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CONSERVATIVE PRESBYTERIANS:
The Gospel, Social Reform, and the Church
in the Progressive Era

by Gary Scott Smith

IN THE LAST TWO DECADES OF THE
ni neteenth century a broad array of Prot-
estant pastors, professors and other lay
people created and supported a move-
ment to improve social conditions in
American society. Popularly called the
Social Gospel, this effort to ameliorate
social problems built upon social re-
form crusades undertaken by evangeli-
cal Christians in the antebellum years.1

The immense social and economic
changes brought about by rapid indus-
trialization and massive immigration in
the 1880s and 1890s, however, specifi-
cally stimulated the increased social
consciousness and efforts of many Prot-
estants during these years. During the
first two decades of the twentieth cen-
tury the Social Gospel became an offi-
cial part of the ministry of the Federal
Council of Churches (established by
thirty-three denominations in 1908), of
Episcopalians and Congregationalists
and of the Northern branches of the
Methodist, Presbyterian and Baptist com-
munions.2 During the Progressive years
the tenets of the Social Gospel were
taught in many Protestant seminaries
and its programs were implemented by
an increasingnumberof congregations.3

Meanwhile, in classrooms, churches and
popular literature the theories and meth-

ods of sociology were frequently dis-
cussed and endorsed and, in many min-
istries across the nation, put into prac-
tice. In addition, a substantial number of
Protestants embraced socialism as a ve-
hicle to improve industrial, commercial
and political conditions.

In 1903 the Presbyterian Church,
U.S.A. (PCUSA) created a Department
of Church and Labor under the direction
of Charles Stelzle, the first denomina-
tional program of this type. In 1910 the
communion adopted a strong statement
of social concern at its annual General
Assembly. By this year the denomina-
tion had established more than one hun-
dred mission day and industrial training
schools and forty social centers in immi-
grant communities.4 In 1911-12 many
members of the denomination supported
the Men and Religion Forward Move-
ment, a continent-wide crusade to evan-
gelize the unsaved, involve men in the
ministry of the church and remedy so-
cial problems.5 By 1922, however, the
editors of the Christian Century la-
mented: "Ten years ago the Presbyteri-
ans were leading all denominations in
opening the pathway of social action,
but they have fallen into significant si-
lence on the great industrial issues in
recent times."6 What happened during
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94 American Presbyterians

the second decade of the twentieth cen-
tury that changed Presbyterian attitudes
and approaches to social service so dra-
matically?

Despite these many public and prac-
tical endorsements of Social Christian-
ity, some theologically conservative
Presbyterians began around 1910 to
challenge the stance of their own de-
nomination and of many other Protes-
tants toward social questions. Through a
variety of means—publications, ad-
dresses, sermons, seminary and college
lectures and denominational pronounce-
ments and actions—they protested
against some of the emphases of the
Social Gospel, Christian socialism and
increasing stress on sociological theo-
ries and methods within the Christian
church. Their efforts led to the resigna-
tion of Charles Stelzle in 1913, to a
reduced role for social service in the
PCUSA's official agencies and to the
adoption by several Presbyterian de-
nominationsof a "United Declaration of
Christian Faith and Social Service" in
1914 which sought to provide a more
biblically based foundation for social
ministry than had the Federal Council of
Churches.

In raising a variety of objections
against Protestant social Christianity in
the Progressive years, theologically con-
servative members of the PCUSA spoke
for many other Reformed Christians and
some other evangelical Protestants. Un-
derstanding the nature of their oppo-
sition can help us better comprehend
the factors and disputes which produced
the Fundamentalist-Modernist contro-
versy of the 1920s. Conservative Pres-
byterian leaders declared deep concern
about the urban, political, industrial and
social problems afflicting America dur-
ing the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury. They supported efforts to ameliorate
poverty, improve working conditions,
provide employment, build better hous-
ing and ensure a Sabbath rest. They
objected, however, that much social re-

form rested upon a faulty basis, that
Christian socialism was not a viable
position, that sociological analysis was
sometimes replacing ratherthan supple-
menting theological analysis, that em-
phasis on improving social conditions
was leading to a neglect of evangelism
and Christian nurture and that ministers
and congregations were frequently in-
truding into the political sphere where
they did not properly belong.

One evidence of growing desire
among conservative Presbyterians to
develop their own unique approach to
and agenda for the social ministry of the
church was the appointment by the
PCUSA General Assembly in 1909 of a
committee of five ministers and five lay-
men to prepare a report on problems
confronting the church. The next year
this Special Committee on Social Prob-
lems presented to the General Assembly
what it called "The Christian Solution to
the Social Problem." It proclaimed
through its chair, John McDowell, that
urgent questions about wealth and pov-
erty, luxury and want, capital and labor
and war and peace demanded answers.
Unfortunately, the report declared, "the
development and application of the
[era's] moral and religious ideas" had
"not kept pace with industrial progress."
This was especially alarming because
others were offering alternative programs
for improving social conditions resting
exclusively on a secular, materialistic
basis. While applaudingthe work being
done by existing agencies of the church
to remedy social problems, the commit-
tee challenged congregations to de-
nounce human selfishness and stress the
social principles of the gospel. Although
Christianity had done much to arouse
the current "demand for social and eco-
nomic justice," its proponents had not
sufficiently developed the theological
and moral basis for economic relations
and reform. The committee urged Pres-
byterians to recognize that Jesus Christ
was "the final authority over the social
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as well as the individual aspects of life"
and to apply "the principles of the king-
dom of God, as taught by Jesus Christ" to
"present practical conditions."7

The fourteen declarations of the re-
port were closely related to the "Social
Creed of the Churches," adopted by the
Federal Council of Churches in 1908.
Nine of the declarationsduplicated ones
from the Social Creed, although most
were paraphrased and some had differ-
ent emphases. The addition of new dec-
larations on the obligations of the afflu-
ent, the equitable distribution of wealth,
the need to improve sanitation and con-
gestion in the cities, the care of the
handicapped and a Christian approach
toward criminals as well as the assertion
of five paragraphs to clarify their mean-
ings gave these declarations a distinc-
tively Presbyterian stamp.8 Its authors
insisted that wealth must be procured
only "in obedience to Christian ideals"
and that all possessions must be "admin-
istered as a trust from God for the good"
of others. They argued for basing the
operation of both companies and labor
unions on Christian principles, abolishing
child labor, improving working condi-
tions for women, protecting all laborers
from dangerous machinery and occupa-
tional disease, providing workmen's
compensation, reducing hours of em-
ployment (including having Sundays off)
and using conciliation and arbitration in
industrial disputes. While recognizing
that much poverty was due "to vice,
idleness or imprudence," they argued
that it often resulted from "preventable
disease, uncompensated accidents, lack
of proper education, and other condi-
tions for which society" was responsible
and should work to remove. The United
States therefore must provide assistance
to its aged and incapacitated.9

A report published in the Minutes of
the 1912 General Assembly provides a
second expression of the views of con-
servative Presbyterians on the social
ministry of the church. Entitled "Safe-

guarding Social Service in the Life of the
Church," the report was issued in re-
sponse to the widespread emphasis upon
social service in American society and
the demand by many pastors that their
congregations engage in this ministry. It
encouraged Presbyterian congregations
to follow Christ's example in their ef-
forts to improve social conditions. To do
this they must meet people's physical
and social needs, teach Christian vir-
tues, "cure crime and vice," "place the
down-trodden on the path of progress"
and improve the opportunities of all
classes for work and education. By im-
plication, the social service of the
church should involve supporting chari-
ties and correctional institutions, ensur-
ing child welfare, improving working
conditions, public health and housing,
providing more public parks and oppor-
tunities for recreation, helping to medi-
ate between owners and workers and
fighting for Sabbath observance and
against the liquor trusts. This could best
be done, however, not by "any purely
social effort," or through the various
forms of contemporary socialism. The
church's social ministry was most effec-
tively conducted "by carrying the reli-
gion of Jesus into the social sphere to
sweeten and purify and uplift and heal."10

A third development which sheds
light on the convictions and concerns of
Presbyterian conservatives centers
around events involving the PCUSA's
Bureau of Social Service in 1913. Origi-
nally named the Department of Church
and Labor, the agency was created in
1903. Under the leadership of Charles
Stelzle the department strove to act as a
liaison between workers and the church.
As the first denominational agency of its
type, it served as a model for similar
agencies developed by other Protestant
communions. Born to German immi-
grants in New York City in 1869, Stelzle
grew up in the slums of the Lower East
Side. Soon after the death of his father,
Stelzle went to work at age eight in the
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sweatshops. After laboring as an ap-
prentice in a printing shop and as a
journeyman machinist and serving with
the YMCA and with a mission on the
edge of Brooklyn, he decided at age
twenty-four to become a minister. After
ten months of education at Moody Bible
Institute, involvement in a mission to
workingmen in Minneapolis and pastor-
ates in New York City and St. Louis,
Stelzle became the head of the PCUSA's
Department of Church and Labor. Dur-
ing his ten years in this capacity he
regularly wrote columns for hundreds of
union newspapers, held evangelistic
meetings in factories, urged Presbyte-
rian congregations to celebrate Labor
Sunday and arranged exchanges of fra-
ternal delegates between ministers' as-
sociations and labor unions. In 1910
Stelzle opened the Labor Temple on New
York's Lower East Side which ministered
to working people through a variety of
classes, forums and worship services.
Like most Progressives and proponents
of the Social Gospel, Stelzle considered
the labor question to be basically a moral
issue, sought to promote "good union-
ism," repudiated violence and class
warfare, supported strikes in principle
and advocated such specific reforms as
the abolition of child labor, reduced
hours of labor and better working condi-
tions. He repeatedly expressed his op-
position to socialism and drew fire from
both socialists (who thought he was be-
ing used by capitalists) and from the
strongly anti-union forces led by the
National Association of Manufacturers.
Stelzle adhered to historic Christian or-
thodoxy, and he vigorously promoted
and engaged in individual evangelism.11

Despite the similarities Stelzle shared
with Presbyterian conservatives, con-
cerns about the ministry of the Labor
Temple and of the denominational
agency he headed became widespread
after 1910. "Stelzle's rhetoric, which
often sounded more radical than he was"
especially created trouble for him in the

PCUSA.12 Mark Matthews, pastor of a
7000-member Presbyterian congregation
in Seattle and moderator of the 1912
General Assembly, accused Stelzle of
being a socialist. The denomination's
Executive Commission investigated these
charges but exonerated him.13 Never-
theless, other Presbyterian conservatives
complained that Stelzle was too favor-
abletoward socialism and chastised him
for arguing that Christians could prop-
erly be socialists. In addition, some con-
servatives protested that his partiality to
workers when dealing with society's la-
bor problems was causing some wealthy
contributors to withdraw their financial
support from the denomination. More-
over, some objected that the ministry of
the Labor Temple was primarily social
and secular instead of evangelistic and
religious.14 Summing up the problem
from the conservative Presbyterian per-
spective, the editors of the Presbyterian
wrote that "Stelzle started out serving
the gospel but" had "drifted into sociol-
ogy," which meant to them that he was
trying to save society by improving the
environment, "working from the outside
to the inside," instead of following the
approach of the gospel which was "to
rescue individuals and preserve and en-
lighten society" through them.15

Because of this opposition to his min-
istry Stelzle resigned from his position
in 1913 when the General Assembly
proposed to redesign the work of the
Bureau of Social Service and signifi-
cantly cut its budget and to transfer su-
pervision of the Labor Temple from the
Bureau to the New York Presbytery.16

Thirteen years later Stelzle wrote in his
autobiography that three issues were
involved in his resignation. The PCUSA
was considering uniting with the Pres-
byterian Church in the United States
(PCUS), the United Presbyterian Church
of North America (UPCNA) and the Re-
formed Presbyterian Church, all of which
were "very conservative in their attitude
toward social problems." This, combined
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with the increasing conservatism in the
PCUSA itself, especially of a small group
in the Pittsburgh area, and the growing
belief within the denomination that "too
many special departments were being
organized and too many so-called 'ex-
perts' employed" led him to conclude
that the ministry of his department would
be substantially altered.17 The effort to
change the focus of the Bureau of Social
Service and the objections raised about
Stelzle's theology and activities illus-
trate conservative Presbyterian concerns
about how the social ministry of the
church should be conducted.

In 1913 Presbyterian conservatives
took another step to develop and ex-
press their own distinctive basis for and
understanding of the social implications
of the gospel by establishing a joint
committee to study and report on social
problems consisting of delegates from
the PCUSA, the PCUS, the UPCNA and
the Associate Reformed Presbyterian
Synod. They produced a "United Decla-
ration of Christian Faith and Social Ser-
vice" which was adopted by the annual
meetings of their parent bodies in 1914.
The statement expressed "their common
faith in the great truths of the Gospel"
with regard to social service. Believing
that there was substantial confusion
about and misrepresentation of the
Bible's social teachings, they sought to
"make clear to the world the true place
of Social Service in Christian life and
work." While the authors asserted that
their declaration rested upon "the es-
sential doctrines...held in common by
all Evangelical Churches...embodied in
the ecumenical creeds of Christendom,"
their underlying propositions for social
action stressed traditional Reformed un-
derstandings of creation, fall, redemption
and the work of the church. "We be-
lieve," they declared, "that man's chief
end is to glorify God and to enjoy him
forever, and that the first duty of all men
i s to seek God, to repent of si n, to accept
the offer of salvation through Jesus Christ

and to dedicate their lives unreservedly
to His service." Because "all evils, so-
cial and individual," were rooted in "hu-
man sin and selfishness" they could be
remedied only through the conversion
of individuals by God's grace. The
church, along with the state and family,
had a distinctive role to play in improv-
ing contemporary social relationships.
The church's power, however, was
"spiritual, ministerial and declarative."
Its function was "to inculcate and apply
those principles and to quicken those
motives" which were "essential to all
true and lasting reform."18

The declaration insisted that the un-
just distribution of wealth, the exploita-
tion of the many by the privileged few,
the "weakening of the sense of indi-
vidual responsibility for social wrongs"
brought about by the development of
huge corporations, "the fostering or pro-
tection of vice as an instrument" to gain
"place or power," and the ignorance
and poverty of the masses, which made
it more difficult to evangelize them, all
demanded that the church "stand as
Christ did against the sins of social in-
justice and tyranny." In explaining how
the church should do this, however, the
authors stressed the duty of individuals
to "practice the Christian principles of
love, justice and truth in all their social
relations, economic, industrial or politi-
cal," as neighbors, citizens, employers
or employees and stockholders. They
also emphasized that individuals were
responsible for how they acquired and
used "positions, possessions and power"
and for working to abolish social evils.
Christians were also obligated to do their
"full share of the world's work" and to
insure that all workers were paid a living
wage, labored under safe, healthy con-
ditions, received one day off in seven
and had adequate provision for illness
and old age. Many modern social evils
were so deeply entrenched that they
could be "cured only by concerted and
organized effort on the part of all good
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citizens." This could best be accom-
plished not by congregations, whose
primary functions were spiritual—evan-
gelism, nurture, worship, Bible study
and the like—but rather through volun-
tary organizations created specifically
to remedy social ills. Congregations
should not adopt definite positions on
pol itical or social issues or promote par-
ticular social reforms. Instead, they
should urge their members to partici-
pate in those reform agencies which
could best use their talents and which
seemed to them most likely to achieve
good results.19

While conservative Presbyterians
agreed with the Federal Council of
Churches that planned, united Christian
action was needed to rectify the many
deplorable social problems of the Pro-
gressive era and supported many of the
organization's programs, they disagreed
with its basis for social service and its
attempt to involve congregations in di-
rect efforts at social reform.20The United
Declaration concluded, therefore, with
a challenge to the Federal Council to
reassess its foundation for and methods
of social service. While recognizingthat
the Federal Council was a vehicle
through which Christians could work
cooperatively to promote "the vast and
holy enterprise of Christian Social Ser-
vice," they urged their denominational
representatives to this body "to endeavor
at all times to have the Federal Council
distinctly recognize the great truths of
the Christian faith held in common by
the Evangelical Churches and thus to
avoid and allay misunderstandings."21

The position staked out in the United
Declaration is more fully explained in
numerous works by various Presbyte-
rian and Reformed leaders published
during the early years of the twentieth
century on the Social Gospel, Christian
socialism, the place of sociology in the
Christian mission and the role of the
church in contemporary society. Con-
servative Presbyterians applauded and

supported the efforts of Social Gospelers
to correct social, political and economic
abuses and to reform American society,
and they acknowledged that social me-
lioration could remove obstacles that
hindered individuals from hearing and
responding to the gospel. William B.
Greene, Jr., who taught apologetics, eth-
ics and philosophy at Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary from 1893 to 1928,
wrote extensively on social issues.22 In
reviewing Samuel Zane Batten's The
Social Task of Christianity, he summa-
rized issues upon which Social Gospel-
ers and conservative Presbyterians
agreed. America's appalling social prob-
lems created "an atmosphere most ad-
verse to both civic and personal righ-
teousness." Chr ist ians must, both
individually and collectively, "attackthe
causes not just the results of these con-
ditions." Prevention was better than cure;
preformation was just as Christian and
just as necessary as reformation. The
family, state and church all had an "im-
portant part to play in forming and re-
forming civilization." Church members
should be deeply interested in social
questions, and the church "should be
the most potent agent in social regen-
eration."23

Despite agreeing on these points with
Social Gospelers, conservative Presby-
terians raised a variety of objections to
their positions. The "Social Gospel must
be analyzed," wrote Benjamin Paist in
1 91 2, "by asking is it historical, rational
and above all, scriptural."24 Judged by
this standard, many conservatives con-
cluded, its proponents misconstrued the
nature of Christ's mission on earth and
of the kingdom of God, minimized the
effects of the fall and sin in the world,
overestimated how Christian American
society was, ignored the role and power
of the Holy Spirit in effecting reforms,
exaggerated the influence of the social
environment on people, placed too little
emphasis on individual regeneration,
misunderstood the functions of the



Conservative Presbyterians in the Progressive Era 99

church and rested their movement upon
an inadequate theological foundation.

Greene protested that Social Gospel-
ers frequently conceived of Christ only
as a social reformer.25 Much more atten-
tion was given to Christ's example and
ethical teachings than to his atonement
for sin and role as redeemer.26 Advo-
cates of the Social Gospel incorrectly
portrayed the kingdom of God as prima-
rily "material and social ratherthan spiri-
tual and individual."27 The fact that Christ
had resisted pressures to become a po-
litical leader and focused on public
preaching indicated that the aim of the
Kingdom he promoted was not the "re-
organization of the industrial system."28

Many Social Gospelers assumed that "the
wisdom of modern sociology" could be
used to cure America's demoralizing
social conditions and failed to recog-
nize that sin was the underlying cause of
all these problems.29 What was called
sin, explained the editors of the Presby-
terian, was to many Social Gospelers
simply "the result of unfavorable social
conditions."30 The proponents of social
Christianity, protested the editors of the
Christian Reformed Banner, overlooked
"the fearful results of the fall" and ig-
nored the fact that people were alien-
ated from God because of their sin.31

Because they depreciated the effects of
sin in the world, conservative Presbyte-
rians argued, some Social Gospelers
were too sanguine about social progress.
Rauschenbusch, for example, was "woe-
ful ly mistaken," asserted a Southern Pres-
byterian in 1910, when he alleged that
the many factors which had previously
"neutralized the social efficiency of
Christianity" had "strangely disappeared
or weakened in modern life."32

Conservative Presbyterians argued
further that Social Gospelers minimized
how important the power of the Holy
Spirit and the regeneration of individu-
als were to the reforming of society.33

Instead, Greene argued, Gladden,
Rauschenbusch, Batten and others

tended to assume that restructuring so-
ciety according to biblical blueprints
would be sufficient to eradicate evil and
insure social progress.34 To many Social
Gospelers, social service was "the es-
sence of Christianity rather than one of
its fruits" and social amelioration rather
than the preaching of the gospel was the
primary task of the church.35 In hun-
dreds of pulpits, Greene complained,
improving society was stressed more than
saving individuals.36 Many ministers
seemed to consider social reforms to be
more important than spiritual revivals.37

Criticizing the methods employed by
Social Gospelers, Arnold Huizinga added
in 1912 that Christianity had always
worked primarily to reform society
through regenerating individuals.38 The
principal ills of society, Greene main-
tained, resulted from "human sin and
selfishness;" the "chief remedy" to them
was the "grace of God, not social reor-
ganization."39

In addition, some conservative Pres-
byterians protested that Social Gospel-
ers placed too much emphasis on the
role of both the church and state in
improving social conditions and too little
on the individual. To individuals, Greene
contended, through their vocations and
voluntary organizations belonged the
work of social reform. It was the "func-
tion of the state only to protect him in,
and of the church only to inspire him to,
this work."40 The church as an institu-
tion had no biblical mandate to reform
society. Attempting to do so was likely
to produce division among members over
political, economic and social issues
and strategies and methods of reform
and to divert the church from its primary
tasks of worship, nurture and evange-
lism.41

Many of the objections conservative
Presbyterians raised against the Social
Gospel amounted to a charge of im-
proper emphasis.42 More significant to
conservatives, and to become a greater
source of conflict in the 1920s, wastheir
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argument that the theological founda-
tion of the movement was defective. The
editors of the Presbyterian alleged that
many Social Gospelers rejected the Re-
formed doctrine of total depravity, be-
lieved instead that people were basi-
cally good by nature and therefore did
not sufficiently emphasize the need of
regeneration. Many proponents of so-
cial Christianity mistakenly assumed that
proper education and a healthy living
environment by themselves could de-
velop the innate potential and moral
character of most people.43 Conserva-
tives insisted that Social Gospelers dis-
played an alarming tendency to repudi-
ate or minimize the fundamentals of the
faith—the integrity and authority of the
Bible, the deity of Christ, his substitu-
tionary atonement as the only way of
salvation and his bodily resurrection.44

Equally troubling, Presbyterian conser-
vatives complained, was that some So-
cial Gospelers claimed Biblical support
for specific social and economic posi-
tions and measures when in fact there
was none.45

Conservative Presbyterians believed
that many of the criticisms they made of
the Social Gospel also applied to Chris-
tian socialism because most Christian
socialists identified with the Social Gos-
pel. They raised additional objections,
however, to the effort to wed biblical
teachings with socialist theory. One lead-
ing critic of Christian socialism was
Charles R. Erdman. A theological con-
servative and premillennialist as was his
father, William, who was long associ-
ated with the Niagara Bible Conference,
Charles was one of the PCUSA members
of the joint committee which wrote the
United Declaration on Social Service. In
addition, he chaired the denomination's
Standing Committee on Home Missions
which was very important in shaping the
PCUSA's social ministry during the
1910s.46 Erdman contributed an article
entitled "The Church and Socialism" to
The Fundamentals (1910-1915), a twelve

volume series written by prominent Prot-
estant conservatives from Great Britain,
Canada and the United States to defend
their understanding of biblical ortho-
doxy and sound moral and social prac-
tices.47 "The sudden rise of socialism,"
Erdman declared, was "the most surpris-
ing and significant movement of the age."
Only a few years earlier it had been the
dream of a few fanatics; by 1910 it em-
bodied "the creed and hope of intelli-
gent millions." Socialists and Christian
congregations protested against many of
the same social and economic evils.
Some forms of socialism, however, were
antagonistic to Christianity and even
sought to become a substitute for reli-
gion. Meanwhile, some Christians strove
to forge the gospel and socialism into an
effective tool for reforming society.48

Erdman, Greene and others objected
to socialism in general and Christian
socialism in particular on a number of
theological, economic, political and
practical grounds. As always for conser-
vatives, biblical and theological consid-
erations were of utmost importance.
Erdman repudiated the idea that "Jesus
Christ was a Socialist and that the early
Church was established on Socialist prin-
ciples." He rejected the argument that
socialism was "merely the application
of Christianity to industrial problems,"
that ministers were obligated to preach
socialism and that the primary task of
the church was to "support Socialism as
the one cure for all existing social
evils."49 Erdman and many other conser-
vatives insisted that these contentions
could not be supported scripturally. The
basis for socialism in the New Testa-
ment was remote, argued George
Greene; at best, socialism could be de-
duced from the principle of brotherly
love.50 Many of its presuppositions and
positions, William Greene added, had
no biblical foundation.51 Erdman claimed
that Jesus could not be identified "with
any social theory or political party."
Christ strongly advocated brotherhood,
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Charles R. Erdman

love and justice; but to suggest that these
virtues were "the monopoly of any one
political or economic party" was "pre-
sumptuous." Provingthat Jesus supported
the collective ownership of property,
Erdman declared, was impossible.52 The
communism of the early church pro-
vided no support for creating a socialist
society, Erdman continued, because it
was "local, voluntary, occasional, [and]
temporary." The sharing of all things in
common by some Christians in Jerusa-
lem was "prompted by love and de-
signed to meet a special crisis," but it
was not "established as an abiding prin-
ciple of Church life."53

Because much of what socialism
dealt with was not directly discussed in
the Scriptures and because few minis-
ters had sufficient education in sociol-
ogy, economics and political theory to
be able to evaluate socialism adequately,
some conservatives contended, they
should not preach or lecture about it.54

There was so little biblical teaching on

the subject, Erdman maintained, that
the church had "no right to ally itself
with any political party, or to commit
itself to any one form of social or indus-
trial organization."55 Government own-
ership or control of the public school
system, the postal service, railroads,
mines, public utilities and even facto-
ries, Erdman alleged, did not "involve
questions of religion, but of expediency
and political wisdom," questions with
which the church had nothing to do.
Therefore, church members were free
"to adopt or reject Socialism." A person
could be "an ardent Socialist and a sin-
cere Christian" or "a true Christian and
a determined opponent of socialism."56

Despite making this argument,
Erdman strongly opposed use of the term
"Christian Socialism" because it implied,
"whether intentionally or not, that other
Socialists are not Christians, and that
other Christians should be Socialists."
Moreover, as expressed by most of its
advocates, Christian socialism was nei-
ther Christian nor socialism; it was "dis-
appointing to Christians and irritating to
Socialists." Christiansdisliked it because
it minimized or denied such founda-
tional biblical tenets as "the incarna-
tion, the virgin birth, the atonement, the
resurrection, justification by faith, the
work of the Holy Spirit [and] the second
coming of Christ." Other socialists dis-
dained it because few Christian social-
ists denied the right to private capital or
insisted upon the "collective ownership
of the instruments of production." Be-
cause Christianity was a religion and
socialism was a political and economic
theory no union between them should
be attempted. Like oil and water, they
simply did not mix.57 They had different
agendas and emphases; while Christian-
ity strove to care for souls and create
better people, Arnold Huizinga argued,
socialism strove to improve economic
conditions.58

Because of what they considered to
be the political, economic and practical
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difficulties involved in socialism, many
conservative Presbyterians went further
than Erdman and argued that all Chris-
tians should reject socialism. Because
socialism would give too much power to
the state, William Greene declared,
Christians must oppose it.59 Socialism
substituted "state control for providence"
and put "society in the place of God."60

To Greene, recent increases in state regu-
lation and intervention threatened to
lead to "worship of the state" and sup-
pression of individual initiative.61 More-
over, if the state owned the means of
production, what was to prevent it from
assuming supremacy in other spheres of
life as well? Such a development would
destroy the balance of power among
societal institutions and increase the
state's ability to oppress its citizens.62

Presbyterian conservatives argued that
socialists also misunderstood the func-
tion of the state. The state's task was to
insure justice in society, not to dispense
benevolence. The state had no responsi-
bility to divide wealth evenly among its
citizens. Assistance to the poor and in-
firm should be provided through con-
gregations and other private agencies,
not through the state.63

Socialism also rested upon economic
fallacies, conservative Presbyterians pro-
claimed. Socialists attempted to over-
ride economic laws ordained by God,
which was immoral.64 "The law of sup-
ply and demand must regulate wages,"
William Greene argued. Trying to fix
wages on any other basis was "funda-
mentally dishonest and eventually im-
possible."65 The right to own private
property was guaranteed in the Bible.66

Socialism, insisted George Greene, vio-
lated the "God-given instinct of acquisi-
tiveness" and therefore was a "reform
against nature." By thwarting this inher-
ent human desire, socialism "would
paralyze ambition and ingenuity."67

Given these considerations, conser-
vative Presbyterians argued, socialism
was "visionary, impractical...impos-

sible..., irreligious, unjust and absurd."68

It simply would not work. Even if it
could be implemented it would stifle
human incentive to work, reduce pro-
ductivity, cause great discord among
people and give the state too much
power. Socialism was irreligious because
it "would put the state in the place of
God and would have the government
override providence." It was unjust be-
cause it proposed to treat people with
different levels of ability and achieve-
ment "as if they were equals." It was
absurd because it strove to improve so-
cial conditions without improving hu-
man beings. Based upon this analysis,
Greene sharply disagreed with Charles
Stelzle that Christians could be social-
ists if they were convinced that social-
ism was "morally and economically
sound."69

Erdman objected even more strongly
to what he called "popular socialism."
More than a scientific economic theory,
popular socialism was a social creed
which promised material benefits to all,
bitterly opposed Christianity and offered
itself as a substitute religion. In addi-
tion, the socialist movement falsely ac-
cused the church of supporting capital-
ism completely and uncritically, did not
distinguish between honest and benevo-
lent capitalists and dishonest and ex-
ploitative ones, failed to recognize that
its own underlying principles of justice,
fraternity and charity were taken from
Christianity and incorrectly placed physi-
cal needs above spiritual ones.70

The best service socialism had ren-
dered, Erdman concluded, was to point
out "the social wrongs and cruelties of
the age,...the defects of the present eco-
nomic system,...the special privilege and
entrenched injustice [and the] prevalent
poverty,...hunger, and despair." It chal-
lenged the church to "proclaim more
insistently the social principles of
Christ," especially that wealth was a
trust from God and that the state was a
divinelyordained institution, to demand
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that its members practice the social
teachings of Jesus more consistently and
to explain more clearly and convinc-
ingly the nature of God's kingdom and
the end of the age.71

In addition to criticizing the Social
Gospel and socialism, conservative Pres-
byterians also complained that denomi-
national agencies, seminaries, congre-
gations and ministers were too heavily
influenced by sociological theories and
methodologies and sought to analyze
this discipline in light of the Scriptures.
Articles in the Presbyterian in 1914 pro-
claimed "Sociology Over-emphasized"
and "Social Service Overdone."72 Theo-
ries of social service were confounding
the church and misdirecting its work,
wrote the editors of the Presbyterian.
Sociologists "had labored hard and spo-
ken learnedly to convince the Church
[that] improving the environment would
automatically improve people." They
sought to redeem society instead of indi-
viduals "by education and legislation,
by economics and eugenics, by philan-
thropy and survey."73 As a result of such
arguments, many Americans were as-
cribing too much power to the environ-
ment and society and minimizing the
importance of human character and the
ability of people to shape their surround-
ings.74 Moreover, the influence of soci-
ology led some to stress the body over
the soul and to make interpersonal rela-
tions more important than a person's
relationship to God.75

The prominent role the church was
giving to sociology led William Greene
to contribute "The Bible as the Text-
book in Sociology" to the Princeton
Theological Review in 1914. In this ar-
ticle he sought to clarify the conserva-
tive Presbyterian understanding of this
discipline. Greene argued that the Bible
was as "truly the authority in sociology"
as it was in "dogmatics and ethics." This
was so because sociology was impli-
cated in and the result of theology and
ethics, the Scriptures contained "much

information" and "much instruction"
which was "directly sociological" and
the Bible was "the final revelation of the
will of God for man in his present state
of existence." In defending this position,
Greene countered several objections,
most notably the argument that the Bible
said nothing directly about many spe-
cific contemporary social issues such as
strikes or women's suffrage. While this
was true, Greene argued, God had es-
tablished "principles and limitations of
universal and perpetual obligation"
which served to guide Christians in com-
bating the social problems of their era.76

To Presbyterian conservatives, most
Social Gospelers, Christian socialists and
sociologists misconstrued the mission of
the church and focused too much on
changing the environment and too little
on changing individuals. Consequently,
conservative Presbyterians frequently
attempted to delineate and defend what
they believed to be the biblical view of
the role of the church in the world.
William Greene identified three differ-
ent understandings of how the mission
of the church related to ameliorating
social conditions. One position, advo-
cated by Walter Rauschenbusch and
Charles Macfarland, maintained that
social reconstruction was always the
primary mission of the church and that
congregations should therefore work
directly as organizations to solve social
problems. A second position asserted
that the principal task of the church was
usually to convert and disciple indi-
viduals, but in times of crisis (as in the
early twentieth century) congregations
should shift their focus to social minis-
try. A third position insisted that no
matter what the condition of society the
mission of the church was not "funda-
mentally or even chiefly social"; instead
it was "primarily and characteristically
individual and above all religious." This
third alternative, Greene contended, was
the most biblical. The church must con-
centrate on worship, Bible study, edu-
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cation and evangelism because the spiri-
tual dimension of life was by far the
most important. This task was so de-
manding that it left "neither time or [sic]
energy for anything else." Moreover,
congregations were not qualified to en-
gage directly in social service because
the problems of society were too com-
plex. If denominations and congrega-
tions became identified with political
parties or benevolent organizations they
would lose their distinctive mission and
thereby lessen their "efficiency as a spiri-
tual force."77 By turning aside from its
"uniquely high and indispensable voca-
tion" of proclaiming "first and always
...the gospel of salvation of the whole
man on account of the blood and through
the Spirit of the Lord Jesus Christ" to a
social ministry, Greene warned, the
church would actually have less impact
upon society.78 If it made social reform
its primary function the church would
be shorn of its strength.79

If churches as organizations should
not support political parties or take sides
on political issues or engage directly in
efforts to reform society, how should
they seek to improve social and eco-
nomic conditions? While conservative
Presbyterians frequently confessed that
social service and evangelism were "in-
divisible," they emphasized the lat-
ter.80 They were convinced that society
would be reformed only if the gospel of
salvation were effectively proclaimed.
Converting individuals was the "indis-
pensable condition" for "all genuine and
permanent betterment or social re-
form."81 The best way for the church to
reform society was by concentrating its
efforts on evangelism. The "crux of the
social question," asserted Erdman, was
"how can individuals be regenerated
and perfected?"82 The salvation of indi-
viduals "must precede and underlie ev-
ery effort for social betterment"; the "ac-
ceptance of the full Gospel of Christ"
would "lead to service in every sphere of
social need."83 The Christian principle

and effort, declared Arnold Huizinga,
had always been to improve society
through saving individuals.84 The radi-
cal change wrought in individuals, added
W. H. Marsh, was the "source of the
transformation of society."85 It was not
enough, of course, simply to redeem
individuals. Converts must be nurtured
and discipled in the faith, educated about
social problems and inspired to work to
change them. James Howerton, a pro-
fessor of philosophy at Washington and
Lee University, argued that as such Chris-
tians grew in numbers they would have
greater influence upon society and soci-
ety itself would increase in moral insight
so that social evils which once were
justified or condoned would instead be
condemned.86 Iftheir workingand living
conditions were improved and various
social evils were removed, people could
respond more readi ly to the gospel mes-
sage. Thus social amelioration was a
valuable adjunct to evangelism, but it
clearly played a secondary role for most
conservative Presbyterians.87

The church must not be converted
into a political party, conservative Pres-
byterians averred, and as an organiza-
tion it must not promote political or
economic reforms.88 It should, however,
encourage such reforms by helping to
shape the "character, principles and
motives" of those called to serve God in
business, society and government. Con-
gregations could not accomplish this
task simply as a "side effect of saving
souls." They must teach Christians how
to follow biblical principles in all areas
of their lives.89 The primary role of the
church in social reform, William Greene
argued, was to serve "as a generator of
moral and spiritual energy."90 While the
church in its organized capacity should
not be involved in social reform, he
proclaimed, individual Christiansshould
be.91 The church should confine itself to
the sphere of the Spirit, Greene declared,
but Christians should "live the gospel in
every sphere" in order to transform
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them.92 Howerton urged ministers and
lay people to "form voluntary and inter-
denominational organizations to unify
and systematize their work for social
reforms."93 The 1914 PCUSA General
Assembly challenged Christians to work
through such agencies to pass better
laws and remedy social ills in order to
enhance the quality of American life.94

These social improvements, most con-
servative Presbyterians believed, would
in turn stimulate the practice of virtue in
society and make it easier for individu-
als to embrace Christianity.95

Closely connected to the question of
how denominations and congregations
should promote social reform was an-
other question: what role should the
clergy play? In the early years of the
twentieth century several different an-
swers were given to this question. Some
politicians, judges and academicians
counseled ministers to "stick to their
Bibles" and leave political, legal and
social issues to the specialists. They ad-
vised the clergy to "confine their re-
marks to religion" and not to meddle in
public affairs.96 Because ministers had
substantial public influence but lacked
specialized knowledge, a political sci-
entist from Oberlin argued, they should
not become involved in political de-
bates or use the power of their pulpits to
urge their congregations to undertake
specific political action. Their influence
on these matters was so great that minis-
ters often inadvertently prevented "sci-
entific theories from receiving" adequate
"popular attention and consideration."97

In large part, conservative Presbyterians
agreed with this argument. As one of
them wrote, the clergy had "no commis-
sion to put the affairs of society right, or
to eradicate the evils in this present
naughty world." It was a miserable mis-
take for ministers to fail to put their best
energies into evangelism and disciple-
ship and "instead to compete with jour-
nalists and politicians in guiding some
project for social reform."98 Greene ex-

pressed the most extreme position when
he agreed with W.M. Clow of Scotland
thatthe minister must not use "his pulpit
or his hour of public worship to discuss
public social questions." Moreover, he
should not even discuss these questions
outside the pulpit "lest he shut men's
minds against his message, and lest he
lessen histime and energy for his unique
and more urgent business" of preaching
"the everlasting grace of God."99

All Presbyterian conservatives agreed
that by concentrating on "the great evan-
gelical doctrine of sin and grace" ser-
mons could best promote both private
and public morality. Some conserva-
tives also urged ministers to preach on
the moral questions involved in politi-
cal issues and to discuss specifically
how Christians should conduct them-
selves in the fields of business, com-
merce, politics, education and society.100

Even Rauschenbusch argued that minis-
ters should not usually become involved
in partisan politics and should attempt
to shape public opinion on issues before
they became hotly debated political
questions.101 Greene agreed with Rau-
schenbusch that denominations should
take positions on the ethical aspects of
proposed legislation, civic regulations
and government administration. He and
other Reformed Christians disagreed,
however, with the prominent Social
Gospeler about whether ministers could
properly throw "themselves completely
into political or social agitation" as
Charles Parkhurst, pastor of the Madi-
son Square Presbyterian Church, had
done in his fight against Tammany Hall
in New York City.102

Conservative Presbyterian criticism
of the emphasis on social service within
Protestantism in general and their de-
nomination in particular clearly influ-
enced actions taken by the General As-
sembly of the PCUSA during the 191 Os.
The denomination restructured its agen-
cies during the decade, giving social
ministry a much lower priority. The Gen-



106 American Presbyterians

eral Assembly Minutes reported little
about the denomination's social reform
efforts after 1913. In 1 91 7 the Assembly
did "authorize the creation of a new
Social Service Commission that was to
report directly to it."103 Its report entitled
"Upon the Church and Industry," pre-
sented to the Assembly in 1920, "reaf-
firmed and amplified the Presbyterian
Social Creed adopted in 1 91 0 to make it
relevant to recent developments."104 That
same year Robert E. Speer, a theological
moderate who served as the secretary of
the PCUSA Board of Foreign Missions
for forty-six years, was elected presi-
dent of the Federal Council of Churches.
During these years, however, most con-
servative Presbyterians became even
more critical of the theological basis of
the Social Gospel, even more commit-
ted to the spiritual mission of the church,
less interested in social reform efforts
and less willing to cooperate with per-
sons holding othertheological positions.
The forces which would erupt into con-
flagration in the mid 1 920s were already
smoldering as the decade began, in part
a result of differing interpretations of the
social ministry of the church. Its in-
creasing preoccupation with doctrinal
disputes and its struggle to hold its dif-
ferent factions together led the PCUSA
to curb further its social ministry during
the 1920s. In the years following 1920
most theologically conservative pastors
and members of the denomination con-
tinued to raise similar concerns about
social action and to focus their attention
almost entirely upon evangelism, nur-
turing believers and church growth. Ex-
cept for their involvement with a few
social issues such as abortion and por-
nography, this pattern is still evident
among most evangelical ministers and
members of the Presbyterian Church

tooay. j n 9
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