists only of moral platitudes or echoes the voice of the 
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secular public, it is no word from God. Into both these pitfalls we have fallen, and unless we 
straightway by the help of God climb out of them, the Church bids fair to remain in its present 
enfeebled and impotent state.

On the highest authority we are told, "He that hath ears to hear, let him hear." This is our 
mandate from Christ -- to say what comes to us from God in ways that can be heard. Not all 
will hear and heed us; not all heard and heeded Jesus. But if the gospel is really proclaimed in 
ways that reach the mind and heart, it has within it such compelling force that some will listen, 
some lives will be changed, some changes in society will certainly take place. If it is not 
proclaimed, or if it is spoken in tones that cannot be heard, no power from God or man will give 
it saving help.

What then ails our churches? Inadequate numbers, unhealthy divisions, meager financial 
support, unprophetic leadership, lethargic congregations -- all these and many more symptoms 
of ill health are found. But at the root of them all lies the fact that the very thing for which the 
Church exists -- the proclamation of the gospel -- is being in our time so feebly done.

If this primary task were now being effectively accomplished, the churches in carrying a 
message of healing to a sick world would find healing for themselves. There is no better 
corrective for a feeling of general malaise than a sense of accomplishment. But as it is, great 
numbers of our churches drag along, well enough to do a good many things fairly well, not dead 
or even as near to dying as the cynics are prone to say, yet still not well enough to live, grow, 
and do their work with effectiveness and power. This sickly state is not a comfortable one. They 
had better get well soon, or they will soon get worse.

0
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Chapter 2: What Has the Church to Say?

In the preceding chapter attention was focused on the current malaise of the churches. A 
number of things were found to be wrong, though with hopeful signs of latent health at each 
point of disorder. The most deep-seated cause of the present malady was found to be in the 
failure to proclaim the gospel in a way that makes any very significant impact on our world.

The term "Christian gospel," like its correlative term "Christian faith," has two related but not 
identical meanings. In its initial and basic meaning it signifies "good news," something that 
quickens the heart, something one rejoices to hear and to tell again. In a derivative sense it 
means the whole great body of Christian truth which gives validity as well as vitality to what is 
heard and told. In the first sense the gospel is the Christian evangel; in the second it is Christian 
belief, which when systematized we call theology. In either use of the term the gospel means 
the good news spoken by God to us in Christ; but in the first meaning the appeal is to the will 
for the commitment of life, in the second to the mind for the understanding of truth.

It has been a common and very serious error either to merge or to separate too radically these 
two meanings of the gospel. The fundamentalists have often assumed that the preaching of 
"gospel" sermons and the singing of "gospel" hymns, looking toward the winning of converts 
and witnessing to the glories of the Christian life, made theology unnecessary. This same 
emphasis, however, has often been joined to a rigidly authoritarian theology which held as 
suspect the Christian experience of those having a different structure of belief. The liberals have 
been more conscious of the need of applying human intelligence to the quest for the truth of the 
gospel, and chastened by an awareness of the fallibility of the human mind, they have been less 
dogmatic in asserting that God has given to them the full and final disclosure of Christian truth. 
But this tentativeness regarding our knowledge has had the unfortunate effect in many instances 
of undercutting the assurance with which the Christian evangel is proclaimed. Thus one group 
of Christians in propagating the gospel as evangel has propagated with it a theology which 
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cannot stand up under scrutiny, while another group -- not always, but too often -- has lost the 
power of the evangel without which there is no true gospel. Whichever way we move, the result 
seems to be unfortunate.

This situation must be overcome if the churches are to proclaim a God-given message with truth 
and power, and make it speak to the minds of modern men. What is needed is a much closer 
linkage of evangelism with theology, and a recognition of the interplay of divine with human 
factors in both spheres.

The bedrock of Christian faith is that God was in Jesus Christ, speaking to men and acting for 
men with revealing light and saving power. The Christian gospel, whether as revelation or 
redemption, comes to us from God by his will and purpose, and is not merely of our own 
devising. Moral endeavors in response to the gospel, like theologies which attempt to clarify 
and systematize its truth, are man-made structures; the gospel is from beyond ourselves. Yet in 
laying hold of it, both for the renewal of life and the apprehension of truth, human co-operation 
is necessary. God neither saves nor informs us passively. He gives new life and imparts some 
measure of his truth to our minds only when we are open to receive it and willing to pay the 
cost of clear thinking and devoted living.

Furthermore, God imparts his truth and power, not in the abstract, but always within a concrete 
human situation. What he has given us in Christ is a timeless gospel, but it always comes to us 
in time and must be transmitted in time, within the conditions of a particular age and social 
climate. This makes it imperative to see as clearly as possible our human opportunities and 
human predicament, and try to discern what God is saying to us in the midst of it. Tentatively as 
far as our own human wisdom is concerned -- but confident in the assurance that in Christ, God 
has spoken and is speaking to our age -- we must try to discover, to understand, and to proclaim 
the gospel.

We shall therefore attempt now to broaden the scope of our inquiry in two directions. We shall 
first ask what are the deepest desires of the modern man -- of persons in the churches, on their 
margins, and outside of all religious bodies. In short, what are the elemental promptings of the 
human spirit as they appear within the conditions of our time in the Western world? We shall 
then in a quick survey attempt to consider some of the things which the churches have to say to 
the modern mind from the eternal truths of the Christian faith .

What are the deepest desires of the modern man? Amid confusion and chaos in the outward 
scene, disharmony among the nations, high prices and high wages and high taxes, uncertainty as 
to the political or economic future, what would modern man like most to have?

He would of course like to see peace and prosperity upon earth. But there are other things he 
thinks more about. He wants to possess, to enjoy, to be admired and looked up to. In this he is 
like all his ancestors, though there are now many more things to possess and more apparent 
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sources of enjoyment. He wants to have and to enjoy what he wants to without restriction from 
the government or any other quarter. He does not want to be tied down by too little money, or 
too long hours of work, or too constricting traditions. He wants a family, for considerations in 
which biological impulse, desire for companionship, and genuine love play a mixed role; and he 
wants his family to have what they need for their comfort and social standing. He wants a 
decent job that will give him an assured income. Within the intersecting circles of the job, the 
family, and personal desires, the modern individual’s world is focused.

In short, modern man wants to be his own master. But the way is not easy going. Attainable as 
are some of these desires, the network is so complex that he finds them frequently in conflict. 
He cannot get ahead in business and do all the other things he wants to; he cannot always please 
his family and please himself. He tries to "have his cake and eat it,’’ but it does not work. Some 
of his desires are opposed by moral considerations which, though he tries not to be bound by 
old-fashioned scruples, he can neither obey nor silence. Many of his wishes as soon as they are 
fulfilled turn to emptiness or evoke a more intense longing for something else.

As a result frustration has become not only a familiar term but a familiar experience in our time. 
Frustration is not new to human nature; but as life becomes more complex and the means of 
satisfying material desires more numerous and alluring, frustration at failure to find the deeper 
satisfactions increases proportionately. When modern man tries to have his own way and finds 
that the world does not respond readily to his wishes, he pities himself, gets nervous, and looks 
for a way of escape. The particular route that is followed depends much on temperament and 
the social situation. Among the commonest routes are alcohol, sexual variety, speeding on the 
highways, exciting sports or movies or radio or wood pulp, harder work with less time to think, 
the physician, the psychiatrist, some cult or other.

What the modern man is looking for, though he often fails to realize it, is dependable sources of 
inner satisfaction. It is these which the Christian religion has given to men for nineteen 
centuries and can give to men today.

What can the Christian religion contribute to our baffled world? The answer is found in the last 
verse of the thirteenth chapter of I Corinthians, "So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the 
greatest of these is love.

Overshadowing and permeating every desire mentioned above is the desire for security. Modern 
man wants to be secure from annihilation by atomic bombs and economic loss. He wants 
security and prestige for his family. He lauds the goals of freedom from fear and want in the 
world scene, though he is less willing to pay the price of their achievement. But beneath all 
other longings for security is his desire to be free from fear and inferiority and conflict within, 
to find meaning in life and a power to live by, to find a home for his soul. In short he wants a 
faith that will see him through.
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Modern man in the midst of much that is shaky and uncertain wants confidence in something. 
He does not have much confidence in the United Nations, in the politicians who run the 
government, or even in military force, though he does not see what else to depend on if things 
get worse. He would like to trust the scientists to create a brave new world; but though he trusts 
them more than others, he is not sure they are equal to it. He may or may not have confidence in 
his personal family ties, but the termination of one marriage in every four by divorce does not 
strengthen his assurance. He would like to project his life into the future through his children, 
but he does not know whether they will be left alive a generation hence. He desperately needs 
hope but finds little of which to be hopeful.

Modern man wants fellowship. In spite of some satisfactions within the family and the circle of 
his friends he is on the whole a lonely creature. Technology and the accompanying competitive 
struggle make for much togetherness but little understanding or sharing of life. Overcrowding 
and the unremitting pressures of space and time increase the degree to which one is jostled, 
body and soul, but decrease the opportunity of unhurried and fruitful communion with other 
souls. The family is a scene of tension perhaps more often than of fellowship. Relatively few 
people, whether children or adults, feel themselves to be deeply loved or fully understood. It is 
apparent that modern man for his soul’s survival needs not only faith and hope but love.

The Christian religion has the answer to this predicament. "So faith, hope, love abide, these 
three; but the greatest of these is love."

In what, then, can the Christian have faith? For what can he hope? How can he love and be 
loved?

Our first answer must be faith in the living God in whom, and in whom alone, is man’s true 
security. But what may a Christian believe about God?

It is the Christian faith that God is the creator and ruler of the universe, a righteous and loving 
Father who demands goodness in his children, a saving God who in mercy forgives the penitent 
sinner and gives him a new start in life. God is both within and beyond the currents of history 
and human destiny; and while his will may be thwarted, he cannot finally be defeated. His will, 
discoverable in Jesus Christ, is for peace, righteousness, reconciliation, and "the abundant life" 
among men.

Each of these concepts has profound bearing upon the plight of modern man, and more clearly 
grasped and appropriated could remake our world.

To say that God is the creator and ruler of the universe is to exalt him above the world and its 
manifold claims. It is to regard not mechanical force but spiritual personality as the ultimate in 
existence, and to put physical things in their rightful place as servant, not master, of the spirit. 
Science, whether descriptive science or applied science, can live in harmony with religious faith 
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if the discovery of natural law is the charting of God’s ways of working and if technology 
means the production of goods for the enlargement of men’s capacities as God’s servants. Once 
more an ancient word becomes relevant, "Thou shalt have no other gods before me."

To say that God is a righteous and loving Father who demands goodness in his children is to 
affirm the existence of a moral order in the universe, the operation of which, though less 
precise, is as certain as any physical law. The world is so made that men cannot sin with 
impunity, as the events of recent years have clearly shown. This is true whether the sin is the 
selfishness and self-righteousness of the individual human spirit or the collective sin of global 
destruction. But God is not judge only; he is Father. This means that all men are meant by God 
to be brothers; and because we are brothers, we ought to treat one another as such. Before this 
conviction, if taken seriously, no race prejudice, no economic strife, no national arrogance 
could stand.

To say that God gives saving help to the shattered, the empty, the vacillating, the sinful life is to 
say that what has happened to many millions of individuals in Christian history can happen to 
any individual today. This "good news" of the Christian gospel is that if one is willing to pay 
the price of obedience and moral surrender, God can take any life and make it over. To find 
such saving help is to find a new center for the soul, new direction, new power, new joy. It is 
what our baffled, frustrated modem man with his welter of conflicting desires needs most.

To say that the eternal God is the Lord of history also is to say that "in his will is our peace." 
There is no guarantee that man may not destroy himself in total war. Yet of two things the 
Christian can be confident: that the way of brotherhood and mutual understanding is God’s 
way, which if followed leads to justice, security, and peace; and that if man does end his 
collective life upon earth, God will still reign in his eternal Kingdom. This assurance affords no 
naïve optimism, but in it the Christian can labor, and pray, and wait in hope.

Faith in the living God of Christian faith provides a ground of security, of confidence, of 
fellowship with the Most High. But how may the Christian know that this faith is not simply "a 
lurking luminosity, a cozy thought"? The answer is in what we see of God in Jesus Christ, and 
in the grounds of hope he sets before us.

Among the various and sometimes conflicting doctrines which the churches have held regarding 
Christ, two stand out as central. These are that he is the revealer of God and the redeemer of 
men.

In the self-giving, impartial love of Jesus, in his compassion, understanding, eagerness to heal 
the bodies and souls of men, in deeds of love during his ministry and the supreme sacrifice of 
the Cross, we see what God is and what he is always doing for men. Though the details of 
Christian living are not neatly charted for us in the Sermon on the Mount or elsewhere, we are 
left in no doubt as to the type of character and action which God as seen in Jesus requires of us. 
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Complex as life is, to evade Christian decision on the basis of inadequate direction from Jesus is 
to evade moral responsibility on other grounds. In his teaching and example of unbroken 
fellowship with God, of love and service to men, of humility and sincerity, of forgiveness 
toward even his most malicious enemies, of sensitive understanding of the spoken or unspoken 
needs of the humblest of persons whose lives touched his, we see the kind of living to which we 
are called. This is something very different from the selfish, callously indifferent, thing-
centered desire for personal enjoyment which so widely pervades modern life.

But to know through Jesus what God requires of us is not to do it! Awareness of this fact is 
important, but it need not foredoom us to despair. For at the heart of Christian faith is the gospel 
of divine grace, and the conviction that in Jesus Christ is not the pattern only, but the power for 
man’s salvation. In him God has acted, not to make us sinless, but to lift the burden of our sin 
and give us victory. Not only through the ministry of his words and works, but through his 
death in apparent defeat and the triumph of his resurrection to be with us always as a Living 
Presence, God has acted for our healing. It is an ever-repeated miracle that to those who commit 
their lives to Christ in loyalty and faith God gives forgiveness of sin and deliverance from 
frustration and fear. What man must do is to open the channels of the soul through repentance 
and humble submission to God. What God does is to make life over until one becomes a new 
creature in Christ Jesus, victorious and strong. The kind of living that eventuates is described by 
Paul, "The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control; against such there is no law."

The new life in Christ is not without its continuing costs. It must be nourished in prayer. It calls 
for more kindness, sympathy, and sharing -- in short, more love -- within the family, in 
business, toward other races, toward our enemies, among the world’s suffering multitudes. This 
is not easy. But who would not gladly exchange the kind of society we have for such a 
fellowship?

This brings us to the third great need of modern man -- the need for love to prevail, and strife 
and enmity to be done away with. Human nature being what it is, is there any prospect that this 
may come to pass? What is the Christian view of man?

The Christian judgment regarding man’s nature is twofold, and both aspects need continually to 
be kept in mind. The first and last word, ranging in the Bible from the majestic symbolism of 
the Genesis story of creation to other great imagery in the book of Revelation, is that man is a 
spiritual creature, made in the divine likeness, the child of God and intended by God for 
eternity. Yet on almost every page of the Bible is the record of human sin and rebellion, and the 
need of divine forgiveness and saving help because man is not good enough or wise enough or 
strong enough to save himself.

What is written in the Bible is written everywhere in human experience. There are marks of the 
divine image in the kindness, generosity, self-forgetfulness, and high devotion of which even 
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common men are capable. Yet men can be indescribably brutal, vindictive, arrogant, and hard. 
War brings out both sets of qualities. But the best of men in the best times are sinners, desiring 
at some points to have their own way and exalt themselves above God and their fellow men. 
There is no one who, if he is honest with himself, does not need to say, "God, be merciful to me 
a sinner."

The Christian conception of man as a child of God, as was intimated earlier, has profound social 
significance. The basic ground of democracy is this belief in the innate worth and dignity of 
every human creature, regardless of race, color, nation, economic status, language, creed, 
culture, or any other man-made line of cleavage. This is the chief meeting point of the Church 
with men of good will outside its ranks.

General recognition of this essential equality of men is the only hope for a just and peaceful 
world. From the Christian perspective the way out of our present social confusion lies neither in 
relying on military force nor sacrificing principle for appeasement, neither in fighting a "cold 
war" nor in yielding to totalitarian autocracy. It lies rather in respecting the men of all nations 
and peoples as sons of God and, as sons of God and forgiven sinners ourselves, trying humbly 
and without malice to do the works of healing, relief, and reconciliation which are the will of 
God.

Yet in this needful emphasis on the dignity of man -- and of all men -- the Christian conception 
of man as sinner ought never to be forgotten. To do so is to blind ourselves to our own evil and 
impotence. Any form of theology or of preaching which moves lightly over the stark fact of sin 
is foredoomed by its shallow optimism to the failure which awaits too great lightheartedness in 
a tragic world. God has given man dominion "over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the 
air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth"-- and we may add, over steam, 
electricity, ether waves, the stratosphere, plutonium, uranium, and every invisible physical 
power. But God has not given man dominion over his own soul, to save himself by his own 
goodness or wisdom from either inner dissolution or outward destruction. God alone in divine 
love empowers man to confront his world, and God in Christ points the way.

This in brief is the gospel of faith and hope and love, mediated to man from God through Jesus 
Christ, which the churches hold in their keeping. It is this gospel which the churches must offer 
to the people if they are to justify their existence and fulfill their divine mission. Amid much 
bad news this "good news" is what the world needs above all else. With it modern man can live 
and face the future with security, confidence, fellowship with God and man. Without it the 
outlook for faith or hope or love, whether in the individual soul or the social scene, is nebulous 
and dark.

16
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Chapter 3: The Gospel of the Churches

Up to this point we have used the terms "Church" and "the churches", almost interchangeably, 
assuming that the Church is the corporate name for the churches. It now becomes necessary to 
draw sharper distinctions. Our inquiry in this chapter will aim to make some assessment of three 
dominant types of American church life in terms of their success in inculcating personal religion 
and communicating the gospel for the upbuilding of vital Christian experience. The types we 
shall examine are the Roman Catholic, the fundamentalist Protestant, and the liberal Protestant. 
(The Eastern Orthodox type, though an important part of ecumenical Christianity, is numerically 
so much in the minority in the United States that it is not included in this discussion).

Since a discussion of this sort so easily runs into generalities, some definitions are required at 
the start. Indeed, even with the definitions generalizations will be inevitable, for there is no 
precise measuring rod for Christian experience, and in the nature of the case no statistics are 
procurable.

As we shall use the term, "personal Christian living" is marked by a conscious reference of the 
life of the individual to God, both for divine support and in a sincere desire to discover and do 
the will of God as revealed in Christ. The term "Christian," which we use so glibly, is not easy 
to define. It cannot be equated with church membership, or with adherence to conventional 
moral demands, or with a flash-in-the-pan conversion experience if the life of the individual is 
not made better by it. Perhaps the simplest and most inclusive definition is that a Christian is a 
person who sincerely tries to be a follower of Jesus.

This is not to say that anyone completely succeeds in the attempt to be a follower of Jesus. "The 
sin which doth so easily beset us" stands ever in the way, even for the best; and it is a common 
fact that the best Christians are apt to be more conscious of their sins than those who are 
lukewarm. Yet to be a Christian, if the experience is real, makes a difference. The life of the 
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Christian is distinguished by an inner peace, joy, serenity, sense of direction, and triumph over 
adversity that transforms the individual’s personality. If this inward experience is deep and 
genuine, his life is marked outwardly by an unselfish concern for others and desire to help them 
in any way that is possible, by courage in making hard moral decisions, by an integrity which 
goes much deeper than conventional honesty in the eyes of the law. It is impossible to draw up a 
list of character traits and say that all those possessing them are Christians while all others are 
not. Life comes too mixed for that. Yet as one thinks of persons he knows to be unmistakably 
Christian, a certain pattern and quality of life are distinguishable, more readily discerned by 
acquaintance than defined in words, which give meaning and content to the term "personal 
Christian living."

A preliminary word is also in order as to the three main types of American Christianity we 
propose to look at. That one treads on dangerous ground here is evident, for tensions are acute 
and misunderstandings are easy. Let it be said at the start, therefore, that I have no desire to 
stigmatize or laud any type, but only to give as fair an appraisal as possible with the hope of 
seeing what can be learned from types other than our own.

The Roman Catholic type requires no definition. By the fundamentalist Protestant type we mean 
those churches which hold to the verbal inspiration and hence the literal inerrancy of the Bible, 
and which defend as of vital importance certain creedal dogmas, notably the virgin birth, the 
blood atonement, the physical resurrection of Christ, and his visible second coming. By liberal 
Protestantism we mean those churches which stress the historical approach to the Bible and 
hence its spiritual rather than literal inspiration, and find the source of Christian authority not in 
any creedal statement but in God’s total and progressive revelation of himself in nature, history, 
human experience, and supremely in Jesus Christ. The Roman Catholic and the fundamentalist 
Protestant positions, though with obvious differences, meet in holding to an authoritarian and 
traditionalist point of view as over against the liberal emphasis on free inquiry. These types of 
Protestantism cut across not only denominations but local congregations, for not infrequently 
the laity are prevailingly fundamentalist while the minister is liberal. There are many churches 
and some individuals that cannot easily be classified. Yet there are recognizable prevailing 
trends, and with due allowance for overlapping at the edges certain observations may be made.

There is both truth and falsehood in the assertion frequently made, that if one wants to find 
virility and power in Christianity today, he has to go to the Roman Catholic or to the 
fundamentalist Protestant churches to find it. That there is enough truth in it to give sober 
concern to others is attested by the almost universal witness of the chaplains during the war. 
Both the Catholics and the members of fundamentalist groups seemed to take their religion more 
seriously than the rank and file of service men brought up in liberal Protestant homes and 
churches. Not only did they attend chapel more faithfully, but they seemed to have more to rely 
on in time of crisis. And they knew far more definitely what they believed, the religious 
illiteracy of men from the major Protestant churches being one of the most conspicuous and 
startling discoveries of the war experience. To move to a different sphere of witness, I can 
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testify from nearly twenty years of college teaching that the students likely to resist the inroads 
of secularism, and to maintain a warm interest in religion when the pull of the college 
community is in another direction, are most often those from Catholic and conservative 
Protestant homes. Those in the latter group not infrequently break with their parents’ theology to 
move to a more liberal outlook, but it is significant that they have something to move from.

A more telling form of witness lies in the realm of intangibles. Among the professing Christians 
we know, who is able best to take calamity without being floored by it and, whatever happens, 
go forward with faith that all is safe in the hands of God? Who finds from his religion greater 
staying power in the face of what he recognizes as moral temptation? Who takes his religion 
seriously enough to attend church when it is highly inconvenient? Who puts himself out most to 
see that his children receive religious instruction? There is no possibility of fiat generalizations 
here, for some persons in each type rank high and others low. Nevertheless, it is my conviction 
that in most of these questions the scales are tipped on the side of the authoritarian types of 
Christianity.

In any case there is no clear evidence that liberal Christianity is superior in its personal fruits, 
and there are some indices to the contrary. This does not mean, as some might superficially 
conclude, that the liberal approach is thus proved false, and that the ground it has gained during 
the past century in the quest for a freer source of authority in Christian truth ought to be 
surrendered. It means only that if the Roman Catholics or the fundamentalist Protestants have 
any real achievements which liberal Protestantism lacks, we had better find out what they are, 
and why, and what is to be done about it.

If the conservative churches are producing more personal religious vitality than the others, the 
explanation is not likely to be found in one quarter only. The primary factors which bear on the 
question seem to me to be five: (1) the churchgoing habit in these churches is earlier and more 
persistently associated with religion; (2) the emotional accompaniments of worship are more 
vivid and dramatic; (3) greater demands -- or at least, greater consciously recognized demands -- 
are made on church members; (4) more concrete instruction is given in Christian doctrine; and 
(5) in spite of some false notes, other notes are struck which in certain great essentials lie closer 
to the heart of the Christian gospel than the usual liberal emphasis. Each of these matters 
requires further examination.

In the first place, for the development of personal religious living and the inculcation of loyalty 
both to Christ and his church, when ought children to begin going to church? I do not mean 
going to the church school, or the boys’ or girls’ club which meets at the church, or to the daily 
vacation Bible school in the summer vacation. All of these if properly conducted have a highly 
useful function. But I am asking a more radical question. When ought a child to begin attending 
the Sunday morning service of worship? In general the Roman Catholic and many of the more 
conservative Protestants begin taking their children to church as soon as they are able to sit 
through a service without making a public disturbance. In the Catholic fold a child by the age of 
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seven has usually made his first communion, and the obligations of regular attendance at mass 
are as binding on him as on his elders. Protestants vary widely, but the more sophisticated the 
church the more likely the assumption that the church service is for adults only, and the children 
either do not go to church at all or leave before the sermon.

This latter practice we have adopted from a prevalent psychological assumption, namely, that a 
child will be so bored by the church service that he will be injured in his psyche and perhaps 
alienated from religion by being forced to submit to it. This assumption I regard as false and 
disastrous to both the child and the Church. A truer psychology affirms that what is put into the 
first of life is put into the whole of life, and that very little does get into the whole of life which 
does not have its roots in the early years. Probably most of you who read these pages, like me, 
began going to church longer ago than you can remember. I doubt that it ever hurt us; and if we 
had not begun young, we probably should not now be caring much either about the Church or 
about reading books on the Christian religion.

Second, what ought the service of worship to do for the worshiper? It ought clearly to lift him 
into the presence of God, make him feel the sustaining power of God, stir him to self-
examination of his own moral life, send him out with a sense of joy and peace to better living. 
The two prevailing types of cultus in Christian churches are liturgical and sermon-centered, 
corresponding roughly to the Catholic and Protestant traditions though with no clear 
demarcation between them. The liturgical type centers in the "objective" worship of God, with 
the primary focus on what God has done for men in the sending of his son Jesus Christ for our 
redemption and the continued mediation of divine grace through the Church. The architecture of 
the church is designed to accent this note, with the altar in the center and much use of the 
church’s historic symbols. Whether or not a mass is celebrated, what is done in such a service is 
usually done with beauty, dignity, and reverence. The sensuous imagery of vestments, candles, 
bells, and other physical media of worship, the solemn hush of the assembly as the prayers of 
the ages are said, the bowed head, the bended knee, the music which is never frolicsome but 
searching in its simple cadences -- all this tends to produce an impression of worship which 
even without much ideological content is deep and compelling. Protestants often assume that 
Catholics go to church only because of fear and ecclesiastical compulsion. Rather it needs to be 
asked whether it is not the combination of a deep-seated churchgoing habit with such use of 
drama appealing to the imagination which keeps so many Roman Catholics faithfully attending 
church while their Protestant friends stay at home for a long Sunday morning snooze.

But what of Protestant worship? It of course takes many forms too numerous to describe. (An 
important type is the silent worship of the Friends’ Meeting, in which there are often both a high 
expectancy and discovery of the Divine Presence. It is omitted here because the chapter attempts 
to discuss only the three most prevalent types of churches). What is most noteworthy from the 
standpoint of our present concern is that fundamentalist Protestant worship, though at opposite 
poles from the type just mentioned, has great similarities in its basic appeals. If one goes to a 
tabernacle or tent meeting, he hears jingly "gospel" songs, animated tones, shouts from the 

file:///D:/rb/relsearchd.dll-action=showitem&gotochapter=4&id=585.htm (4 of 8) [2/4/03 1:18:54 PM]



The Gospel and Our World

preacher, and frequent "Amens" or other more pointed ejaculations from the pews. There is 
much personal testimony, and the success of the meeting is judged mainly by the number of 
conversions it brings about. This intensely personal, apparently spontaneous action under the 
power of the Holy Spirit seems far removed from the sober dignity of a liturgical service. Yet in 
both there are strong sensuous appeals, expression of the religious life through dramatic familiar 
forms, group reinforcement of a dominant idea, and something for the congregation themselves 
to do. Compare either type with the dignified but largely colorless conventional Protestant 
service in which the would-be worshipers sing perfunctorily, sit woolgathering through the 
prayer, and listen passively while the preacher discourses moral platitudes which most of them 
have heard all their lives -- and it is not surprising that Rome and the sects seem to be winning 
out.

But, in the third place, what do the churches ask their people to do? This question may be asked 
in several senses -- either about what is required to be done in the church service, or in the 
service of the Church, or in the service of God and one’s neighbor under the impulsion of the 
Church. It requires, therefore, several different answers.

Within the service of worship itself much is required of the worshiper in the Catholic service by 
way of kneeling, standing, saying responses, genuflection, and making the sign of the cross. 
There is no opportunity, however much one may desire to, to go to sleep; and while there is no 
sure preventive to mind-wandering, the service through centuries of tradition has been so 
formulated as to require a considerable degree of attention. In the more emotional types of 
Protestant service both the external stimuli and the inner warmth which the worshiper expects -- 
and goes to church to secure -- are conducive to attention. Indeed, so captivated is his attention 
that he may find himself shouting and leaping for joy without realizing he is doing so. In our 
more formal sermon-centered services little is required of the worshiper except to sit decorously, 
stand, and bow his head at appropriate intervals, and rare indeed is the minister who can capture 
his roving thoughts all the time from eleven o’clock until twelve-fifteen.

From the standpoint of duties owed to the Church, the Roman Catholic churchman again is in a 
favored position in that he knows definitely what is expected of him. He must attend mass once 
every Sunday and on specified holy days; he must eat no meat on Friday; he must confess his 
sins at intervals; he must see that the children are baptized, instructed, and confirmed in the 
Catholic faith; he must perform his Easter duties; he must give generously to the church, the 
amount or the proportion of his income being perhaps specified by the priest. There is no 
guesswork as to what is required; and if he is a "good Catholic," he does all of these things 
without a great deal of rebellion. Protestants may scoff at the artificiality of it, but there is a 
form of moral discipline here which ought not to be surrendered without more vital substitutes.

Protestantism, whether conservative or liberal, has far less explicit religious duties; but in what 
is required in money-giving, money-raising by church activities, and the carrying on of the 
church’s voluntary organizations there is a source not only of power for the church but of 
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growth for the church member. It is a great disadvantage for any church to be heavily endowed, 
and virile Christianity is seldom found therein. This is no small part of the reason why the 
American churches, with all their weakness, are in general in a healthier condition than the state-
supported churches of Europe. Laywomen are generally closer to the life of the church than are 
the laymen, not because they are essentially better Christians, but because they find more to do 
in the church’s voluntary organizations. Young people not put to work are often lost to the 
Church, and this is one main reason for the heavy leakage in the college and immediately 
postcollege years. "Spectatoritis" in any church is a dangerous malady, which has been greatly 
intensified of late years by the prevailing practice of securing a speaker for every occasion 
instead of using local effort and initiative in preparing a program.

It is at the point of what the Church requires of -- or at least enjoins upon -- its members in the 
total social situation that the liberal churches compare most favorably with the other two. This is 
our hope; is it fulfilled? Theological conservatism often, though not always, goes hand in hand 
with social conservatism. Ministers trained in liberal seminaries usually have a more informed 
and sensitive conscience about the bearing of Christianity on major social problems. Some of 
them preach in these terms with great prophetic passion and power. Yet the troublesome fact 
that confronts us is that so many seem mainly to preach inoffensive moral injunctions, and 
apparently pride themselves on keeping their congregations from discovering that in the 
seminary they acquired any new ideas! One listens to such a sermon and goes away feeling, 
"That is true, but what of it?" The reasons are doubtless many, and they center in human nature 
rather than in liberal theology. Conservatism gives tough resistance; the effort follows an uphill 
road; the minister has the duty to be tactful as well as courageous -- and before long he is saying 
things so flattened out as to offend nobody. The Mr. Browns and Mr. Smiths listen politely, and 
go home to keep up with the Joneses.

Whether the laity in prevailingly liberal churches can be shown to have more sensitive 
consciences than others and a greater sense of compulsion in serving their fellow men, I do not 
know. The cultural level is generally higher, but culture is not Christianity. The much-publicized 
poll reported in the November, 1948, issue of the Ladies Home Journal ("God and the American 
People" by Lincoln Barnett.) could have thrown light on this question if closer correlations had 
been drawn between the replies to theological and ethical questions; but as the report stands, a 
very general state of complacency and self-satisfaction is indicated regardless of religious 
background. The most that can be said with certainty is that while liberal preaching specializes 
on the moral aspects of Christianity, there is no clear indication that higher moral fruits are 
obtained.

Whether or not there is actually a connection between theology and morals, there ought to be; 
and if we were giving the right teaching in both fields, there would be. What then, in the fourth 
place, can be said comparatively regarding instruction in the truths of the Christian faith?

It must be said frankly that no one of the types of churches we are considering is doing a highly 
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commendable job at this point. Roman Catholic children have to learn their catechisms before 
they are confirmed, and those who attend parochial schools receive more instruction in doctrine, 
as well as in the practices of their church, than Protestant children generally get. But this is not 
to say that they understand what it means. In fact they are commonly encouraged not to try to 
understand the mysteries of the faith. Conservative Protestants believe strongly in a limited 
circle of ideas and know how to quote texts freely in support of them, but again this is not to say 
that there is any comprehensive grasp o£ the issues involved.

Both of these authoritarian groups are ahead of the liberals in the concreteness of their religious 
instruction, as well as probably in its amount. Despite the great emphasis on religious education 
in the liberal churches during the past fifty years, the religious illiteracy of the general public 
has increased rather than diminished in this period. For this there are various reasons which 
cannot all be laid at the door of the liberal churches, and without their efforts the situation would 
certainly be worse. But one fundamental question must still be asked, Do we care enough to see 
that our children are instructed in the Bible and the Christian heritage? Deplore as we may the 
existence of the parochial school, its challenge to the separation of church and state, and its 
attempted inroads on the public treasury, the fact remains that parochial schools exist primarily 
because Catholic parents, who pay their public-school taxes, think it worth while to submit to 
additional cost and often to much inconvenience to see to it that their children receive the 
religious instruction denied them in the public schools.

Is indoctrination wrong? It depends on what is indoctrinated. There can be no real education 
without the passing on to the next generation of the heritage of the past. If liberal Protestantism 
has a broader conception of revelation and hence a richer content of truth, it has accordingly the 
greater obligation to impart it to the people with concreteness and power. I do not say that it is 
easy to do this and maintain the liberal spirit of free inquiry. I say only that it can be done, and 
that it must be done if the Christian faith is to be meaningful and vital to the modern mind.

This brings us to our fifth point. I suggested earlier that the Roman Catholic and conservative 
Protestant churches are in certain great essentials closer to the center of the Christian gospel 
than most liberal Protestant churches. This, I must repeat emphatically, does not mean that they 
are closer to truth throughout, or that the great contributions of the liberal spirit are to be 
surrendered to them. The historical approach to the Bible, the discovery of God in a progressive 
revelation that sweeps the centuries and embraces the whole of life, the unharnessing of minds 
to receive whatever is found to be true in any science yet with a vital sense of the divine 
Presence, an appreciation of the worth and dignity of every human being as a child of God and a 
determined attack on social evils that thwart and injure personality, the refusal to condone 
untruth or injustice in any sphere, and above all the centering of the Christian faith in the Jesus 
who lived within history the life of perfect obedience to God and has shown us the way -- such 
notes ought never to be surrendered. Neither an authoritarian method which tempts faith to run 
into credulity nor any dogmatic insistence on traditional doctrines held to be orthodox can 
satisfy a mind that has learned to think along broader lines. I am not among those theologians 
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who like to speak of liberalism in the past tense, as if it had had its day and ceased to be for I 
know too many areas in which it is not yet born! Whatever its defects of strategy or content, I 
doubt that we can properly go beyond it until we have first gone through it.

Nevertheless, both the Catholic tradition and conservative Protestantism strike certain deep 
notes which, though not absent from liberal Protestant thinking and preaching, have been 
underemphasized to our great loss. These notes center in the salvation which God brings to the 
seeking and repentant sinner through the living Christ. What the Roman mass has been saying in 
glorious drama through the centuries is that in the sacrificial death and triumphant resurrection 
of Christ, ever repeated through the most solemn rites of the Church, the God who has acted in 
him for our redemption is here at the altar and will act again and now for those who seek him in 
true penitence and faith. What Reformation Protestantism said, and what Pentecostal 
Protestantism now says, is that "Jesus saves" and "Whosoever will may come." Let sinners 
repent, and the grace of God is at hand to lift and heal and give new life.

Fortunately these groups have no monopoly on these great truths! They belong to the common 
heritage of our Christian faith and ought to be accented wherever essential Christianity is 
proclaimed. We may rejoice that the pendulum is swinging back from the extremer forms of 
liberalism to a type which gives them a place, and that emphasis on the saving act of God in 
Christ and forgiveness of sin through the divine mercy is again theological doctrine in good 
standing. If we neglect this note in our churches, as we too often have, we lose the heart of the 
gospel.

Liberalism rightly emphasizes breadth of vision, with humility, tolerance, openness to new truth 
as fundamental notes. But for a river to be broad it does not need to be shallow, provided it is 
fed from perennial and abundant springs. It is from God’s life-giving, never-failing sources that 
liberalism, in so far as it is authentic, draws its truth and power. It must therefore recover and 
increase its urgency and evangelistic passion -- in short, its depth -- if it is to mediate God’s 
truth and power to an age in desperate need.

What this means in conjunction with the theme of this book is that the gospel must be 
communicated in ways that combine honest and open thought with a living faith. "Have you 
saving faith in the Lord Jesus Christ?’’ is the most important question any man can put to 
himself -- or put to another. It ought to be put, both to ourselves and to others, with variety of 
wording as the circumstances may direct, but with a burning center. It ought to be put far more 
often than it is. Only so can the Church as the carrier of the living gospel maintain its existence 
among the churches.

0
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Chapter 4: The Minister and the Gospel

In what has been said thus far three considerations have emerged which, if true, are of prime 
importance both to the Church and to our world. The first of these is that the basic source of 
weakness in the Church is its failure to communicate its gospel intelligibly and vitally. The 
second is that the Church through its gospel has something to say to the modern man which 
could alleviate his frustrations and fears, his insecurity and loneliness, and lift both individual 
and corporate life out of its present morass to firm foundations. The third is that while all the 
churches have points of strength and weakness, the type of church life which makes most of the 
search for truth and the Christian moral imperative, instead of showing marked superiority in its 
fruits as it ought, has often lagged behind or at least has failed to outdo its rivals in generating 
power for personal religious living.

Our next problem must be to ask what changes are needed if these deficiencies are to be 
remedied. To know what we ought to do is, of course, not to guarantee that we shall do it. 
Granting the best of purposes, no human skill or wisdom is perfect. But the more clearly both the 
ends and means are envisioned, the more likely we are to approximate the choice of right means 
for achieving Christian ends.

The communication of the gospel is the main function of the minister. It is not the job of the 
minister alone. One of the most constructive emphases of the Amsterdam Conference was that it 
is the whole Church -- not professional evangelists or even ministers only, but laymen as well -- 
that is called to witness to the gospel and transmit it to others. For this reason we shall devote the 
chapter after this one to the problems and opportunities of laymen. Our chief concern here, 
however, must be the minister’s witness.

Our primary emphasis will be on the minister’s interpretation of the gospel, for which obviously 
preaching is the central channel. But it ought to be clear that the sermon, though the primary 
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channel, is not the only one, and unless the sermon is supplemented by discussion groups, 
forums, directed reading, and pastoral counseling in the intimate and personal vicissitudes of 
life, the sermon is apt for the most part to fall on unresponsive ears. In the Protestant tradition we 
have attached, not an undue importance to the sermon, but an undue premium on its efficacy. 
There is nothing in the life of the Church that is more important than vital preaching; there is no 
preaching that is likely to be vital if it alone is trusted.

Furthermore, there are three main lines along which we ought to advance at once in our 
interpretation and communication of the gospel, and to neglect any of them is to weaken the 
other two. Our preaching and all that goes with it ought at the same time to be more doctrinal, 
more biblical, and more functional. To be more doctrinal means the imparting to the people of a 
broader, deeper, more carefully thought out, and perhaps a more Christian system of Christian 
belief. To be more biblical means the greater use of the Bible in sermons as well as in religious 
education, and instruction as to how to understand the Bible both in its historical setting and as 
the Word of God speaking to the human spirit in every age. To be more functional means the 
discovery of the relevance of the gospel to every human situation, to judge, challenge, broaden, 
vivify, and transform life through the power of God in Christ.

In what follows, since we cannot consider all these things at once, we shall make our keynote the 
need to impart to the people a true and vital system of Christian belief. It should be presupposed, 
however, that we cannot do this unless we approach the matters to be discussed from the 
standpoint of both a historical understanding and spiritual appropriation of the Bible, and bring 
our theology to bear at every point on the human situation. (In my Understanding the Christian 
Faith, which is intended primarily for laymen, I have given a survey of the basic convictions of 
Christian faith, with a chapter on principles of biblical interpretation. What is said there need not 
be repeated. The treatment of problems in this chapter is intended to be merely illustrative.)

For a generation or more there has not been a great deal of doctrinal preaching in America. Our 
sermons, in so far as they are not made up of religious clichés and pretty stories, are mainly 
attempts to apply the gospel to moral problems. It has been assumed both that people would not 
be interested in theology and that it would not do them much good to have it anyway. Both these 
assumptions I believe to be thoroughly false. Moralistic preaching -- if it is really the preaching 
of Christian morality -- has a function in holding Christian standards before the hearers’ minds, 
and it cannot be dispensed with; but it seldom answers basic questions or imparts personal 
conviction for living. Only a true theology which is geared in with the gospel’s answer to life’s 
basic questions can do this.

What are these questions? Everybody, whether or not he puts the question vocally, wants to 
know whether life has any meaning, what his relation is to "whatever gods there be," why he is 
here, what his destiny is, how sin and pain may be overcome, whether prayer matters, what lies 
beyond death for himself and his loved ones. An abstract discussion of creation, providence, the 
problem of evil or personal immortality, an abstract presentation of various theories of the 
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atonement or arguments for the existence of God, may leave the hearer unmoved and largely 
unenlightened. Especially is this true if all the various theories are laid out with objective 
detachment and the hearer in smorgasbord fashion is expected to choose according to his taste. 
But, fortunately, a presentation of the abiding convictions of Christian faith does not need to be 
abstract, and it can be affirmative without being dogmatic.

The term Christian faith, as we noted at the outset, has two essential meanings, not identical but 
not to be dissociated. The attempt to dissociate them is perilous and responsible for much 
vacuous preaching. Christian faith means a way of life -- a commitment of spirit in which God 
and man meet for the overcoming of obstacles and the living of victorious Christian life. The 
Christian faith means also the body of Christian truth --the content of Christian theology, what a 
Christian may believe. In trying to preach along one of these lines without the other we have too 
often missed both and fallen between them. The resulting substitute is at best conventional pious 
words and moral platitudes, at worst a string of interesting illustrations to make the sermon 
snappy.

Take, for example, the matter of prayer -- a subject in which every Christian who has anything 
more than a casual concern about religion is interested. Sermons are frequently preached upon it, 
and ought to be. To be well preached they ought not merely to be exhortations to pray -- which 
most of the hearers have heard many times -- nor should they consist mainly of stories of 
remarkable answers to prayer in which apparently God was persuaded to manage affairs 
according to the petitioner’s request. To be well preached a sermon on prayer must answer some 
of the hearer’s questions and give him assurance that through prayer he can find power in God 
for any situation, including his own deepest need. Among these questions, whether voiced or 
not, is a desire to know what prayer really is if it is more than wishful thinking, how it relates to 
God and to God’s world, whether God is concerned with each of us, what difference prayer 
makes, why it so often seems unanswered. None of these questions can be answered outside of a 
theological framework of Christian belief in a personal God who has made us for fellowship 
with himself and for obedience to his will, who cares for us as individuals, and within the 
channels of his orderly world gives heed to our petitions. To try to answer such questions 
without reference to the wider context of the Christian gospel is either to speak empty phrases or 
to hold out expectations that may end in shattered faith and shattered lives.

If this seems farfetched, note the following letter from a girl who had been brought up on 
sermons which assumed the unfailing efficacy of prayers made in faith. Her brother David, 
whom she deeply loved, was in the war. After the news of his death came, she wrote to his 
chaplain, who later as a student of mine gave me the letter. I do not know who the girl is, but her 
cry has in it a universal pathos:

Right now I just can’t take sympathy or moral platitudes such as "God knows best" and 
that it was his will. Such is not so, and with David’s death goes my entire faith in prayer. 
Almost every hour, certainly every day, I’ve prayed earnestly that God would send him 
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back to me. He seems to have laughed in my face and belied such promises as "Ask what 
ye will believing" and "If ye have the faith of a grain of mustard seed." What a sucker I 
was to believe all that! . . . I’m bitter and full of hatred because they murdered the one 
person who was dearer to me than my own life . . . . I shall not mention it again, so let’s 
consider it closed.

Doctrinal preaching, if it had been the right doctrine, would have saved her from this, and she 
would have had the Christian gospel to sustain her in her grief.

Or consider a closely related question of which this same letter is an illustration -- the problem 
of unmerited suffering. Of course no minister ought to claim that he has the complete answer to 
this ancient and most persistent perplexity of the human spirit. "Why did God let this happen? 
Why did he do this to me?" will probably continue to be asked as long as men live and believe in 
God. Yet we could go much farther than we generally have in giving true answers and 
eradicating false ones.

Two things are imperative if a minister is to bring the Christian gospel to bear on the problem of 
human pain. The first and more important is to mediate to the sufferer the abundant and 
unfailing resources of God for mastering his pain -- a sense of the divine nearness, an assurance 
of divine concern, confidence that in the midst of it all there is a good to be found which, with 
the help of God, can lead to richer and deeper living. "We know that in everything God works 
for good with those who love him," the Revised Standard Version of the New Testament puts it, 
which is a great improvement over the King James rendering of "We know that all things work 
together for good to them that love God." There is no assurance that to love God will ever pay 
dividends in freedom from pain; there is every assurance in the Christian gospel that God will 
find a way to work for good in the worst situations with those who love him and stay their lives 
upon him. Whatever else we preach, this note must not be absent.

Yet it is not enough to thwart inquiries and gloss over preventable pain by saying simply, "God 
knows best," or "His will be done." Nobody but God himself knows how much harm has been 
done by the assumption that whatever is, is the will of God and therefore right! Let a person kill 
himself or kill someone else by careless -- not to say drunken -- driving, and a kind of residual 
Calvinism will prompt some to say that "his time had come" and "God willed it so." Let a child 
be physically maimed for life by a birth injury, or spiritually maimed by having to grow up in 
hunger and fear as in war-torn lands, or in squalor and crime as in our own slums; and then when 
the natural consequences appear, not a few pious Christians will say that God in his inscrutable 
providence willed it to be this way. Fortunately life is more than logic, and modern 
predestinarians like their Calvinistic forebears are seldom consistent if the issue is one in which 
human responsibility is clearly evident. However, most of the cases of undeserved suffering 
come mixed, with individual human choices, social forces, and physical factors all combined -- 
as in war, poverty, premature or violent death, disease, mental breakdowns, and the like. In such 
instances it is equally a mistake to say that God willed it and that God has nothing to do with it.
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What we have to do in our preaching and pastoral counseling is to combine a Christian doctrine 
of providence with an understanding of the way in which God works consistently in his world 
through a natural sequence of events. Either one of these concepts would be easier to hold 
without the other. A doctrine of providence presupposes not only that God is personal in his own 
nature, but that he cares personally for each individual, that prayer makes a difference, that "in 
everything God works for good with those who love him." A concept of natural cause-and-effect 
relations accords with all the presuppositions of science but seems to have an impersonality 
about it which is not easily fitted into a conception of God’s personal care and guiding 
providence. As a consequence we have often wavered between one and the other, and the people 
have been left either with unwarranted expectations of divine intervention in their behalf or with 
a remote and essentially deistic God to whom -- or perhaps more accurately, to which -- it has 
seemed futile to turn in time of need.

Though providence and causality may seem strange bedfellows, we must get them together; and 
if both are true, they must belong together in God’s world. The key to the situation lies in putting 
together what we know of God as Creator and Redeemer, and finding a view of God’s relation to 
the world which will do justice both to the insights of biblical faith and to the facts of human 
experience. It is possible to make this synthesis, though it is not possible to amalgamate biblical 
literalism and proof-texting with mechanical impersonality.

In recent years numerous attempts have been made to solve the ancient problem of evil by way 
of a Given within the nature of God, the assertion of "the demonic" in the world (its 
metaphysical status being somewhat cloudy), or a forthright reinstatement of the existence of a 
personal devil. None of these approaches solves as many problems as it raises. The familiar 
liberal view of a self-limited God whose ends are altogether good and whose means are orderly 
still seems to me the best solution, and one which not only can be but ought to be made clear to 
our laymen.

The approach to a coherent synthesis of divine providence with divine causality runs somewhat 
as follows. God the Creator in his wisdom and goodness has chosen to make a world of human 
freedom, of natural order, and of intricately interwoven physical and social relationships. All 
told, this is an exceedingly good world. From our freedom comes our human responsibility, 
which makes us persons instead of things and opens the door to all the highest achievements of 
the human spirit. From the natural order of the world comes its dependability, without which 
there would be no science, no ordered control of physical forces or events, none of the security 
which comes from knowing that the physical world is at least in large measure calculable. From 
our relations to one another come the possibilities of love, fellowship, and mutual service. These 
are our greatest boons, which we would not surrender if we could; and the ancient biblical 
judgment on creation, "And God saw that it was good," is profoundly right.

But this is not the whole story. These same blessings have in them the possibilities of evil, and 
must have if God is to be true to his chosen ways of working -- chosen because with all their risk 
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for him and for us they are still the best ways. Human freedom makes goodness possible, but 
also sin and error. Orderly and dependable forces in God’s world make possible man’s security 
and mastery over nature -- but never wholly, for accident and disease come in their wake and 
wait to be conquered. Our social interrelatedness that puts us in families and communities of 
many sorts brings with it suffering to the innocent from the sins and misdeeds of the guilty. This 
is the common lot of our humanity.

Is God responsible for the painful and tragic events of life? Here we need to distinguish, more 
sharply than we often do, between causality and purpose. To ask regarding any circumstance, 
"Why did this happen?" may mean either "What conditions brought it about?" or "What good 
end is it intended to serve?" The why in one instance refers to cause, in the other to purpose; and 
an answer to one of these questions will not do for the other. Many events occur, caused by the 
conditions of God’s world, which we must believe are not directly willed or purposed by God. 
Since he who loves most suffers most, God must be far more brokenhearted than we when 
young lives are snuffed out prematurely, high possibilities crushed through accident or illness or 
the guilt and carelessness of others. A simple explanation to our laymen at this point alone can 
help greatly in the meeting of this problem.

Yet, faced by the painful facts of life, our confidence in the goodness of creation would turn 
sterile if we were not able to trust the goodness of God the Savior and Redeemer. This is why 
any theoretical attempt at an explanation of the problem of suffering must go deeper than 
philosophy can take us. It is as we come to know the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ 
that we know he understands, he cares, he fashions his world with no mechanical impersonality 
but with loving concern for his children’s good. In his inclusive love he makes his sun to shine 
on the evil and the good, and sends his rain on the just and the unjust. His way of conquering 
evil is for the innocent and the fortunate to bear the burdens of the weak, and in the Cross of 
Christ he has gone before us in the way. He works with his children to banish pain where it can 
be removed, and where it cannot "in everything God works for good with those who love him."

This brief statement is of course but a suggestion of the way we must approach this eternal 
problem. Yet approach it we must, in sermons, discussion groups, church-school classes, and 
every other available channel of instruction. In the face of grief or bitter, devastating pain people 
are in no frame of mind to think reasonably or to be instructed. All that is appropriate then is 
reassurance and a sense of the love and nearness of God. Yet if the instruction is not given 
beforehand, the reassurance is built not on rock but sand, and is more than likely to be washed 
away by the waters of affliction which engulf the soul.

A third area in which we need very much more of theological preaching is the deeper and more 
serious aspect of the problem of evil, namely, sin. Theoretically the problem here is less acute, 
for once the reality of human freedom of choice is granted, moral responsibility follows as a 
correlate, and with it the possibility of the misuse of our moral freedom. Practically, however, 
the problem is intensified both by the pervasiveness of sin and by the fact that relatively few 
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people think of it as other than the infraction of conventional moral standards. Not recognizing 
themselves as transgressing such standards they do not regard themselves as sinners, or, at least, 
as very great sinners. In the Ladies Home Journal poll above referred to almost three quarters of 
the respondents failed to connect religion with their adult ethical judgments. When allowed to 
give their own definition of "a good person," 18 per cent thought they were completely 
successful; 28 per cent, three quarters; 32 per cent, halfway; and "only 7 per cent admitted they 
had scaled less than half the pinnacle of virtue." Challenged to say what they thought about 
loving their neighbors, well over three quarters of those interviewed said they thought they 
obeyed the law of love regarding their business competitors and those of other races and 
religions. Only 25 per cent claimed to love the enemies of their country and members of 
dangerous political parties, though in view of prevalent behavior even this seems a startling 
proportion! With due regard for the fact that no poll can give a true picture of inner attitudes and 
no individual can judge himself with full objectivity, it is apparent that the great majority of the 
American public think of themselves, not as perfect, but as pretty good; and that the deeper 
meaning of sin as transgression of the law of God and lovelessness in the subtler aspects of 
human relations has hardly crossed their minds.

For this fading out of the sense of sin and consequently of the need of repentance and divine 
forgiveness, many factors are responsible. It is part of the general secularization of the times, in 
which naturalistic interpretations of the social sciences, ethical determinism, Freudian and 
behavioristic psychology, the reaction from puritanism, the increasing complexity and 
impersonality of modern life, have all had a part. Sin bothers us less than it did our fathers, not 
because we sin less, but because we have become wary of guilt complexes and scornful of old 
fogy scruples. The less we know our neighbors, the less we are restrained by the fear they will 
talk about us; and the more our neighbors sin, the less binding seem former inhibitions and 
restraints. Furthermore, the more we sin collectively in the vast impersonalities of modern 
warfare and industrialism, the more we get used to it, and the more inevitable seem the forces 
that thrust us in that direction. It is hard to feel sinful about something that seems inevitable, and 
to an unprecedented degree our age both is unconscious of sin and feels helpless before it.

However, it will not do for religious leaders to lay the fading of a sense of sin entirely to the 
influence of the secular community. At several crucial points in our preaching and teaching we 
have gone astray, and our inability to preach now an effective and vital doctrine of sin and 
salvation is fundamentally the result of our own mistakes. In the more conservative churches sin 
has been generally conceived as a state of inherited Adamic guilt, not very sharply defined or 
related to the moral life, but nevertheless with some moral content in the individual’s personal 
relations. There is censure for the more overt sins of the flesh and transgression of conventional 
moral codes, and sinners are called to repentance for unchastity, drinking, lying, stealing, 
swearing, cheating one another, and neglecting duties owed to God through the Church. In both 
the Roman Catholic and the fundamentalist Protestant traditions there is an impulse toward 
contrition for what is recognized as sin and a channel of escape, but relatively little attention is 
given either to the more subtle sins of the spirit or to major social evils in which as sinners we all 
participate.
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In the liberal tradition we have done a better job at pointing out the range of sin in the horizontal 
dimension and have aroused something of a conscience over such matters as mass exploitation, 
child labor, race discrimination, preventable disease, and indiscriminate killing in war, which our 
Christian fathers less often thought of as sin. But in broadening the scope of sin we have 
flattened it out. Sin as the individual’s personal evil will in rebellion against God is far less 
talked about than it once was. In the prevailingly liberal churches for years now few books have 
been written, few sermons have been preached, few church-school classes have been taught in 
which sin as sin against God has been the central theme. Theologians in recent years have 
reinstated the reality and seriousness of sin, but as far as I have been able to observe this mood 
has not yet to any great extent reached the churches.

As a consequence a generation has arisen in which sin is an almost meaningless word. This same 
generation therefore can hardly be expected to think much about repentance, forgiveness, or the 
grace of God. When members of it hear Reinhold Niebuhr or some other prophet talk about sin 
and the judgment of God, it all sounds so strange that while they are fascinated they are baffled 
by it. The whole matter is apt to be dismissed as something too pessimistic, and too hard to 
understand, to be worth much thought when there are so many other things to think about.

The only corrective is the preaching and teaching of a broader, deeper, more incisive doctrine of 
sin, and with it the ever-present resources of God for its mastery. The neo-orthodox school has 
rendered great service in calling liberals back from complacency at this point. Yet it has its own 
deficiencies. The new orthodoxy puts more emphasis on sinful inner motives, particularly pride, 
than the old orthodoxy; and at least in the American scene it has more social emphasis. It has a 
revised version of original sin which admits the mythological character of Adam. Yet it is still 
too generalized in its doctrine of original sin, making much of man’s sinful state of pride and 
rebellion but relatively little of the concrete sins for which we are responsible. It is, furthermore, 
too much disposed in its doctrine of divine judgment to spread the doom on thick without 
adequate recognition of God’s saving grace or of the concrete works of love which man not only 
can but must do if he is to be God’s servant in fashioning a better world. It rightly strips us of 
our illusions and alibis, and leaves us naked before God; but it does not always clothe us again 
with the garment of praise. What the men of our time -- what all of us -- need is "with hearty 
repentance and true faith" to acknowledge our sin before God and then hear him speak the word 
of hope and confidence, "Thy faith hath made thee whole; go in peace." This dual Christian note 
of repentance and hope it is the primary task of a chastened liberalism to bring to a sinful and 
despairing world. (For an unusually well balanced and constructive treatment of this problem see 
Daniel D. Williams, God’s Grace and Man’s Hope (Harper, 1949),

A fourth area of human experience we must look at, for it bulks large both in human experience 
and in the minister’s functions. This is the fact of death. Not only is death the one absolutely 
inescapable event of life, but the victory over sin and death has always been at the center of 
Christian faith. It is therefore perhaps natural that people who have lost all other connection with 
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the Church still desire for their loved ones a funeral at which a minister officiates.

Except at funerals death is little talked about in our time, and sermons are seldom preached on it 
from one Easter to the next. I have now been attending church and college chapels for a long 
time; and outside of funeral, memorial, and Easter services I doubt that I have heard three 
sermons on the Christian understanding of death in the past thirty years. Yet people keep on 
dying; funerals continue to be held; and if nothing is said about death except at the funeral, what 
is said there is not apt to be very meaningful or more than superficially comforting.

The reasons for such sermonic silence are varied, ranging probably from a fear of being thought 
morbid through a fear of sounding other-worldly to a fear of not knowing what to say on so moot 
a subject. All of these apprehensions, though with some foundation, can be greatly overdone. 
One ought not to talk about death, or any other subject, all the time -- but not to talk about it at 
all because people prefer to think of something pleasant is to fail to give them Christian victory 
over what all must face sooner or later. To talk about eternity and fail to stress the Christian 
responsibilities and opportunities of this life is to be off-center --but so is the reverse. To claim 
to know more than we do about the future life is presumption, but the Christian faith gives us all 
we really need to know. What we do know we ought not to hesitate to proclaim whenever the 
occasion is appropriate.

What, then, can we know? Our basic faith is that the God who has made us for this life has made 
us for another, and that for time and eternity all that matters most is safe in his keeping. The God 
who has made us persons and who "setteth the solitary in families" here will keep us as 
individual persons in bonds of fellowship beyond the grave. With earthly chains removed, life 
can be richer, fairer, finer. If we believe this, death, whether it comes early or late, need not 
daunt us and separation from our loved ones means no final cleavage. When people had this 
faith, death held fewer terrors and the present life fewer frustrations.

This is not to say that any minister should assay to give proof of immortality. In the nature of the 
case the evidence needed for reasoned proof on empirical grounds is not accessible, and we had 
better frankly admit that our faith in immortality is a faith, coherent with what we know of God 
and his ways with men, and not a conclusion from scientific evidence. Yet much can be done in 
the way of making clear the understanding of man’s spiritual nature, his high destiny which 
points beyond this life for its fulfillment, the meaning of the Kingdom for this life and the next, 
the Christian concepts of judgment and salvation with eternity in their span -- in short, the 
goodness and power of a God who, having given us this life, can give us another in which to 
attain to his nearer presence, enjoy a richer happiness, and do his will more perfectly.

The persuasiveness of faith in immortality will no doubt always seem greater to those who stand 
within the Christian heritage than to those who view it critically from without. To those to whom 
the resurrection of Jesus and the goodness and power of a living God mean nothing, it is likely to 
seem mere wishful thinking. Argument will persuade no one who is convinced to the contrary. 
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Yet to those many who would like to believe if they could, ministers have an obligation to speak 
the abiding convictions of Christian faith with clarity and integrity. It is better to be silent than to 
announce to others as truth what one personally disbelieves. But to be silent through indifference 
or through aversion to dealing with an unpleasant problem is to be recreant to our calling. If we 
do not ourselves know what we believe, the first thing to do is to go to our New Testaments and 
read them until the vistas and overtones of eternity have captured our earth-bound minds.

What has been said in this chapter about the need of leading the people to a clearer 
understanding of prayer, suffering, sin, and death is but a pointer along the way. There is not a 
human problem -- there is no human situation, whether joyous or tragic -- that does not call for 
interpretation by the central convictions of Christian faith. Unless ministers give the people such 
an interpretation, they are not likely to get it for themselves. And unless they get it somewhere, 
the Christian faith cannot make much difference. "He that hath ears to hear, let him hear" is a 
familiar word; the correlate is, "He that hath aught to speak, let him speak it."

15
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Chapter 5: The Layman and the Gospel

In the previous chapter we looked at the functions of the minister in interpreting and 
communicating the gospel. But ministers are only half the Church, and numerically much less 
than half. The Amsterdam Conference estimated that the laity constitute more than 99 per cent 
of the Church. Regardless of numbers a good case could be made for the contention that the 
laity are the more important part of the Church, for churches could exist without ordained 
ministers -- did in the early church and in some churches still do -- but without any laymen there 
would be no church.

Laymen are of crucial importance from several standpoints. First, as just indicated, the layman 
is the "ultimate consumer" for whom the church exists, and there can be no "upbuilding of the 
Body of Christ" unless laymen are being built up in the power of the gospel. No church worth 
the name exists to give the minister something to do; the minister has something to do because 
the Church exists as the fellowship of believers in the gospel of Christ who need to be helped to 
be better believers.

Laymen are of strategic importance also because the vitality of the church depends upon them. 
This is true not simply because the laymen raise the money and select and pay the preacher. 
They may select and pay for an eloquent preacher and provide for beautiful music and an 
expensive staff, and the church may still lack vitality. What determines this point is primarily 
how much the laymen are interested in their church, working in it, making of it a going concern. 
A church which does not have an active laity with a sense of fellowship in the church and 
obligation to it is seldom, if ever, a virile church.

And, in the third place, the impact which the Church makes upon the world is mainly in the 
hands of its laymen. It is customary to speak of the pronouncements of the World Council of 
Churches, or the Federal Council, or the denominational assemblies, as if they were the voice of 
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the Church. In a sense they are. Yet such pronouncements, framed usually by ministers, 
professors, and board secretaries with a sprinkling of laymen present, are from a practical 
standpoint far less the voice of the Church than what laymen do in their political, social, and 
economic life. It is laymen who make most of the decisions as to wages, prices, employment, 
investments, taxes, military service, crime and its restraint, housing, health, education, 
recreation, and the multitude of things that fill the newspapers and the radio programs. If the 
Church is going to make any very constructive dent on current evils, it is mainly the laymen 
who must make it.

This question as to who constitutes the Church is continually blurred in criticisms leveled at the 
Church from within and outside it. "The churches ought to be more friendly." "The churches 
ought to get closer to daily life." "The churches ought not to have any race prejudice." "The 
churches ought to work harder for peace." "The churches ought not to be so conservative and 
capitalistic." These comments, all of them true, are often made with a vague implication that 
somebody else is to blame, but seldom with a clear recognition that if these faults are to be 
corrected, it is mainly the laymen who must do the correcting.

The major problem which confronts the churches is the wideness of the gulf between what is 
preached and done in the churches on Sunday and the interests and activities of laymen through 
the week. Not wholly, but to a startling degree, there is a chasm between "the Church" and "the 
world," and the ordinary layman who stands in both is not able to build a bridge between them. 
This is not to say that most laymen are bad or that they are poor Christians. As individuals they 
are usually kindly, honest, and well-intentioned, desirous of doing right and following the 
Golden Rule as far as they can, and not unaffected by the preaching they have heard through the 
years. Yet by the demands of their social situation, and in particular their jobs, they are far more 
enmeshed within "the world" than their ministers are. Most of them are confronted daily by 
decisions in which it is not easy to know what is Christian, to say nothing of doing it; and all of 
them are played upon continually by non-Christian or anti-Christian forces.

This is a fact that ought to be recognized rather than blamed upon anybody. Our laymen are part 
of the contemporary secular world. They are continually being molded by powerful forces -- 
capitalistic, nationalistic, democratic, or pseudodemocratic -- and by many forms of community, 
which affect the life and thought of great numbers of them far more than what they hear in the 
churches. The family, the job, the newspaper, the radio, the movies, the Saturday Evening Post, 
the Reader’s Digest, the lodge, the service club or woman’s club, the billboards, the store 
windows, the politicians, the militarists, the manifold purveyors of culture and entertainment -- 
in fact the total social situation is constantly driving home the message of rival secular faiths. 
The ideological foundations of these other faiths are seldom carefully analyzed or theoretically 
defended, but they make their impact by such powerful and continuous stimuli that relatively 
few laymen in concrete issues oppose them with the counterclaims of the Christian gospel. 
Meanwhile these same laymen continue to hear and assent without much protest to the gospel as 
they hear it preached; for when presented in broad enough generalizations, it sounds familiar, 
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true, and virtuous. Only when the minister gets very "radical" about either doctrine or social 
issues does serious protest arise, and even then there is a tendency to let the minister think his 
own peculiar ideas so long as not many people are influenced by him.

If this judgment sounds overdone, let me try to describe the dominant ideas, activities, and 
interests of a typical American layman.

There is, of course, no single type of layman. Yet his world is so stereotyped that we could 
choose one from an urban, suburban, small town, or rural church, anywhere from Maine to 
California and from college age to retirement, and find great similarities. It is to this stereotype 
that manufacturers of many kinds of goods appeal when they invest fifteen thousand dollars per 
page or twice that amount per hour for advertising layout. For purposes of convenience let us 
call our layman Mr. Brown.

What does Mr. Brown care about, and therefore spend his time and thought upon? If we assume 
that he is a married man, as he probably is, he cares a good deal about his home. He wants his 
wife and children to be comfortable and as well dressed as the neighbors, and he wants the kids 
to have enough education to get along in the world. He wants to be sure of a house to live in -- 
not a palace but just a comfortable one with room enough and plenty of equipment so that the 
wife will not have to work too hard. He wants her to do the things she wants to do, provided she 
looks after the children, is home to have dinner ready when he gets there, and does not have too 
many evening meetings at the church.

On Sunday morning Mr. Brown gets up and goes to church with a fair degree of frequency. He 
doesn’t quite know why, but he always has, and he supposes it is a good thing to do. He listens 
in a casual sort of way while the minister prays and preaches about the love of God, and 
forgiving our enemies, and getting rid of greed in the world. It seldom occurs to him to doubt 
that all this is true. He has heard it all from his youth up, and it goes with church. With the other 
half, or nine tenths, of his mind his thoughts range around -- about the deal he must put over 
tomorrow, about how business has not been going very well lately, about the repairs the car 
needs, about how cranky his wife was this morning and how poor the coffee was, about whether 
it will rain this afternoon and whether to go somewhere with the family or do a little tinkering 
around the house or just take a nap. With an inward sigh of relief he hears the minister say, "Let 
us pray," and knows that that is over till next week!

We shall leave Mr. Brown to make his own momentous decision about the afternoon. In any 
case after a good Sunday dinner, the Sunday paper, the Jack Benny and Fred Allen programs he 
feels better and relatively ready for the week.

At least he thought he was. It is not very easy to get up when the alarm goes off the next 
morning. But up he gets, swallows some breakfast, and is off to work. For the most part this is a 
mad scramble for forty, or forty-eight, or an indefinite number of hours per week. "What thou 
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doest, do quickly," is a voice from the subconscious that never lets up its injunctions, though he 
fails to connect it with a biblical basis. He has people to manage, things to manipulate, always 
something demanding immediate and concentrated attention. If he does not give it, he loses his 
profits, or his promotion, or his job.

He thinks a great deal about whether what he is doing is right or wrong -- for getting results. He 
sometimes thinks, too, about whether it is morally right or wrong, and a loathing sweeps over 
his soul that he has to do so many things he does not believe in. But what’s a fellow going to 
do? After all, this is a decent job, as good as most people have, and he is as generous to his 
employees as he can be. High ideas about Christian ethics, or integration with the moral order of 
the universe, or building the Kingdom of God are all right in their place. But this is business! 
More than likely Mr. Brown does not have time to think once during the entire week of what he 
heard on Sunday, and if asked to say what the minister had preached about would be very hard 
put to it to say.

Mr. Brown’s two primary interests are his family and his job. Within these two intersecting 
circles he spends almost all of his waking hours, and their claims are so dominant that virtually 
everything else is judged in the light of them. However, he has a third interest which, latent in 
ordinary circumstances, comes acutely into the foreground in time of war or threat of war. This 
is his concern for his country.

In times of peace and relative security Mr. Brown loves his country to the extent of believing it 
is "God’s country," the best in the world, whose praises are appropriately heralded on Memorial 
Day and Fourth of July. When war breaks out, Mr. Brown’s somewhat lethargic devotion to his 
country is forced into acute emotional poignancy. He does not want his son to be killed any 
more than any other parent, but he sends him off with a lump in his throat and pride in his heart 
that his boy is patriotic enough to fight for his country instead of sitting it out like some yellow 
C.O.’s in his church. It’s all right, of course, to preach and pray about peace on earth. 
Everybody wants peace -- but now there’s a dirty job to do.

As the war progresses, Mr. Brown’s attitudes toward the Germans and the Japanese take on the 
color of what he hears over the radio and sees in the newspaper and the occasional movie he 
finds time to attend. Every news report of their annihilation by the thousands and tens of 
thousands fills him, if not with joy, at least with high satisfaction. After all, they started it. Let 
them have it!

Meanwhile mixed emotions tug at his heart. Jack has been wounded. He hopes ardently that it is 
nothing serious, but enough to give him an honorable discharge. His wife is so nervous she is 
ill; things at the office with all his best help gone are terrible; government orders have to be got 
out on time or there’ll be a lot of money lost. There is not much time or energy left to think 
about religion or the church.
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Then comes the end of the war and the atomic bomb. He frankly rejoices that it was dropped, 
and he cannot see why the minister or anybody else should talk about its being a moral atrocity. 
Didn’t it end the war and maybe save a million lives? Anybody who talks about "repenting" for 
it is just plain "soft." But let the ministers talk if they want to.

Of course, the scientists had better be listened to. They are saying all around and writing 
everywhere that the bomb may be the end of us all. They are right; what we need is more good 
will on earth. And, of course, we could have it if it weren’t for the Russians.

Mr. Brown is terribly tired. He certainly does not want another war. He supposes the Marshall 
Plan is all right, though he hates to see the taxes go up to take care of the Europeans. He is 
willing to live in peace and good will with anybody on earth and believes we can, provided we 
keep the secret of the atom bomb to ourselves and keep a good supply on hand to be ready for 
the Russians.

Mr. Brown reads and hears with mixed feelings of the doings at the U.N. Of course the nations 
ought to co-operate. He has always believed in that. The minister preached a good sermon on it 
last Sunday. But how can you co-operate with the Russians acting the way they are? If there is 
going to be another war, let’s get ready for it.

As a consequence he has a similar set of mixed emotions about peacetime conscription. He 
hates the idea. There is Dick coming on, sixteen now -- and it will play the mischief with his 
education. But the admirals and the generals and the President say we need it. They ought to 
know. If there’s going to be another war, let’s get ready for it.

Peacetime conscription is undemocratic, the preacher says. Mr. Brown isn’t quite sure whether 
it is or not. But he is sure he believes in democracy. It is the American way of life. Here 
anybody can start, as he did, as the office boy at six dollars a week and work up. All it takes is 
brains and hard work. There is no need in this country for anybody to be unemployed or poor. If 
anybody is, it’s a sign he is shiftless. Altogether too many people are living off the public.

In politics Mr. Brown is a staunch Republican, but that doesn’t interfere with his friendship with 
Joe Doakes, who is an equally staunch Democrat. He was as startled as anybody else at the way 
the election went, and it looks to him as if we are in for a lot more government spending and 
waste of the taxpayer’s good money. But what he cannot understand is why anybody should be 
enough of a crackpot to vote for Norman Thomas, or why any real American should be in love 
with the Russians enough to vote for Henry Wallace. Capitalism has its flaws, of course, but 
preachers had better keep their hands off what they do not know much about.

Mr. Brown believes in racial equality. He always has. The minister preached a fine sermon not 
long ago on the brotherhood of man, and he agreed with every word of it. It is terrible how the 
Nazis treated the Jews. The British had no business to stay in India as long as they did. The 
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people of every country ought to be free. The Negroes here are all right as long as they keep 
their place. But the way both they and the Jews are trying to push themselves in and get jobs and 
buy property is a caution! You have to keep your eyes open, or they will work their way in and 
run you out.

Mr. Brown contributes generously, both to the church budget and to other good causes like the 
Red Cross and the Community Chest. In the latter he is particularly glad to contribute to a 
Community Club for Negro boys and girls. He does not want them at the "Y" swimming pool 
with his children; and besides, the missus may be right in what she says about the danger of 
intermarriage.

He is glad to give something, too, to help the starving in war-devastated lands. He is essentially 
a kind man and does not like to think of anybody’s having to go hungry. However, he thinks the 
minister has rather overdone his appeals to send food to the Germans. After all, they started it, 
and it will not hurt them to have a little dose of their own medicine.

We can give only a passing look at certain other of Mr. Brown’s interests. There is his lodge, 
which he is sure has as much religion in it as the churches, and if one lived up to it he would not 
need the church. When the meeting of the official board of the church was accidentally placed 
on the same night as the Masons’, he was in a tight spot but decided the lodge needed him more 
because the minister was paid to run the church. There is also his service club, at which he never 
misses a Wednesday luncheon. His club does a lot of good by contributing to a hospital for 
crippled children, and anyway there is one place where you can get away from the women and 
be a man!

Other forms of recreation less void of female influence are the dinners and evenings of bridge to 
which his wife escorts him. He does not really care much about them -- is too tired after the 
day’s work -- but if you are a family man there are some things you have to put up with. If and 
when cocktails are served, he has to drink a little, not because he likes it but because nobody 
wants to be a wet blanket. On other occasions when he is among church people who do not 
drink, the conversation readily turns upon the badness of those who do. Mr. Brown adapts 
himself as best he can to either situation.

We must now leave Mr. Brown with his private moral and social dilemmas. Several 
observations are in order.

A first observation may be needed to counteract any impression that the foregoing description of 
Mr. Brown is an attempt to decry or ridicule the layman’s situation. If he fails to let his 
economic or political life be guided primarily by the Christian gospel, it is not because he is 
bad, unintelligent, or essentially weak. He merits sympathy rather than blame; and if he keeps 
his connection with the church enough to support it by his attendance and contributions, in spite 
of what must seem to him the irrelevance of many of its activities, he deserves much credit. 

file:///D:/rb/relsearchd.dll-action=showitem&gotochapter=6&id=585.htm (6 of 10) [2/4/03 1:19:05 PM]



The Gospel and Our World

Viewing himself, he ought to realize that he could be and ought to be a better Christian in his 
business and civic life than he is. Viewed by his minister, he ought to be seen for what he is -- a 
man caught in a situation so different from the minister’s that only by the most unusual 
discernment can he possibly look at the social scene from the minister’s point of view.

A second observation is the main theme of this book -- that if the layman’s life is to be radically 
affected by the Christian gospel, the Christian faith must be communicated to him in language 
that he can understand. He hears in church a great many platitudes and familiar moral 
exhortations which do not move him much, with now and then a sermon which gives great 
comfort and support to the inner life. He hears, at least in some churches, words about sin, 
repentance, forgiveness, atonement, incarnation, redemption, the kingdom of heaven, eternal 
life, the grace of God and the saving power of the living Christ. What this has to do with him, or 
with the world of sharp competition and rising prices, he has only the vaguest notion. The 
minister might as well be talking Greek or Hebrew. That such terms stand for ideas which have 
any bearing on the world in which he moves six days of the week and most of the seventh would 
be a startling discovery. It is a discovery he is not likely to make unless theologians and 
ministers do a much better job than we have thus far in stating the eternal truths of the Christian 
faith in language both simple and relevant to the layman’s world.

A primary principle of educational psychology is the law of apperception; nothing has meaning 
until it is apperceived in terms of what has already been experienced and known. This law we 
violate continually in our preaching. There is no more pertinent verse in the Bible than that 
which says, "And I sat where he sat." We cannot expect the layman to see the gospel from the 
minister’s point of view until the minister sees the world through the layman’s eyes.

But in the third place, the layman himself must do something about the situation. It is not all his 
fault, but neither is he the helpless victim of circumstances. We can do no more here than to 
suggest the direction that needs to be taken. The way out lies along the channels of fellowship, 
study, action, prayer, and personal witness.

Most learning is done in a social situation, where those of kindred interests unite to learn from a 
common source or -- often more effectively -- from one another in a pooling of insights and 
experience. This is as true of adult learning and of Christian learning as any other, but it is a 
principle we have hardly begun to apply to the problem now under consideration. Only as 
laymen decide they care enough about the applications of the Christian faith to unite in study 
under leadership, or to unite in discussion to learn from one another in a fellowship, are we apt 
to get far toward bridging the gap between the Church and the world.

Sermons and ministerially-led discussion groups are not useless. But they are likely to be far 
less useful than serious study initiated and carried through by laymen themselves. This is for 
two reasons: first, the minister by the detachment of his vocation knows less about the layman’s 
problems than laymen do; and second, such groups too easily run into one more discourse to 
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which by long conditioning it is customary to listen passively without being very much stirred 
to action.

But can laymen be aroused to initiate or participate in studies of the relation of the gospel to 
their jobs? In Europe it has been done far more extensively than here. The Ecumenical Institute 
of the World Council of Churches at the Chateau de Bossey near Geneva has as one of its major 
functions the bringing together of groups of people of a common profession -- Christian doctors, 
lawyers, educators, industrialists, political leaders -- for a week or ten days of mutual probing of 
the applications of Christian faith to their vocations. A similar enterprise at the Evangelical 
Academy at Bad Boll, near Stuttgart, Germany, has made a significant start toward bridging the 
gap between the Church and the industrial worker by inviting representatives of the Trade 
Unions and Workers’ Councils, including sometimes communists, to discuss the implications of 
Christianity, while on other occasions employers and Workers’ Council leaders have met 
together for mutual discussion of the applications of the gospel to industry. Perhaps better 
known is the Iona Community, where on an island off the coast of Scotland a group consisting 
half of theological students or young ministers and half of artisans live and work together during 
the summer months, leading a life of discipline and prayer as they jointly rebuild the ruined 
medieval abbey. Other such projects are the Sigtuna Institute in Sweden, the Kerk en Wereld 
center near Utrecht in Holland, Cluny in France, the Zoë movement in Greece, and numerous 
other less permanent arrangements by which Christian laymen meet occasionally for a week end 
of conference on matters of mutual Christian concern. (For a fuller account of these projects see 
Centers of New Life in European Christendom by Walter M. Horton, which may be secured 
from the American Office of the World Council of Churches, 297 Fourth Ave., New York. 
Descriptions of several of them are to be found in issues of the Christian Century for Sept. 11, 
1946, Jan. 22 1947, August 18,1948, and Sept. 1, 1948. See also We Shall Re-build by George 
MacLeod [American edition published by Kirkridge, 808 Witherspoon Building, Philadelphia, 
Pa.] for a description of the philosophy and work of the Iona Community.) Though our 
distances are greater in America, so are our financial resources; and there is no reason why 
similar projects should not be developed here if laymen saw the need and value of a shared 
inquiry as to what Christianity actually means in the daily job.

But obviously such conferences, though they can be enormously stimulating and eye-opening, 
are not enough. What can be done in the local church?

The fellowship principle can be joined with study, action, and prayer in the small, informal, self-
conducted group which for lack of a better name is usually called a cell group. Elton Trueblood 
in Alternative to Futility calls it "the fellowship of the concerned." Its main idea is a co-
operative inquiry and sharing of experience along some line of mutual concern, with meetings at 
regular intervals and often with self-imposed disciplines. The cell idea is not to be 
recommended unreservedly, for it has in it dangers as well as values. Cell groups can be harmful 
when they withdraw from the main stream of the Church, become ingrowing, adopt a "holier 
than thou" attitude. Nevertheless, they can be vitally helpful when they are an integral part of 
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church life and their members are humble, seeking, vitally concerned Christians. In the sharing 
of Christian experience and mutual reinforcement in the faith the idea has affinities with the 
Methodist class meetings of an earlier day; and when the cell principle is integrated sufficiently 
with the rest of life, it reminds one of those early Christian groups who "day by day, attending 
the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, . . . partook of food with glad and 
generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people." (Acts 2:46-47[R.S.V.]) 
Vital interest in a cell group can never be superimposed; but if a co-operative search for the 
bearing of the gospel on daily life seems a matter of great importance, a place may well be 
found for it even if it means the elimination of something else from crowded schedules.

Reference has been made to the need not only of fellowship and study but of prayer and action. 
These are too large themes for detailed discussion at this point. Yet clearly both are of such 
paramount importance that we shall not make much headway without them. It needs to be 
stressed that neither prayer nor action can be very effective unless each is reinforced by the 
other. Though there ought to be no oversimplification of either the Christian ethic or the 
devotional life, a good share of our perplexities in both fields would disappear with a more 
active conjunction of the two. If we do not "pray without ceasing" for a better society and seize 
every opportunity however slight to act on the side of the ends we pray for, the power of God is 
apt to sound like melodious words and the resources of men seem wholly inadequate to cope 
with the difficulties. This is another way of saying that we must try to find the gospel in its 
fullness if it is to be very effective anywhere.

Laymen need not be daunted in this undertaking. Even in the absence of organized effort by 
church leaders there are enormously important things which any layman can do to discover, to 
act upon, and to communicate the gospel.

We have said repeatedly that the Christian faith is both something to be believed and something 
to be lived; it is both truth and power. For the gospel as a body of belief there are books 
available; and while few can take a full course in theology, anyone who can read the English 
language can find out, if he cares to, what the basic tenets of the Christian faith are. (For a 
bibliography of relatively simple books on basic Christian beliefs consult the appendix of my 
Understanding the Christian Faith. To the list there given should be added three excellent 
books that have appeared since it was published, H. F. Rall’s The Christian Faith and Way 
(Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1947), James H. Nichols’ Primer for Protestants (Association Press, 
1947), and Nels Ferre’s Pillars of Faith (Harper, 1948). The discovery costs something, but it is 
a cost which any person can meet by earnest inquiry.

The faith to be lived is far more costly. It is at this point above all others that he who would 
have it must give it. We have scarcely touched the possibilities of lay witness to the gospel 
within the conditions of the common life, and we are not likely to have any far-reaching, deep-
going evangelism until laymen realize that it is their responsibility, and not the minister’s only, 
to present the living realities of the gospel to their fellows and win them to Christ. One of the 
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most trenchant statements in the Amsterdam Report is that which says, "The Church must find 
its way to the places where men really live. It must penetrate the alienated world from within, 
and make the minds of men familiar with the elementary realities of God, of sin, and of purpose 
in life." This the Church is not very likely to do unless laymen give their witness in the midst of 
their daily tasks.

Such witness takes many forms. (For a description of many forms of witness by both clergy and 
laity see the chapter entitled "The Gospel at Work in the World,’ in Volume II of the 
Amsterdam Series, The Church’s Witness to God’s Design). There is no "rule of thumb" for 
doing it. Unctuous piety must be avoided. Often the most effective witness is that which 
emerges naturally in the human situation when issues arise and decisions must be made in 
which one can either drift with the tide or take a forthright Christian stand. When a person is 
unmistakably Christian, his neighbors and associates will find it out, and there is a sense in 
which it is true that what one does speaks louder than what he says. But such unconscious, 
unspoken witness ought never to be an alibi or substitute for the spoken word on occasions 
when speech is appropriate. Witness we must, by word and deed, if the gospel is to mean 
anything more to the world around us than an inherited body of moral platitudes, eminently 
respectable but of doubtful practicality.

Will such witness be heard and heeded in our time? The obstacles are great, but there is no need 
to despair. The Christian gospel, both as truth and power, is intended for all men. There is 
nothing esoteric about it, and it is the testimony of the ages that "whosoever will may come." 
There is no race or nation, no economic, cultural, or social stratum where the doors are 
impenetrably closed before it. Whether they are opened in our time to the saving of our world 
depends on the joint efforts of all Christians.

16
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Chapter 6: Christian Faith and Ethical Action

A generation ago Walter Rauschenbusch wrote his Theology for the Social Gospel to undergird 
the emerging social gospel movement in the churches. Several notable facts have given this 
book lasting value: (1) the author’s discernment that a theology was needed which would be 
both more inclusive and more incisive than the familiar and easily mouthed "fatherhood of God 
and brotherhood of man," (2) the range and depth with which the author actually succeeded in 
setting forth such a theology in reference to his particular theme, and (3) the centrality of the 
Kingdom of God, in terms of which the rest of the system was bound together. The book still 
deserves to be read. Certain emphases need to be added to meet the emergence of a historical 
situation which, with all the tragic facts of the First World War, Rauschenbusch could not 
prevision; and if he were writing now, what he says of both the Kingdom of God and the 
kingdom of evil might be put in a different setting. Yet in its general theological structure the 
book has so much truth and so little error that it deservedly stands as a landmark in American 
theology.

What is greatly needed now is a fresh approach -- either a modified form of Rauschenbusch’s or 
some other if a truer can be found -- which can be preached, discussed in lay groups, read and 
understood by laymen, brought to bear by laymen on political and economic action. Some very 
commendable writing on Christian ethics has been done in recent years. Most of it, however, has 
been pitched at a level to be read by seminary professors and ministers, and I am forced 
regretfully to believe that relatively little of it has reached the eye or the mind of the rank-and-
file layman who must do the living that is written about. Here is a gulf we have hardly more 
than begun to span. Yet in a world as secularized as ours is, both without and within the Church, 
there is not much likelihood that social action will be vitally and intelligently Christian unless it 
roots in a vital and true theology.

This is not, of course, to imply that even the best of theology would cure all our social ills and 
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make the world over. It will take a great deal of love in action, joined with technical wisdom, to 
do this. Love in action calls for the dynamic, propulsive power of the Christian evangel, and we 
shall need to acquire all possible skills from the natural and social sciences if we are not to act 
blunderingly. Nevertheless, with a poor theology or in the absence of any we shall make worse 
mistakes, for in what has to be done goals will be distorted and we shall not see clearly enough 
our own relations to the work of God. The most important factor in any situation is what God 
requires of us and what God offers in the way of power to see it through.

In what follows no attempt will be made to cover the whole gamut of theology as it bears on 
Christian ethical decision. The things most commonly affirmed by those of social conscience are 
in general true and need not here be labored. That God is our Father and all men are brothers; 
that love is the great commandment; that men are sinners but also of supreme worth and dignity 
in God’s sight; that we are knit together, body and soul, in such fashion that both the bodies and 
souls of men must be served and saved; that the individual cannot fulfill his God-given destiny 
apart from society -- these basic foundations of a Christian social ethic will be assumed. This is 
not to say that these notes are already fully accepted. They are far from being accepted in 
practice and must continue to be preached. But it may be more fruitful here to center attention 
on other points at which errors or inadequacies in theology inhibit fruitful social action.

Let us therefore look rapidly at three great doctrines of the Christian faith -- creation, judgment, 
and redemption. With the last I shall link the closely related concept of the Kingdom of God.

Creation. The most elemental meeting place of the Christian with the secular mind is at the 
point of the doctrine of creation. The world is here and we are in it -- this is an indisputable fact 
among many uncertainties It is, furthermore, in its natural aspects an extremely intricate and law-
abiding world, hardly to be conceived of as the product of accident or chance. Increasing 
scientific knowledge, far from disproving the existence of God, has seemed to many to give 
clear evidence that a Supreme Intelligence is the source of our world. The vogue of Lecomte du 
Noüy’s Human Destiny is at least partly to be accounted for by the fact that it gives scientific 
corroboration to what many readers already believed, or wanted to believe. In any case the fact 
that the existence of the universe is not self-explanatory seems obvious enough so that, except 
where mechanistic or naturalistic philosophies have inculcated a contrary view, assent is usually 
readily given to the view that a Supreme Power has made the world.

This, however, is still a long way from the Christian doctrine of creation. The Ladies’ Home 
Journal poll reports that while 95 per cent of the people questioned said they believed in God, 
only 26 per cent in subsequent answers seemed to indicate that they think of God as being in any 
way intimately related to their own lives. To the others God is "Creator" or "Supreme Power" or 
vaguely "spirit." To hosts of people creation is essentially a deistic process -- something that 
took place a long time ago when the world was set in operation, but which has little if anything 
to do with us now. The Christian doctrine of creation requires interpretation and application at 
several vital points. The essential goodness of creation, the union in the Creator of holiness and 
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majesty with personal concern, man’s delegated responsibility and stewardship, and the 
unfinished character of creation are all aspects of the doctrine which have great social 
importance.

Running like a great refrain through the poem of creation in the first chapter of Genesis are the 
words, "And God saw that it was good." This is an insight we ought never to lose. In the midst 
of personal tragedy, global disaster, or the threat of man’s total destruction we need to remember 
that this is God’s world, and a good world. Not even an approximate solution of the problem of 
evil, and in particular natural evil, is possible without this confidence. In the conviction that 
"This is my Father’s world," and

That though the wrong seems oft so strong,
God is the Ruler yet,

anything can be endured and an incentive found to do what one can to help right the wrong. 
Without such a confidence life loses much of its meaning, hope turns to despair, and it is easy to 
believe that the world is not the work of God the Creator at all, but simply "the trampling march 
of unconscious power." That this has so widely happened in our day is at least part of the reason 
for current cynicism and nervelessness in the effort to secure peace and justice in human 
relations.

The Christian doctrine of creation implies also that the High and Holy One, whose ways are not 
our ways and whose thoughts are not our thoughts, is also the God who is intimately near. Both 
the majestic holiness and transcendence of God and his immanence need to be stressed to give 
the right incentives to Christian ethics. Liberalism has sometimes so overemphasized the 
immanence of God that it has skirted close to pantheism or humanism, and has lost the sense of 
great divine imperatives from the God who "hath made us, and not we ourselves." This is 
probably the major source of its relatively slight ethical influence in spite of its continuous 
moral injunctions. However, the other extreme of putting God so far off that he has little if any 
connection with men through the natural order is even more destructive to ethical action. We do 
need "Christian Marshall Plans" both in the political order and in the Church; and if Christians 
cannot feel that God is present in personal loving concern both in the natural order and in the 
persons he has created, it is but a step to the conclusion that no God that matters exists 
anywhere.

To say that God cares about his whole creation is not to say that he cares about the physical or 
the subhuman biological world in just the same way that he does for persons. In all probability 
for him as for us the physical order is an instrumental and not an intrinsic good, and life apart 
from the human spirit is less meaningful and precious. Yet to assume that in everything but man 
there is a vast indifference is to open the door to the suspicion that it is only a fragment, and not 
the whole, of the world that is God’s world. In the literature outside the Bible I know of nothing 
which more vividly and in a spiritual sense more accurately portrays the intimate regard of God 

file:///D:/rb/relsearchd.dll-action=showitem&gotochapter=7&id=585.htm (3 of 12) [2/4/03 1:19:09 PM]



The Gospel and Our World

for his whole creation than James Weldon Johnson’s sermon on creation in God’s Trombones. 
Obviously anthropomorphic and in need of translation for rational purposes into other language, 
it has in it the majestic overtones and delicate resonance of a divine concern for all that is. Man 
needs to love the world because it is God’s world before he can cease to be enticed by it in self-
love, and without something of a shared concern for the earth and all its resources we are not 
likely to work with God in a shared enterprise to use them for human good.

This brings us to a third aspect of the doctrine of creation, man’s delegated responsibility and 
stewardship. The biblical account of creation leaves no doubt about the fact that man’s lordship 
over the earth is a gift of God in trust, not a natural right and not something man has earned. A 
fuller recognition of this fact would challenge current assumptions from two directions. In the 
first place, we should have less of self-righteous pride in our technological achievements, and 
the implicit humanism of a secular society which finds both its chief goals and chief supports in 
man’s mastery of nature might be somewhat sobered. Our economic life is at present largely 
organized on a ‘little Jack Horner" basis, and both the pulling of plums from the common pie 
and the consequent exclamations of individual pride are contrary to the Christian understanding 
of man’s relation to the Source of his being. And, second, a conception of stewardship which 
has often been limited to tithing might be broadened to incorporate a sense of responsibility for 
the more socially productive use of what has been entrusted to men. The waste or misuse of 
natural resources -- whether in soil erosion, exploitation of oil or gas or steam or electric power 
for private gain, or the use of atomic energy for human destruction -- has not yet come to be 
viewed by many Christians as a sin against God. If the question, "Will a man rob God?" were 
put searchingly enough, a conscience might eventually be aroused as to whether this has not 
some connection with robbing one’s fellow men through private appropriation of what God in 
the act of creation has intended for all.

A fourth major deduction from a Christian doctrine of creation is that creation is still going on, 
and in this process man has a place as God’s servant. This is less obvious than the other points 
noted, for the biblical story of creation is in the past tense and reads as if the process ended with 
the creation of man. However, if the biblical doctrine of God as the Lord of history is put in 
conjunction with creation, it becomes abundantly clear both in the Old Testament and in the 
New that "My Father worketh even until now," and expects men to work with him. Glancing 
into a small and by no means complete concordance to locate this reference, I was surprised to 
find nearly five hundred passages referring to work, these being about equally divided between 
God’s work and man’s work. The Bible is an extremely activistic book. It is a distortion of the 
biblical view to suppose that the eternity of creation implies a timelessness in which God, as a 
disinterested spectator, views the whole from the standpoint of an "eternal now." It is equally a 
distortion to regard God as simply primus inter pares in the co-working of God and man. 
Nevertheless, it is deeply imbedded in the biblical view that God’s work is not done yet, that it 
will not be until the Kingdom is consummated, and that in the fashioning of the world nearer to 
the purposes of God man as God’s servant has an indispensable part to play.
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Indeed, any other view is both so static and so totalitarian that, regardless of professed doctrine, 
our moral intuitions recoil. The vogue of the unfortunate phrase "building the Kingdom of God" 
has lain in the emphasis it gives to the fact that man, together with God, has still some creative 
work to do. Though the phrase had better be abandoned for something less open to the charge of 
self-righteousness, the meaning it conveys of responsible creativity is a note which can be 
surrendered only at great loss. The parable of the sower gives a better simile, for while men 
must sow the seed, amid risks that are shared by God and man, it is God who gives the fruitage. 
The more such ongoing, divine-human creativity is made to seem relevant to political and social 
action, the more enthusiasm ("God within us") and hence effective accomplishment can be 
hoped for. Without it hope and confidence of change bog down, motives turn inward and go 
stale, and to preserve the status quo appears the most we can expect.

Judgement. At the point of doctrine of divine judgement the modern mind finds both easy 
collaboration and as almost insurmountable stumbling block. The tragic events of the past 
generation are so directly traceable to human sin -- particularly in the forms of acquisitiveness, 
national pride and arrogance, vindictiveness, cruelty, narrowness of outlook, and collective 
selfishness --that many sermons have been preached to demonstrate the existence of a moral 
order in the universe. On this foundation much has been said that is right and true regarding the 
doing of "the things which belong unto peace." This approach ought not to be disparaged; in fact 
it ought to be made oftener than it is. Yet it may be doubted whether in most of such sermons 
the full depths of the biblical doctrine of divine judgment are probed.

If the biblical concept of judgment is viewed as a whole, it implies neither an automatically 
working moral order nor a God of wrath as this term is commonly understood. Judgment implies 
condemnation -- a God of sternness, even severity, who cannot be complacent before sin. It 
means dynamic opposition to injustice and evil, terrible in the power of righteous indignation 
joined with righteous love. But at its center is a loving God "whose mercy endureth forever," 
and who because he desires righteousness in his erring children works both in the lives of 
individuals and the currents of history to win men to obedience. Punishment is not God’s chosen 
way; it is his instrument only when men in stubborn self-will refuse either to cease their sinning 
or repent. The message of doom which resounds through the words of the prophets is never 
God’s last word, and both the promise and the coming of the Deliverer lose much of their 
meaning unless they are seen as the positive side of the word of judgment.

If this is true, it is apparent that some serious mistakes are commonly made in Christian thinking 
about judgment. The first is an essentially deistic assumption that the moral order works 
automatically, and therefore whoever breaks the laws of God is broken upon them. This 
corresponds to the assumption regarding physical nature that natural law has been inaugurated 
by God but operates without specific divine intervention in particular events. In both instances 
there is an important half-truth which, taken by itself, becomes untruth. There are apparently 
great continuing processes, moral as well as physical, through which God acts within his world; 
but this is not to say that he acts in indifference to the individuals concerned. What is left out of 
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a deistic view of judgment is a sense of divine intimacy and concern -- the living God who is 
grieved not only at the sin of mankind but at our own sins and who seeks in love to win us to 
obedience. Because this preaching of an automatic moral order so often sounds impersonal, it 
may be questioned whether it elicits as much repentance and personal passion for righteousness 
as did the older preaching of "sinners in the hands of an angry God."

But if liberalism has erred in the direction of making judgment too impersonal, the orthodoxies, 
old and new, have made it too wrathful. The term "God of wrath" has again come back into 
popular theological parlance, and with dubious gain. In spite of efforts to reinterpret it and 
remove some of the more obviously anthropomorphic connotations of spite and petty jealousy, 
both the natural connotation of the term and much of its context in current usage still sound 
pretty wrathful.

This is a matter of central importance from the standpoint of both biblical interpretation and 
Christian ethics. That numerous references to the wrath of God appear in both the Old and New 
Testaments cannot be disputed. Nevertheless, it may still be questioned whether a God of wrath 
can be fitted in with Jesus’ understanding of the nature of God. God’s displeasure -- or better, 
his sorrow -- at man’s sin is bedrock for Christian belief; his anger at sinners is contrary to every 
basic note in the New Testament. Furthermore, "righteous indignation" is safe only with God. 
The moment the door is opened to a view of judgment which makes God wrathful in the sense 
of vindictive toward any of his sinful human children, at that moment we begin to find alibis for 
our own vindictive passions. Under cover of such a doctrine of divine justice man’s own sense 
of justice loses the quality of mercy, and the bars are down to approve obliteration bombing or 
any other atrocity which modern warfare seems to call for.

Two illustrations may be in order at this point. It ought not to be said that every supporter of a 
"just" war does so on the basis of belief in a God of wrath. Yet there is more than a little 
connection between what we think of the judgment of God and the way we approve our own 
acts as instruments of that judgment. The modern mind has not really made a great deal of 
progress since ancient Israel in the matter of viewing the nation’s enemies as God’s enemies. 
Our bombs, battleships, bacteriological laboratories, and potentially our "satellite vehicle 
platforms" take on a more terrible and ominous sanctity when viewed, not simply as supposed 
instruments of security, but as instruments for the infliction of divine judgment upon those who 
contemn God’s holy name and flout his law. It would appear that large portions of the Christian 
world have yet to discover the word of the New Testament: "Vengeance is mine; I will repay, 
saith the Lord. Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him. . . . Be not overcome of evil, but 
overcome evil with good."

A closely related example of the practical bearing of the problem is found in the fact that the 
most serious menace to the peace of the world is now to be found in attitudes of mutual 
recrimination between communists and those who in general consider themselves Christians. To 
hate -- or at least to condemn --communism is one thing; to hate communists is another. God 
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must draw the distinction, but we seldom do. Communism is not wholly evil, and in its concern 
for race equality and the alleviation of poverty for the underprivileged it is what the late 
Archbishop Temple called it in contrast with Nazi paganism, "a Christian heresy." Yet as far as 
we can read the mind of God in Christ, the all-righteous and all-loving God must judge many of 
its tenets and doings evil and at the same time seek in love the redemption of its adherents. If 
Christians in any considerable numbers were to try to make this their policy, the security as well 
as the justice of the world could be greatly enhanced.

To move to a different angle of the doctrine of divine judgment, a third major error -- or 
perhaps, confusion -- about it is based less on a wrong theology than on the lack of a right one. 
This appears in the inability of most of our laymen to find any credible answer to the problem, 
"Why do the righteous suffer while sinners prosper?" It is not difficult to find a correlation 
between a nation’s collapse and the undermining of its foundations by sin and shallowness; 
history past and present gives numerous illustrations. Indeed, after a war the correlation is apt by 
the victors to be too closely drawn, overlooking factors other than their superior righteousness 
which determined the outcome. But such correspondence between goodness and success as can 
be seen in the rise and fall of nations seems not to have its counterpart in individual experience. 
Nothing is clearer than that goodness gives no immunity from pain, and on the whole a good 
many sinners seem to get along pretty well. Of course "honesty is the best policy," and "crime 
does not pay." But one is neither dishonest nor a criminal, and if one needs to take a few chances 
with shady practices to get ahead in business or romance or war, why be inhibited?

What this eventuates in is that even where the reality of sin and divine judgment are admitted, it 
often happens that no very pointed personal application is made by the individual to himself. Sin 
and judgment, conceived as general categories applicable to somebody else, do not strike home 
with the potency of "Thou art the man!" It is quite possible to believe that everybody needs to 
repent -- and certainly that one’s obstreperous neighbor does --without any searching sense of 
personal contrition. This is particularly true regarding large-scale social sins like race prejudice, 
and perhaps throws light on why so many good social gospel sermons seem to produce so little 
fruit.

Nor can the issue be met any longer simply by pointing to deferred penalties for sin. In our 
society -- at least in the Protestant portion of it -- there has been a major fading out of any 
individual fear of divine judgment, either here or hereafter. This may mark some progress from 
the day when the fear of hell was a dominant motive to Christian ethical action. But if nothing is 
put in its place, what we have is not gain but loss. The lack of any eschatological undergirding 
for Christian action is certainly a mark of our secularization and is probably also one of its 
dominant causes. In any case it goes along with the loss of a vital sense of sin, and without a 
sense of sin moral exhortations fall largely upon deaf ears.

I do not believe that the cure for this situation lies in the reinstatement of a fire-and-brimstone 
hell, or essentially in an appeal to motives of fear. However, there is no way out except through 
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a better understanding of both judgment and redemption. We turn, therefore, to look at what 
redemption means in the context of our society.

Redemption and the Kingdom. The Christian doctrine of redemption, like the closely related 
concept of the kingdom of God, needs to be viewed in several polar relations, in which the 
omission of either aspect of a fundamental duality introduces distortion. The Kingdom of God is 
the righteous and triumphant rule of God over a redeemed society -- thus far Christians 
generally go in agreement. But how that rule is to come about, or when, or where, and what the 
relation is between a society of the redeemed and the redemption of society as a whole are 
matters about which widely diverse judgments are held. Is the coming of the Kingdom through 
the coming into being of such a redeemed society the work of man or the gift of God? Is it in 
some measure a present attainment, or is it a future hope? Is it to be consummated in this world 
or the next? Is it to be found only in the fellowship of redeemed Christians, or has it a wider 
context in the elimination of social evil and the creation of conditions of the good life for all 
men? What is the relation of Jesus Christ to it? Did he bring the Kingdom with him in his own 
historical incarnation? Does it come as men receive him today? Will he usher it in when he 
returns in glory? The mere listing of such questions uncovers a nest of problems, and anyone 
who has ever attended an ecumenical conference has seen them emerging in full force to thwart 
agreement and make it difficult to speak with a united voice on what lies at the heart of our faith 
and message.

It is obviously a mistake to blur distinctions and try to hold all of these views at once as equally 
true. Nevertheless, the fact that most of them have been held for centuries and defended on 
scriptural grounds by men who were not only sincere but intelligent Christians, should give us 
pause before rejecting them in toto. The one most widely prevalent in America -- so widely held 
as to be regarded by many as the doctrine of the Kingdom -- is the one with the shortest tradition 
behind it and the least explicit biblical foundation. Nevertheless, this social gospel Kingdom 
need not be dismissed if it emphasizes fundamental elements implicit, even though not expressly 
stated, in the teaching of Jesus.

The reason the Church has held all these views in rich profusion is not mainly to be found in the 
vagaries of the human mind. The deeper reason is that in a vital unity -- not an abstract system 
but a living insight into man’s relation to God -- Jesus seems to have held them. What we have 
to do is to get at these profoundly true though apparently contradictory insights of Jesus and put 
them together in such systematic unity as we can without forcing their meaning.

Let us take a brief look at some of the questions above -- not certainly with any idea of 
answering them in full, but to see how any attempt at an answer that seeks to be guided by the 
mind of Christ must take into account these polar aspects.

The first question to be considered is, "Are we justified in linking redemption with the 
Kingdom? Can there be any redemption apart from the coming of the kingdom? Is the Kingdom 
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what ‘salvation through Christ’ means?" In the writings of Paul and throughout the history of 
Christian thought before the nineteenth century these concepts were largely kept in separate 
categories, and surprisingly little was said about the Kingdom. The primary notes in Christian 
redemption are man’s need of repentance and the availability of mercy, forgiveness, and the new 
life through God’s grace; and these have not been -- indeed, are not now -- the dominant notes in 
discussions of the Kingdom. Yet to separate redemption from the Kingdom is an artificial 
wrenching which distorts the message of Jesus. The conditions of membership in the Kingdom 
are faith and love, expressed in repentance, confident trust, purity of heart, humility, mercy, 
forgiveness, loving service to God and neighbor. I am unable to discover that Jesus made any 
separation between what is now called individual and social salvation, or between entrance into 
the Kingdom and entrance into new life through the power and grace of God.

Any such separation not only is untrue to the primary message of Jesus, but has disastrous social 
consequences. Perhaps the major tragedy of Christian history is the fact that personal salvation 
has so largely been conceived apart from its social context, and as a consequence too little 
attention has been given either to the social factors which beget sin or to the social fruits of the 
redeemed life. I have not seen this put more forthrightly than by the late Nicholas Berdyaev in 
his article in the first issue of The Ecumenical Review:

Can we go on interpreting Christianity as solely the religion of personal salvation in the 
eternal life -- which means transferring selfishness to the world beyond? Such an 
interpretation is the main source of reactionary motives in Christianity. A religion of 
merely personal salvation is an essential contradiction to the good news of the coming of 
God’s Kingdom. That Kingdom means not only a personal but a social and a cosmic 
transfiguration. ("The Unity of Christendom in the Strife Between East and West," in the 
Ecumenical Review, I, 1 (Autumn, 1948), p. 15).

If one looks around today at the movements within Christianity which are most reactionary, it is 
apparent that what Berdyaev says is true, and emphasis on personal salvation outside the context 
of the Kingdom runs into a form of selfishness which is the antithesis of anything that Jesus 
taught. If there is any redemption at all, it must be within a social framework, though this leaves 
still open the question of the kind of society the Kingdom connotes.

The crux of all the problems in this field -- indeed, the central problem confronting the Church -- 
is the nature of the society that constitutes, or will constitute, the Kingdom of God. Is the 
Kingdom composed only of committed followers of Jesus Christ, in such a sense that "the 
saved" here will be saved hereafter, destined to dwell with God in the bliss and glory of an 
eternal fellowship? Or does the Kingdom mean such a transformation of earthly society that all 
men -- whether saints or not, and perhaps whether Christians or not -- will be treated as persons 
of intrinsic dignity, and will be able without man-made barriers to enjoy "the abundant life" and 
dwell together in peace, justice, and good will? There is much to commend either view, but it is 
not easy to get these two views together. To the defenders of either, the adherents to the other 
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are apt to appear reactionary, blasphemous, or in any case deluded.

As in most matters, the extremists in either camp are wrong. As we have just noted, any 
exclusive emphasis on personal salvation, whether for this life or the next, runs into a form of 
selfishness which is the antithesis of the teaching and spirit of Jesus. Nor is this remedied when 
the implicit egotism of such a view becomes the "we-gotism" of assuming that Christians alone 
perhaps only our brand of Christians -- are children of God having favor in God’s sight. But it is 
equally a departure from authentic Christianity to interpret "the abundant life" as economic 
abundance, or cultural achievement, or even the establishment of the conditions of a free and 
democratic society. Christians have lived in the Kingdom of God in the absence of all these 
conditions, and if necessary will presumably continue to do so.

To get these two views together certain great admissions and affirmations must be made. The 
first is that there is a kind of salvation, and hence some measure of the coming of the Kingdom, 
outside of personally committed Christian experience and outside of Christendom. God has "left 
not himself without witness" among any people. This point, so sharply debated at the Madras 
Conference, needs to be affirmed to prevent Christian pharisaism. As Paul Tillich has reminded 
us, besides the "manifest church" there is a "latent church" in labor movements, in efforts for 
international understanding and racial equality, even in some measure within communism. If 
this is true, it means that membership in the Kingdom cannot be equated with membership in the 
visible Christian Church.

Yet this admission, though necessary, is at the same time exceedingly dangerous. It can safely 
be made only by those who stand squarely within the Church and the convictions of Christian 
faith, not by those outside or on the margin. Made by any except convinced Christians, the 
assertion that God has channels for the establishment of his Kingdom outside the witness 
committed by Christ to the Church is likely to run into alibis for personal indifference and a kind 
of easy tolerance in which the drastic demands and saving power of the gospel are lost. This has 
so largely happened that the emphasis on a transcendent and eschatological Kingdom of the 
redeemed in Christ needed to reappear. Yet this too needs correction by a closer linkage of a 
doctrine of full salvation through Christ alone with one that leaves an open end for God and man 
to work together through many channels for the creation of a universal community of love.

Is the Kingdom to come through man’s achievement or God’s act? The history of Christian 
thought for centuries has swung between these Pelagian and Augustinian, these Arminian and 
Calvinist poles. But if we consult the New Testament, nothing is clearer than that God brings in 
the Kingdom when man meets the conditions of obedience and faith which God imposes. "By 
grace are ye saved through faith" and "Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling" 
are equally authentic Christian notes. Where these notes have been held together, Christianity is 
virile. Where they have been separated, it becomes on the one hand socially reactionary and on 
the other religiously shallow. Nothing is much more needed in our time than to get them back 
into the undivided unity where Jesus and Paul had them.
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Is the Kingdom here, or is it coming? I see no reason to doubt that when Jesus said, "The 
kingdom of God is in the midst of you," (Luke 17:21[R.S.V.]) he meant to stress its present 
attainability. Anyone who has participated in a great fellowship such as a world conference of 
Christians can scarcely doubt that, in spite of much human frailty and defense of vested 
ecclesiastical, theological, cultural, and personal interest, the Kingdom is already in some 
measure present. Yet it would be arrant utopianism to suppose that in any group it is fully 
present, or that in any proposal for a new Church or a new society we have a panacea for 
ushering it in. Neither democracy, nor capitalism, nor communism, nor the United Nations, nor 
the ecumenical church is a straight highway to the Kingdom; yet presumably in each we have 
some foregleams of its reality.

Will the Kingdom ever fully be consummated on earth? Here extremes meet, for both utopian 
liberals trusting in evolutionary social processes and despairing premillennialists trusting in 
catastrophic divine intervention believe that it will be. The truth lies presumably in neither view 
but in the more restrained judgment that as long as human life lasts upon earth we shall still 
need to be praying, "Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth." Such tentativeness is 
required by any serious reckoning with the pervasiveness of human sin. It is essential also to the 
Christian moral enterprise if we are to continue to act soberly but in hope, "perplexed but not 
unto despair," in obedience to the will of God and in the quest, not for a perfect, but for a better 
world.

We noted in a previous chapter the need of more positive preaching of the Christian view of 
death and immortality. The same holds true in the social sense. No adequate view of redemption 
or the Kingdom is possible without an eschatological note. Both the premillennialist and the 
exclusively social gospel Kingdoms are unsatisfactory because they are too earth-centered. Any 
view that is to be both true and dynamic -- dynamic with the power of truth -- must have in it the 
resonance of faith in God’s triumph beyond the frustrations and proximate successes of the 
earthly scene. Regarding the form God’s triumph will take "we see in a mirror dimly," but some 
assurances we have regarding membership in the eternal society: the continuance of personal 
existence, a fellowship of free spirits, moral endeavor in fuller obedience, growth in the things 
of God, closer companionship with Christ, the glory of God’s nearer presence, the preservation 
by him of all that is truly worthful. Regarding these elements in the Christian hope we ought not 
to be too dogmatic, but neither ought they to be blurred over and passed by as utter mysteries.

In the confidence that for time and eternity our destinies are in God’s hands we can labor with 
God for the advancement of his Kingdom, "rejoicing in hope; patient in tribulation; continuing 
instant in prayer." Without this confidence, held and propagated with greater earnestness and 
understanding by laymen and clergy alike, the time may not be far away when

Our little systems have their day;
They have their day and cease to be,
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will become realized eschatology, and God’s eternal Kingdom will alone be left.

16
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