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 What is “liberal” about “liberal Prot-
estantism”? 

 
Not necessarily the politics, but usu-
ally liberal churches are (nowadays) 

politically liberal as well.  
 

So, what is “liberal” about  liberal 
Protestantism? 

  



 

 

The reliance on and incorporation of 
scholarship, reason,  

and science  
 

—including psychology and the social 
sciences— 

 
as compatible with 

religious belief:  
 

i.e. “Higher (or 
“Historical”) Criti-

cism” 



 

 

(published 1799) “feeling”! 
 

Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694–1768)—first 
writer on the life of Jesus, not “Christ.” 

 

 



 

 

Billy Sunday: "I have more respect for the devil 
than for some preachers I have met; the devil  
believes the Bible is the Word of God!"  
  



 

 

“mainline”  “old-
line” “main-

stream” 
The “Seven Sisters” of 

Mainline American Protes-
tantism: 

 
United Methodist Church  

(USA) 
Christian Church (Disci-

ples of Christ) 
Presbyterian Church 

(USA) 
Episcopal Church  

Evangelical Lutheran 
Church (ELCA) 

American Baptist 
Churches (USA) 

United Church of Christ  
 

African Methodist Episco-
pal Church 

Quakers 
Congregationalists, Unitarians, and Universalists 

“Modernist” Roman Catholics 
 



 

 

These were the Social Gospel supporters. 
 
 
  



 

 

“Mainline” power and influence peaked during the First World 
War. They remained the backbone of American religion until 
after the Second World War. But now less than 15% of Ameri-

cans adhere to Mainline denominations.  



 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 

FirstUnitarian.org/do-
nate  
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Gimme That Ol’ Time Social Gospel! 
 
Clarence Skinner 
(1881-1949) 
 
Clarence Skinner 
and John Haynes 
Holmes were 
close friends—
both believers in 
the Social Gos-
pel—Skinner was 
a strong Univer-
salist proponent.  
 
Professor of Ap-
plied Christian-
ity at Crane Theo-
logical School at 
Tufts and a long 
relationship with 
Tufts. (a concept 
of Washington 
Gladden) 
 
Like Holmes, a pacifist and supporter of Sacco and Vanzetti. 
Founded Community Church of Boston, 1920. 
 

The Social Implications of Universalism, 1915: “The true social objec-
tive is the perfecting of human character by the progressive im-
provement of those conditions and environments which are within 
the social control.” 



 

 

 
The issue: Universalism had been 
the fourth or fifth largest Protestant 
denomination before the Civil War 
but numbers dropped steadily 
thereafter due to the adoption of 
universalist doctrines by other de-
nominations. What would the fu-
ture be? 
 

A Declaration of Social Principles 
(1917) 

 
In the present general confusion of 
thought we deem it wise to restate the 
essential principles of the Univer-
salist faith and their social implica-
tions in relation to modern life. 
 
We proclaim the doctrine of the es-

sential divinity of man, of God’s uni-

versal Fatherhood, and of man’s universal brotherhood.  
 
. . . 
 
We hold, therefore, that all systems that attempt to load the blame 
on Adam, upon Satan, or upon human depravity, tend to weaken hu-
man self-respect, and to lead men away from the discovery and cure 
of the real causes of human sin and misery. 
In view of these conclusions, which we believe were plainly taught 
by the great Founder of Christianity, we insist that we should not 
judge one another any more, but rather, that we should remove 



 

 

the stumbling block and the barriers to the kingdom 

of heaven out of our brother’s way. 
 
We conclude also that democracy is not only 
an inherent right, but also a divinely imposed 
duty. We find that none of us liveth or dieth to 
himself, and that true men and women should con-
sider nothing foreign to them which is common to 
humanity. 
 

. . . 
 
We brand as infamous the practice of subordinating human inter-

ests to “business interests,” and we urge that the National Govern-
ment should not hesitate to assume immediate control of the 
management of the production and distribution of the neces-
saries of life to prevent want and starvation and the economic 
enslavement of the people to predatory interests in time of cri-
sis. 
 
We assert that the claims of the religion of Jesus, the religion of de-
mocracy and of international brotherhood, transcend all the claims 
of race and of nationality, and that the highest form of patriotism de-
mands we endeavor to place our nation in the position of one that 
seeks its permanent glory in subordinating selfish interests to 

those of the coming Federation of the World, in which “the com-
mon sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe.” 
 
(Note: a Tennyson quote) 
 
Program 
 

. . . 



 

 

 
Through all the agencies of the church we shall endeavor 
to educate and inspire the community and the nation to a 
keener social consciousness and a truer vision of the 
kingdom of God on the earth. 
 

. . . 
 
Democracy, in order to be complete, must be eco-
nomic and social as well as political. We therefore de-
clare for the democratization of industry and of land, and 
for the establishment of co-operation. 
 
We would condemn those forms of private monopoly 
which make it difficult or impossible for men to attain 
their common share of the common heritage of the earth, 
and especially do we condemn those forms of exploitation 
which in time of national stress and suffering make the 
few wealthy at the cost of the many. 
 

. . . 
 
Free discussion is the soul of democracy and the guaran-
tee of our liberties. It should therefore be maintained in 
our churches, colleges, and public platforms, and limited 
only be mutual self-respect and courtesy. 
 

. . . 
 
While co-operating to the fullest extent possible with the 
various forms of charity, relief and correction, we recog-
nize they do not eradicate fundamental causes. We would 
mobilize the forces of our church against the causes 
which create misery, disease, accidents, ignorance 



 

 

and crime, and summon all our strength to the establish-
ment of justice, education and social righteousness. 
 

. . . 
 
The Universalist Church offers a complete program 
for completing humanity: 
 
First: An Economic Order which shall give to every hu-
man being an equal share in the common gifts of God, and 
in addition all that he shall earn by his own labor. 
 
Second: A Social Order in which there shall be equal 
rights for all, special privileges for none, the help of the 
strong for the weak until the weak become strong. 
 
Third: A Moral Order in which all human law and action 
shall be the expression of the moral order of the uni-
verse. 
 
Fourth: A Spiritual Order which shall build out of the 
growing lives of living men the growing temple of the liv-
ing God. 

 
Skinner saw the future of Universalism as a religion of universals, 
“transcending all particulars.”   
 
In essence, Skinner was a mystic: ”The unities refer to things as 
they truly are; the universals refer to things as they ought to 
be."  
 



 

 

“There is no middle way. It is greatness—universalism—or perish.” 
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Gimme That Ol’ Time Social Gospel! 



 

 

John Haynes Holmes (1879–1964) Unitarian minister, pacifist. 
Co-founder NAACP (1909) and ACLU (1920) 
 
Minister @ Community Church of New York (City) where An-
thony Cruz is interning! 
  



 

 

American Unitarian Association statement, 1917: 
 

“Any society who employs a minister who is not a willing, 
earnest, and outspoken supporter of the United States in 

the vigorous and resolute prosecution of the war cannot be 
considered eligible for aid from the Association.” 

 
Holmes withdrew his ministerial fellowship and the board of 
the congregation voted to withdraw from the AUA.  

 
 I will serve my country in war time by serving the ide-
als of democracy which constitute the soul and center of 
her being. War and democracy are incompatible. When 
war comes, democracy goes. England, fighting nobly to 
conquer Prussianism, is herself in process of being con-
quered by the Prussian spirit. Already in our own coun-
try, before the beginning of war, the dread work of mili-
tarism is under way. Already freedom of thought is be-
ing denied, and liberty of conscience challenged. Al-
ready we are in the midst of such an orgy of bigotry, in-

tolerance, and persecution for opinion’s sake, as Ameri-
can has not seen since the days of the Salem witches.. 



 

 

Lead public outrage 
during the Sacco and 
Vanzetti trial, 1927. 
 

Introduced Mahatma Gandhi to US 
consciousness.  
 

“Religion must be used in furthering great 

works of justice and reform. It must be 

used to establish right relations between 

different groups of men, and thus to 

make a reality of brotherhood. It must be 

used to abolish poverty, the breeding 

ground of all misery and crime, by distrib-

uting equably among men the abundance 

of the soil. And 

it must be used 

to get rid of war and to establish enduring 

peace. Here is the supreme test of the effec-

tiveness of religion.” 

 

 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 
  



 

 

"When I say ‘God’ it is poetry and not theology. Nothing that any 
theologian has written about God has helped me much, but eve-
rything the poets have written about flowers and birds and 
skies and seas and saviors of the race, and God—whoever He 
may be—has at one time or another reached my soul! The theo-
logians gather dust upon the shelves of my library but the poets 
are stained with my fingers and blotted by my tears.”  



 

 

Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918)  
 
We have to harmonize the two facts, that wealth is good and 
necessary, and that wealth is a danger to its possessor and to 
society. On the one hand property is indispensable to personal 
freedom, to all higher individuality, and to self-realization; the 
right to property is a corollary of the right to life; without prop-
erty men are at the mercy of nature and in bondage to those 
who have property. On the other hand property is used as a 
means of collecting tribute and private taxes, as a club with 
which to extort unearned gain from laborers and consumers, 
and as the fundamental tool of oppression. 
  



 

 

 
 

 
 “The conscience of Christendom is halting and groping, per-
plexed by contradicting voices, still poorly informed on essential 



 

 

questions, justly reluctant to part with the treasured maxims of the 
past, and yet conscious of the imperious call of the future.” 
 
The question remains: Does Social Gospel theology get the con-
cept of “the Kingdom of God” correct? or is it wishful thinking? 
 

. . .  
 

“Apart from the organized Church, the religious spirit is a 
factor of incalculable power in the making of history.” 

 
  



 

 

 
 

 

The Social Gospel versus Social Darwinism  
 

Herbert Spencer  
“survival of the fittest” 

 



 

 

Thomas Malthus  
“the Malthusian catastrophe” 

 
Francis Galton 

eugenics 
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Gimme 
That Ol’ 
Time So-
cial Gos-
pel! 
 
1901: 
Booker T. 
Washington 



 

 

dines with President Theo-
dore Roosevelt at the White 
House  

 
Social failings seen as moral 
failures: early on, racism 
and economic inequality, 
later, all forms of inequality.  
 
“personal religion” / 
 
“social religion”  
 
Premillennialist: Church 
establish the Kingdom of 
God, Jesus comes back   
 
Postmillennialist: Church is embattled by the forces of 
evil, Jesus comes back, establishes the Kingdom of God on 
earth  
 
 
Walter Rauschenbusch: “Primitive Christianity cherished an ar-
dent hope of a radically new era, and within its limits sought to 
realize a social life on a new moral basis. Thus Christianity as 
an historical movement was launched with all the purpose and 
hope, all the impetus and power, of a great revolutionary move-
ment, pledged to change the world-as-it-is into the world-as-it-
ought-to-be.” 
 



 

 

 
1908: “The Federal Council of Churches,” officially 

the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America (Be-
came the National Council of Churches, 1950) an ecu-

menical organization 
 

 
• Equal rights and complete justice for all men in all stations 

of life 
• Protection of the worker from dangerous machinery, occu-

pational disease, injuries, and mortality 
• Abolition of child labor 
• Regulation of the conditions of toil for women as shall safe-

guard the physical and moral health of the community 
• A living wage as a minimum in every industry 
• Provision for the old age of the workers and for those inca-

pacitated by injury 



 

 

• Abatement of poverty 

Rauschenbusch: “Whoever uncouples the religious 
and the social life has not understood Jesus. Whoever 
sets any bounds for the reconstructive power of the 
religious life over the social relations and institutions 
of men, to that extent denies the faith of the Master.” 



 

 

 
Billy Sunday 
(1862-1935):  
 
“Lord save us from 
off-handed, 
flabby-cheeked, 
brittle-boned, 
weak-kneed, thin-
skinned, pliable, 
plastic, spineless, 
effeminate, ossi-
fied, three-karat 

Christianity.” 
 
"I have more respect for 
the devil than for some 
preachers I have met; the 
devil believes the Bible is 
the Word of God!"  
 
“Going to church doesn't 
make you a Christian any 



 

 

more than going to a garage makes you an automo-
bile.” 

 
Rev. William E. Barton (1861-1930), Congregationalist minister: 
"We wish he (Billy Sunday) would stop his profanity—‘damned 
stinking’ something-or-other, 'To hell with' something or somebody. 
We wish he were a gentleman. He is a harsh, unjust, bad-tempered 
man . . . a very defective Christian." 
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Gimme That Ol’ Time Social Gospel! 

(app. 1870-1920, the Progressive Era) 
Progress and Poverty: An Inquiry into the Cause of Industrial Depres-
sions and of Increase of Want with Increase of Wealth: The Remedy, 
published in 1879—second only to the Bible in sales in the late 
nineteenth century.  
 
 
by economist Henry George (1839-1897). “Georgism” or the “single 
tax.” George called his personal religion “deistic humanitarianism.” 
 
Federal Income Tax passed into law in 1909, first collected 1913. 
 

The Social Gospel Movement—Protestant  



 

 

Social Justice advocacy 
 
Rev. Washington Gladden, Congregationalist (1836-1918)  
“to realize the Kingdom of God in this world” 
 

“The gospel has been very 
imperfectly heard by any one 
to whom it has brought no 
other tidings than that of 
personal salvation. For in 
truth the individual is saved 
only when he is put into 
right relations to the com-
munity in which he lives, and 
the establishment of these 
right relations among men is 
the very work that Christ 
came to do. The individual 
gospel and the social gos-
pel are therefore vitally re-
lated, inseparably bound 
together no more come to 
the man apart from the com-
munity, than life can come to 
the branch when it is sepa-
rated from the vine.” 
 

 
 
 



 

 

As Moderator of the 
National Council of 
Congregational 
Churches, Gladden 
refused a $100,000 
gift (3 million to-
day) from John D. 
Rockefeller, calling 
the money “tainted.”   
 
“The one injurious and fa-
tal fact of our present 
church work is the barrier 
between the churches and 
the poorest classes. The 
first thing for us to do is to 
demolish this barrier. The 
impression is abroad 
among the poor that they 
are not wanted in the 
churches. This impression 
is either correct or incor-
rect. If it is correct, then there is no missionary work, for us 



 

 

who are pas-
tors, half so 
urgent as the 
conversion 
of our con-
gregations to 
Christianity. 
If it is incor-
rect, we are 
still guilty 
before God in 
that we have 
allowed such 

an impression to go abroad; and we are bound to address 
ourselves, at once and with all diligence, to the business of 
convincing the poor people that they are wanted, and will 
be made welcome in the churches.” 



 

 

 
 



 

 



 

 

 


