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SUMMARY Y 

Walterr Rauschenbusch and the reality of the Kingdom of God 
AA study of the meaning and effect of his 'social gospel'. 

Chapterr 1 describes the background, the spiritual development and the philosophy of the theologian 
Walterr Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) in the context of religious and social life in America during the 
transitionn from the 19th to the 20*  century. 
Hiss &ther August Rauschenbusch, descendent from a family of German Lutheran ministers, who 
wentt to America as a Lutheran missionary, left the Lutheran Church for the German Baptist 
Churchh where he fëh more at home with his pietistic faith. Agreeing with the choice of his parents 
Walterr also joined the Baptist Church. Later, during study trips, he discovered Anabaptism as one 
off  the sources of Baptism and he added social radicalism to his pietism. 
Followingg studies in Germany and America and ordination in the Baptist Church, he settled in New 
Yorkk in a blue-collar neighbourhood full of social problems. In order to find an answer to the 
sociallyy unacceptable conditions there, he searched for a satisfactory theological concept which he 
foundd in the 'Kingdom of God' theology of social Christianity, a theology which, in the meantime, 
hadd developed in a liberal direction. 

Sociall  Christianity has a long history in America It goes back to forms of 17 century Puritanism 
andd 18 century Revivalism, movements that strived for (public) sarvatioa It is related to the fact 
thatt many churches in America originated among dissenters looking for independence, freedom and 
justicee in the New World and who believed that here the Kingdom of God was dawning. 
Ass H. R. Niebuhr stated, the American belief in the Kingdom of God on earth is an experiment in 
constructivee Protestantism. For a while, American Protestants saw no contradiction between 
evangelicalismm and the ideas taken from the Dissenters which later tended towards a more liberal 
theology.. Differences of opinion did not thwart cooperation. Furthermore, scientific results were 
readilyy accepted, especially from sociology which at first was seen as a subsidiary of (theological) 
sociall  ethics. In general there was a feeling of solidarity between American churches and the 
workingg class. Other than in Europe, a schism did not develop between the church and this social 
classs because the church searched for practical and social Christianity. Socialism, recognized as 
organizedd brotherhood, was seen as a useful model for the realization of a democratic society. 
Marxist-atheisticc dogmatism was rejected. 

Underr the leadership of a number of charismatic people, the movement that from about 1900 is 
calledd the social gospel was devebped from the aforementioned thoughts and influences. Social 
gospell  was characterized by: belief in the realization of the Kingdom of God on earth; social 
salvationn as the message of the Kingdom of God meaning that (social) ethics prevail over dogma; 
confidencee that socially unacceptable conditions can be changed and the alliance with democratic 
socialism m 
Walterr Rauschenbusch became one of the most inspiring leaders of the social gospel movement 
becausee of the way in which he influenced it. He unified various traditions: evangelical, 
characterizedd by an intimate personal belief in Jesus along with social compassion; liberal, 
characterizedd by a primarily ethically based faith based on Jesus' teachings and Anabaptist, 
characterizedd by belief in the realization of a better world, inspired by chiliastic faith and hope. 
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Duringg his regular and intensive contacts with European theologians, Walter Rauschenbusch 
discernedd a middle-class, conservative, individualistic and anti-revolutionary attitude which he, with 
hiss view of the gospel, discarded. He did accept their criticism of American optimism and he 
learnedd to pay more attention to the power of sin. Learning more about the intentions of the first 
Anabaptistss nourished his vision of the Kingdom of God. He understood it as God's new order for 
thiss world which is an answer to the despair and the legal repression of the poor who placed their 
hopee on God. 
Thee contactss he had with Ritschl's disciples, who had rediscovered the Kingdom of God as one of 
thee central topics in the Bible, were important. Stil], Rauschenbusch later discarded Ritschl's 
ellipse-theoryy claiming that 'the Kingdom of God (is) the controlling center' for Jesus' teaching. 
Consequently,, he claimed, the Kingdom of God is the heart of theology. 
Thee vision of the followers of the 'konsequente Eschatologie' disappointed him because they 
definedd eschatobgy as a catastrophic apocalypse. He was especially disappointed because they 
dismissedd it as 'Jewish' and (thus) useless.. Rauschenbusch considered Jesus' fight with superhuman 
evill  powers as being very actual. He did not think that the fight will end in a catastrophe for 
humanityy but he believed in the emergence of a time of peace, welfare and happiness thanks to 
Jesuss conquering eviL He saw that hope symbolized in the Biblical depiction of the millennium. 

Inn a Digression, Rauschenbusch's views are compared to those of the leader of the religious 
socialistss in Switzerland, Leonhard Ragaz. Immediately obvious is the degree to which they saw 
eye-to-eyee on theology and society which they, too, acknowledged when they met. Although their 
religiouss and social backgrounds were very different, they became friends and companions in the 
fightfight for a better world. With Christ as the essence of their expectation, they saw the Kingdom of 
Godd as the destiny for this world. The Kingdom of God as an eschatotogical entity was the 
determiningg factor in their theology, but they recognized that the realization of that Kingdom 
containedd an instruction for the faithful for world salvation.. 
Eschatologyy is not thus made 'horizontal' but the 'verticalization', which had occurred earlier in the 
Protestantt churches, is demonstrated to be non-Biblical. 

Thee hope for the promised Kingdom of God mobilizes people without leading to strained 
expectations.. People don't live in a timeless world but in actual history where the fight between 
God'ss Holy Kingdom and the Kingdom of Evil takes place. That is why they considered history as 
essentiall  for Bibhcal theology. (Social) ethics, which is a part of it, is not so much concerned with 
goodd and evil as with what is redemptive for humanity, which God wishes to lead to His Kingdom. 

Forr a long time, Rauschenbusch believed in the gradual Christianization of society until he dis-
coveredd how supernatural powers work against the Kingdom of God Then, more than ever, he felt 
calledd to fight the powers called Mammon and Mars. 
Ragazz talks of 'kairoi', definitive moments in the worldd order in which Christians are challenged to 
followfollow their Lord. Ragaz saw Franciscan poverty as a sign of the Gospel and practiced this by 
givingg up his position in society. 
Rauschenbuschh was more realistic: poverty is a despicable condition to which no one may be 
sacrificed.. For him too, piety and radicalism belong together. Rauschenbusch expressed his piety in 
hiss Prayers of the Social Awakening and he vowed that social gospel was 'more religious than the 
orthodoxx type' because the social gospel ties religious inspiration directly to life. 
Forr both men, the start of World War I was a shock. Rauschenbusch did not live to see the end of 
thee war, thus ended their friendship. 
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Chapterr II describes the fete of the social gospel movement in America in the 20 centuiy and the, 
indirect,, influence it had on Life and Work and the World Council of Churches. 
Twoo wonis typify the fete of the social gospel movement in America in the 20 century: 
superficialityy and radiealization. Even during Rauschenbusch's life, superficiality gained ground 
becausee of the drifting away from evangelical inspiration. What remained is humanistic and 
moralisticc residue left over from a liberal past. Henry F. Ward, one of the later leaders of the 
movement,, spoke of the value of the human character as the highest good, others expected 
salvationn from evolution in which the Kingdom of God was reduced to a humanistic ideal of the 
brotherhoodd of mankind. Still others tried to keep the movement going by explaining the social 
gospell  in terms of pacifist and radical-socialist ideals; they, too, drifted away from the source. 
Blamingg liberal theologians, the following generation of social theologians could find no inspiration 
inn this diluted version of the social gospel H. Richard and Reinhold Niebuhr, like Rauschenbusch 
acquaintedd with the European theological ideas of those days, attacked the social gospel and 
revealedd the remaining liberal theological ideas as superficial and misleading. 
Inaccurately,, Reinhold Niebuhr also accused Rauschenbusch of being a follower of liberal theology. 

Thee interest of the World Council of Churches for social issues was especially stimulated by the 
Worldd Missionary Council and by the Life and Work movement, a movement in which American 
sociall  gospelers were influential from the start. 
Thee third movement, Faith and Order, which also became part of the World Council of Churches 
wass primarily interested in the unity of the church but later, influenced by theologians from the 
Thirdd WorkL placed more influence on the unity of orthodoxy and praxis. 
Itt was like Rauschenbusch speaking, who was continuously aware of the unity of faith and life. 
Att the beginning, the continental European resistance to and suspicion of the social engagement of 
thee World Council of Churches was based on the liberal background of the American contribution. 
Thiss obscured the fact that in European theology the social meaning of the Kingdom of God was 
insufficientlyy accounted for. 
Inn three short asides the most important Christian movements outside of the WCC are described. 
Eachh in their own way was occupied with questions about faith and society: progressive Evangeli-
cals,, radical Mennonhes and the papal commission Justitia et Pax. 

Inn chapters III and IV, American and European criticism of the social gospel in general and the 
visionn of Rauschenbusch in particular is considered. 
Thee many attacks on the social gospel, from the fundamental evangelicals and the orthodox as well 
ass from the progressive neo-orthodox, left little remaining of social gospel More and more an 
exceptionn was made for Rauschenbusch's ideas because it was realized that he had used sources 
otherr than liberal positivist evolutionary philosophy. His relationship to the old evangelicals was 
especiallyy emphasized with their expectation of a breakthrough of God's Kingdom on earth and 
theirr will for salvation of social life. Some critics (W.E. David, M.L. Stackhouse, a.o.) even found 
aa strong similarity between Rauschenbusch's and Niebuhr's ideas on justice in God's Kingdom. 
Donovann E. Smucker said in his dissertation (1957) that out of the Anabaptist background 'was to 
comee one of the most formative influences in the development of Rauschenbusch' social gospel'. 
Butt the synthesis that Rauschenbusch had brought about between that anabaptism and pietist, 
transformationistt and liberal influences seemed to Smucker, later, dominated by liberal theology. 
Althoughh he was critical, Martin Luther King considered Walter Rauschenbusch as one of his most 
importantt teachers as far as the social implications of Christian faith is concerned. 
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Inn his study, The background of the social gospel, 1928, WA Visser t Hooft made an important 
contributionn to European objections to the social gospel Although he, more than others, saw the 
imbeddingg of social gospel in American church history, pointing to Puritanism, Revivalism and 
Methodism,, he still considered the close relationship with liberal theology as more important and he 
thereforee rejected the social gospeL 
Conclusionss are made in chapter V, first the findings of American and European critics who at first 
consideredd the social gospel to be a form of liberal theology and therefore linked it with evolutio-
naryy optimistic ideas are discussed. European critics relied especially on Visser *t Hooft's study and 
Reinholdd Niebuhr's criticism. While Niebuhr rejected the social gospel, he called Rauschenbusch 
thee most original exponent of it. Other Americans, including H. Richard Niebuhr and T.L. Smith, 
camee to the conclusion that what was new in Rauschenbusch's vision was not a special kind of 
liberalismm but his modern use of evangelical and social Christian traditions. Some pointed to Anglo-
Saxonn dissenters and the followers of the European radical reformation, including the Anabaptists, 
ass a third source of inspiration for Rauschenbusch. 
Rauschenbuschh based his vision on three religious traditions: the evangelical, the liberal and the 
Anabaptistt as seen from an American point of view. He took the idea of 
-- personal and social salvation in the love of God from the evangelical tradition 
-- education and upbringing in the expectation that moral advancement is possible resulting in 

Christianizedd social relationships from the liberal tradition, and 
-- reforming society's order according to standards of justice and the hope for a temporary 

realizationn of the Kingdom of God within earthly proportions from the Anabaptist revolutionary 
tradition. . 

Thiss last contribution, used by Rauschenbusch in his striving for Christian socialism, has been the 
leastt noticed and appreciated but according to our ideas, is the most important. 
Throwingg out the doom thinking of the apocalypse, he found in thee chfliastic escbatology of the 
Anabaptistss the synthesis between the themes of growth and crisis which are inherent to his theo-
logyy of the Kingdom of God He sees that Kingdom being realized temporarily and piece by piece 
inn signs and kinds of justice which do not evolve without a fight but which call for human action. 
Withoutt neglecting the personal aspects, Rauschenbusch saw possibilities to involve the Gospel, 
understoodd as the gospel of God's Kingdom, directly with social reality. 
Wee differentiate three main themes in his Kingdom of God theology: 
a.. justice b. the superhuman powers of evil c. die mOlennium in relation to eschatology. 
a.. Justice in God's Kingdom offers and commands social salvation, that is: it shapes people in social 

beingss and it promises and calls for a new society in which justice determines relatkmships. 
b.. This hopeful future does not happen by itself but engages in the fight with superhuman powers, 

especiallyy those present in the inhumane powers and institutions of unreined capitalism. 
c.. Rauschenbusch's chfliastic hope for changing society according to the standards of justice fit 

closelyy in a dominant tradition of American Christianrty, namely that of the mflienniurn. American 
theologyy treated the millennium, Apocalypse 20, understood as a situation of relative justice, as a 
timee of peace, a symbol and promise of the temporary realization on earth of the coming of the 
Kingdomm of God. Rauschenbusch stressed the task which lay therein. 

Thee Epilogue describes which valuable ideas from Rauschenbusch's work remain which could be 
off  use to European theology. We suggest: his idea of the essence of the Kingdom of God and 
sociall  justice, his chfliastic embrace of the realization of the eschatological vision of the millennium 
andd his revaluation of the Anabaptist idea that not only the church but also society should be 
reformedd radically. 
(Vertalingg drs. Jane M. de Vries-Kottke) 


