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Francis Greenwood Peabody 1 

David f_jttle 

1 l' is quite g ppropriate up.on this occasion to consider the thought 
and ]if e of Francis Green,vood Pe2body, though I \Vould not have 
predicted it ,vhen I dusted off a stack of his books and dutifully" 
set out learning more about hi1n than I cared at that time to kno,v. 

Peabody js, of c.oursc, itnportant sin1ply on historic2l grounds. He 
holds a distinguished place in the history of Harvard University·.., and 
he n1ade a contribution to tl1c rise of the Social G·ospel in the United 
States. In 1880 Peabod) 7 began teaching rheology and homilctjcs in 
the Divjnit)T School, and from 1901 to 1909 he served as its dean. In 
I 886 he ,vas appointed Plummer Professor of Christian !v!orals in the 
University, a ch-air he occupied until his retirement in 1913. Peabody 
,vas proba blJ7 the first professor of social ethics in the country, and in 
r 9 06 he f oundcd the Department of Social Ethics (no,v partially 
revived in the form of the Cabot Chair of Social Ethics). Together 
,vith these a.chievc1ncnts, he published several volumcs1 the 1nost in-
fluential of ,vhich dealt 1vith religious and moral aspects of early 
tvtcnticth-centnry social problems. Peabody's first book, Jesus Christ 
a11 d the Socia J Que s-ti o, 1 ( 1 9 oo), 1n u st take its pl ace a.I ongsid e certn in 
,vorks of v\'alter lluuschenbusch and Shailer l\1athe,vs as a leading 
ex-a.1n p1 e of the Ii tcra rurc of th c Social Gospel. 

But there is more to Itr:;incis Green,vood Peabody· than these acco1n-
pJjshments. He pcrforn1s for us t\VO of the functions of a significant 
historical figure: on the one hand., his outlook is sufficient1y set apart 
from ours so as to highlight the differences bet\veen his age and con~ 
tetnporary· times. To look cnrcfnlly· at Peabod) 7 is to see just ho\v dated 
sonle nineteenth~ and early nventieth-ccnn1ry .. a.ssu1nptions about reli-
gion, ethics, and socj et)7 are. On the other hand., he shares ,vith us 
enough co1nn1on concerns, he struggles over enough sin1ilar proble1ns., 
to represent even today son1etl1ing of an intriguing challenge. 111 short, 

1 An address dclivci·cd on 21 AprH 1966 at the 150th A nniversarr Con\~oc~tion of 
the HanTard Dh·inity School. 
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Pcaho<l y is ,vorth our trou b] c bccnus c of the lessons that can be learned 
both from the relevance and the irrelevance of his thought for the 
niid-nventicth cenn1ry. 

If onl)r superficially·, it is not ha.rd to understand ,vhy PcabodyJs 
vtorks might be all o\vcd to acc11n1u late dust. According to current 
tastes, the) 7 display neither spirited sty-Ie nor piercing insight~ They 
are at many points hopcle.ss1)7 redundant, -and for the chastened 1nind 
of our era they arc son1ctin1es painfully sentimental. For these reasons 
alone, anything approaching a ~~Peabody ren aissancc'~ is highly unlike-
ly., no 1nattcr ,vhat ,ve do today. 

N cverthcless Peabody frequently spoke to his cnvironn1ent in ,vays 
th at arc by no n1eans foreign to us.. In the inaugura I issue of the Harvard 
Tbeolotical Revie-w jn r 908 he made the follo\ving state1ncnt: 

The time may =1ppenr to many persons inopportune for the lnunching of a 
Journal of Theology. Tne tide of theolt)gic.:al interest may sccin to have ebbed 
so lo,v ~s: to leave no chnnncl for such a venture; the professjon of the 1ninistry 
fails: to ,vin recrl1 its~ the queen of th c scic n ccs is de p oscd from her throne; 
critics are announcing the rout of the theological schools. The n1achinery of 
the churches! .it is trtlci revolves \Vith energy, but it does not sccn1 to be. geared 
into the ,vhcc]s of the ,vorking ,vorld; nnd the delihcrations of the theologb.ns 
are frankly regarded by great nun1bers of people ,vith indifT crcnceJ if not ,vith 
con ten1 pt. 2 

Tl1roughout his career, Pcabodyr ,vas disturbed, as are n1anJ· people 
toda1r., by the a.pparent gap bet\vcen the church and society- b)T the 
failure of religious activity ''to be geared into the ,,/heels of the ,vorking 
\ v or 1 d J, I-Ii s d ia.gn osis sounds s tra n gel y fa n1il i ar. The church and the 
the_ological enterprise have been enfeehJed because of rigid convcn-
tiona1ism in dogn1a and practice. It is for this reason that the church 
can neither gain acaden1 ic respect nor attract ministers.. I ndecd, intcl-
I ectna l and ecclesiascical rjgidity has produced t\vo ,voeful afflictions: 
( 1 ) it has rendered re 1 igio us people in<liff erent to the ',;burning social 
q u csti ons,' of the tit n e., and ( 2) it has prev en tcd a U n1 en - religious 
antl secular alike - fron1 perceivjng the genuine theological .signifi-
cance .of social change and developn1ent. 

So far as I can tell, rno dern th eol o gi ans are still a ttem p ting to co1n-
ba t these t,vin affiictions - religious indifference to secular qucstionsi 
on the one sid c, and secular j n di.ff crcn cc to theological questions, on the 
other. By cxnn1ining Pcabody,s proposed cures for these nvo afHictionsJ 

1'Th e Call to Theology! 1 i Harvard Tbeol o gicaJ Review, I ( J a n.ua.ry 1908) i- J • 
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\VC 1nay· come to undcrstan d th c strange ,va y· in \vhich he is both 
relevant and irrcv clant for our generation .. 

THE PnoBLI:1\i OF ltELIG1ous Ji:-,-.DIFFERENCE To THE Soc1A L QuEsT10N 

Although the term Socia] Question no Jonger resonates in our ears 
as it did for Pcabodyts contcn1porarjes, ,vc can easily grnsp the phcno-
n1enon that the term ,vas intended to describe. VVhcn ,vc talk, as ,ve 
do constantly, abol1t social change, transformationt dcvclop111cnt, 
revolution, ,vc arc discussing, in effect, the Social Question. The scmi-
n111ninons char~cter of that tern1 has even been absorbed b)T the ,vords 
,ve no\v use in its place .. 

rfhc most conspicuous and disturbing fact of co ntctn po r:1 rr Ii f e is its social 
unrest. No ins tiru tio n of so ci cty - th c fa n1ily, tl 1 c stare, or the church is so 
fj xe d jn stability 01· in sanctity as to be safe from radical trc1 n sf o rn1a tion. The 
gro-ivth of the great industry, ,vitn its coinbinations of capital '3nd its organiza-
tions of ]abor, the unprecedented accu1nulation of ,vcalth in the h=3.nds of the 
fc,v, and the equally unprecedented increase of po,ver in the hands of the 111any, 

these, and 111any other :signs of the ti m ei po; n t to n e,v soc i a] adj ustmen tsJ 
and a\vaken a ne\v social spirjt, J t is the nge of the Socfo.l Question . .3 

So far as Pcabo d )7 is c oncerncd, the Social Question is posed by an 
incontrovertible and unavoidable set of soci1l facts ,vhich 111ust be 
allo\ved to shape the fran1c,vork for all thinking and 2cting. 1-Ie pro-
poses ,v hat is c-a.lled today, I believe, a ,;'theolog) 7 of response,',. a.nd the 
response is to none other than social change~ 

But there are, as ,vc indicated,. certain 1nodcs of rc]igious thought 
that fail to hear the Social Question., and that inhibit, therefore, the 
discovery of solutions. Three such modes of thought appear in par-
ticular to have alarmed Peabody. First, Peabody condemned the 
theological orthodoxy that existed, he believed, both here 11.nd abroad. 
It did 11 ot 1n u ch 111 atter ,v h ether this orthodoxy ,vas the arj d rationalism 
of his o,vn Unit£trian dcnon1ination~ or the repelling and defensive 
dogmatism of Gern1an Luth crans. Each ,vas equally guilty' of 1 'the 
habits of isolation and traditionalism \ v hi ch beset th c th col ogical mind,'' 
and, conscq ucn ti y, each ,v as guilty of cutting off con tact '' u c t,v een 
. . . prof cssi onal resca rch es and the hum an needs of n1 od ern ] if c .. t' 4 

Second., Peabody took issue ,vith all literalistic attempts to derive a 
detailed ethic fron1 the Nc,v Tesniment. 1 .. o recommend, in the spirit 

8 The Approach to tbe Social Question (Nen· York 1 1909 ), pp~ 2-3. 
'JenH Christ and the Social Question (Ne,;,.v York1 1900 )t p. 55, 
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of Tolsroj, pacifi.s1n1 social ,vjthdra,val and poverty· as the unalterable 
rules of the Christian Jife is to 1nistakc "the occasionalisn1 of the Gospe]s 
for universalisn1.n t5 To fix on the historically bound and therefore 
irnpracticab)c utterances of Jesus is to lose sight .of ,vhat it is in the 
Gospel that actual Ly--a pp Ii es to th c Soci -al Question. Thir~, the cscha-
t ol o gi cal and inter i mset hi cal cn1 phasis of Sch ,v ei tzer ,vou Id neccssrrr i1 y 
in1p cdc 2n y serious appreciation of the Social Question. If J csus is 
understood on]}r as an ap.ocalypticist~ then the relevance of.his teaching 
n1ust be confined only to his o,vn titne .. 

For Peabody! by contrast, tl1e 1nessage of the Nc,v Tcsrnn1cnt ,vas 
anything but fixed or static or confined4 The central 1notif s of the 
Gospels are po·UJer and /if e. "Po\ver and Life are ... ,vords 1 not of 
opinion or definition, but of e}.:pansion, vitalit}7 , n10111entu1n, gro,vth~ 
Thc}7 are symbols of n dynatnic faith " .. The Christian character is 
thus a rnanifcst2tion of po,ver., a ,vay of life. The kingdo1n of God is 
Jike leaven~ like a great tree; but leaven is a pervasive influence, a tree 
is an u nf old in g gro,vth.. Christian ct hies is a s cicn ce of spiritual d y·na-

• :n 6 
IlllCS. 

The point is, of course1 th 11 t the esse nee of the Christian religion and 
the n1ovement of social change conic to the san1c thing. '"'If .. both 
religion and the Social Question arc ... -~ -interpretations of experience 
in the ,vorld that 110,v is1 - then it js not onl}T needless, but it is in1-
possib]eJ to hold then1 asunder .. " 7 Above all, true religion relates to 
the Social Question in tcrn1s of ,vill and of actiont in terms, that is, of 
h uni an m oven1 en t. If th c Social Gospel meant an J·tbj n g, it 111 eant a 
preference for the call to social duty over in.tellccn1al reflection or 
spiritual conten1plation. · Peabody sa,v it that ,vay, too. 
The age of the Socia I Question has made many peo p 1 e less confident in ti\ cir 
metaphysics, and less scnnj n izing of th ej r ow· n souls, To S\.l ch a tune . .. and 
to people prinu1rily concerned ,,;, .. ith action~ efficiency:) and 5ervice, there offers 
itscJf1 a~ though designed for immediate use, the ,vay to God v,,:rhich leads 
through the dedication of the ,vilJ. 8 

Thjs cn1phasis upon right action, upon conscientious response to the 
Social Question., under]ies Peabody,s specific judg1ncnts about the 
ministry and the church, judgments that sound rctnarkably up~to-date .. 

Tbe C/Jristian J.,if e in the A1odern H7 orld (New· York~ 19LJ), p~ 26. 
e lbid . ., 3i-33. 
1' Tbe At,J;raacb to the Socfol Question~ IJ c. 
Ibid . ., .t 83, 
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It is comn1only said that [ the ministr~v] a .. • no Jonger 3ppcals to modern 
minds, and that the future of religion is in1peri1led by the Jack of 1ncn to serve 
hcq a11d the .statistics of theologjcal education 5eem to confirm this opinion, 
and to cncounl.ge this despondency~ If, ho\t~everi the \Vorld ,vith a 11 hs needs 
and hop cs is the obj c ct of red c111p tio n; if the province of rcI i gion con1prchcn ds 
the entire range of social a n1 e1 i oration; then the cal Ung of the 111 inister, instead 
of being .str.1 nd ed on the shores of the present tirn ei finds i ts:e 1 f j n the very 
center of the current of the age ••• '''hen a young 1nan, as no,li.r so f rcqucnrly 
happen!;~ deiib~rates ,vhether he ~hrili enter the ministry or enlist in the calUng 
of socfa.I sen:i-jcc, he is, in fact, not choosing het,v.cen t\VO professions, but be-
nvcen n vo d epar rn1 en ts of the same profession . . . to d ra.,v a Ii n e be t\vc en the 
t\\~o .is to rob religion of its rea Ii ty an cl social servi cc of its sacred ncss. 4l 

Secular, socially conscious activity ought to characterize not onl)7 the 
n1 inistr)7 but the church as , v el 1. The first order of bu sincss for the 
church is to overcon1e its Ion g-standit1g preoccupation ,vith creeds and 
dogmas, ,vith Hjntellectual consent rather than ..... n1oral pledgc~J' 10 

'-''e must have ,vhat Peabody called a socialized church, i=\vhich con1~ 
p rch ends ,vi thin its pro pc r sphere~ not , vorshi p") c] crg)7 d octr inc, and 
chrtrity alone, but the ,vholc tro11hlcd ,vorld of n1odcrn life, its conflict 
of clgsscs, its dissensions of industry·, its problen1s-of politics, its sins 
of property. t 11 In a ,v ord 1 the church 1n ust ha vc 8 so cinl pro grnn1 12 

Religious indiff ercncc to the Social Question~ then, 1nu~t be com-
batted by· ,vho le h carted 2 ttention to ,vorldl y action. Social concern 
'for Peabody \Vas not, ho,vcvcr, a. sin1ple n1atter. He had Iitt1e use for 
those ,vho ,vould "''d.o good, <JUick/~ ,vho possessed '~ical ,v-ithout 
kn O\v 1 edge, genero.si ty ,vi thou t d iscr in1 in a tio n~ discontent \Vi thou t dis~ 
cernn1ent.n 13 All ,vho ,vished to respond to the demands of social 
change needed science as ,ve11 as sentitnent. 

Like 1nany· of his conten1poraries,1i1 Peabody recommended ,vide 
exposure to the n1ethods of social science a.s the basis for sound 1noral 
action .. This ad1nonition ca1ne quite natural]y to hitn, given his assun1p-
tions. Since the ethical ain1s of true religion and the manifest pattern 
of social dcvcl opn1ent ,vcre believed to be rooted in one and the same 
phenon1enon 1 inductive empirical investigation of social life could only 

~Ibid., 199-201. 

j 0 Tbe Christian Life in tbe Modern TVorldi 198. 
' 1 Ibid . ., '). I 7· 
~:El Jesus C bri rt a ~1 d the So cfrt I Q 11estion! 4 I 4 

1a. The Approac/J to tbe Social Questlo11, 6. 
See Sidn('.y Fine) Lnis~cz Fnire nnd the Ge11er1.11-1V elf~re SMte (Ann Ar Lor, 

1964 )t chapters VI ff .. 
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complement and enrich the moral t-ask. He is very clear about this: 
,cEthics is final]y· social science and social science is ethics. Ethics is 
the end of sociology."" 1~ 

In other ,vords., religion n nd social science 1neet in the study and 
doing of ethics. I; or this rcaso n religious souls,. struggling to make their 
faith '~ prat ti cable'' m 11st I car n to utilize ccono1n ics and sociology .10 

From Peabody's point of vie,v, social science is in its ,vay as much a 
response to the Social Question as is religion. The jnquiries of good 
social science ru·e shaped and directed by· the u:varied incidents ,vhich 
create tltc Social Q ue.stion ~' 17 name]y., by particular social pro bl ems. 
Peabody ,va.s a,vare that some socjal scientists 1night not be completely 
content to understand their discipline primari]y us a function of social 
a1nelioration or to confine their srudics to specific social ills. I-le knc,-v 
about attcn1prs to build a systen1atic discipline of sociolog)7 4 But he 
, vas sin gnl a r 1 y· uni 01 pressed by the pros pc cts. V erJ7 intcrcstin g 1 y, h c 
con1pared the construction of an encon1passing sociological disc1pline 
,v-ith the building of a 111ctaphysical systcn1~ and 11c found then1 both 
sin1ilarly ,,ranting. "[Systc1natic sociology·]~ }ike dirjgiblc ballooning,, 
111ay easily becon1e a. passion for inventive 1ninds, hut it is still jnvo]ved 
in great difficulties of balance 2nd steering, and ren1ains .... very 
n111ch in the air.'~ is 

Tl1is bias against syste1natic sociology· is related to his ~ntipath)r for 
systctnatic theology. It is not that Peabody favored some form of 
radical en1piricisn1 for its o,vn saket or even that he ,vas by· disposition 
opposed to all co,nprehensive categories. \Ve have a]ready seen that 
he \Vas not averse to generalizing jn his o,vn \Va}T about things like 
religion and social life. Ho,vever, for hiin tbe co111prebenri-ve, all-
i11tegratiug patte-r11 is already t1:iere. It does not need to be constructed. 
Anyone ,vho starts buildjng systems - ,vh ether j n theology or so cj al 
science~ has by definition overlooked the unity and har1nony of life 
,v hich is even n o,v emcrgjng be£ ore our very cy·cs~ Social cxperience 1 

like religious experience, already fits together around nn observable 
scheme of dcvelop1ncnt. 

T~king the consequences of his convic.:tion that social investigation, 
religion., and ethics ,Yonld a11 naturally harmonize themselves~ he in-

i:~ David H. Potts, ' 1Socfal Ethics at Harvardi 1881-1931," So{;ia} Sciences at Har-
vard9 1860-1920 9 ed. hy Paul Buck (C·:unbridge, 1965 )t p. 103~ 

H See Tbe Approacf:, to the Social Quertio1,, 29-30. 
n Loe. cit. 
JS 1 bid., :51. 
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troduced a course in ,1:Practical Ethicsn in the Divjnity· School in 1881. 
Herc he developed an inductive case method for studying social 
problems. In 1883 the course ,vas thro,vn open to undergraduates as 
,veil as Divinity students, and over the years its cnro]hncnt n1ushroo1ned 
i1n prcssi v cl y In the ca t-alo gue the course des er i p tio n read: '' Studies of 
Practical Prob 1 e n1s: T c1n p era.nee~ Charity, Labor, P ri~ on D isci pl in e~ 
Divorce., etc./J though among the students it ,vas kno,vn as HPeabo,s 
drainage) drunkenness and divorce..', 

In 1906 the Departtnent of Social Ethics ,vas f.orn1ed., giving Pea~ 
hod y an opportunit)T to develop n1ore extensh~el)7 his ,va-)T of doing 
things. He and his col1eagucs offered courses jn ,cThe Ethics of the 
Social Questions,H "Crin1ino1ogy and Penology.,', "Social Amelioration 
in Eutopcn and so on. As part of the program Peabody instituted ,vhat 
appears to have been his passion - the so-called Soci-al 1\1uscu1n. This 
consisted of a roon1 in En1erson Hall in ,vhich ,vas di~pla37cd nll manner 
of charts~ graphs 1 n1aps and pictures depicting charitable and ,velfarc 
activities in many· parts of the ,vorld. Mthough Hugo I\1unsterberg~ 
then professor of psychology 1 ,vas greatly amused b)7 the exhibits and 
asked ,vhether they· could not n1orc bcncfi~ially be collected in book 
fonn, Pcabod}7 had his o,vn reasons for this i\1useun1. · I-Je ,vas cager to 
stress the inductive character of social ethics, .and thus con1parcd his 
col ice ti on ,vi th 111uscun1s of natural sci c n cc. 

It is the sa n1 e ace c ss ion of p aticn cc ,v hie h the na rura list feels ,v hen he turns 
fron1 his o,vn ]in1ited inquiry to the great collections of a l\iluseum of Com-
parative Zoology, and finds that the ]imited range of facts ,vhich he has been 
ohserv·ing fall into their p1acc ,vithin a universal p1an. __ The student of the 
Socfal i\1u~cu1n 1s incvjrably Jed to appreciate more distinctly the character of 
the social 1noven1 en t in ,v hich he has his s ha re.19 

The Social l\1uscun1 \Vas n1cant to ernbody Peabody's fundan1cntal 
:tssutnption: that efforts at ex:an1ining and responding to particular and 
seen1ingl y isolated social problcn1s ,vould eventually· f alt into place 
\virhi n a nni,rersal plan. 

It n1u st be ren1 em b ered that this univ crsal pl -an ,vas at b otto1n a 
rcliITious one. ' 1There is no stnd3r/' Peabodv said~ '\vhich 1nore tnani-o 
f cstly sho\vs the spirit of G_od 1n the affair.s of men, or the hlessing of 
the Christian position~ than the study of social Ieforms. They exhibit 

ii' T f:Je S ocfa l .i\1 u snnn n x nn 111 s-t rinnen t of U 'lliver sit y Ten c 1J in g ( C:unhr idgei 
1908 ), p. 6. 
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both the need and the inspiration of the religious impulse . .,., 20 There 
can be no n1isr-akc about it: for Peabody one could 11ot fatho1n the 
meaning of true re]igion and remain jndifferent to the Social Question. 

TIIE PRoBLEi\1 OF SECUJ~AR INDIFFERENCE TO T1IEOLoc1c_4L QuEsT10Ns 

If it is custon1ary- in present-day _theological discussion to chastise 
the churches because of their lack of social concern, it is equally 
popular to -argue that Christianit)Tt properly understoodt leads to an 
authentic perception of secular social life. In his o,vn ,vay Peabody 
also cn1ployed both techniques. '\Vhilc he ,vas eager; as ,vc have seen, 
to expose religious people to the full force of the Social Question, he 
,vas not content to confuse the socialization of rc]igion ,vith co1nplctc 
scculru-iza ti on. 21 He consistently op po scd at ten1 pts to discard alt con-
cern for the theological tradition and its in1agcry. "Is ,, .. orship to be 
supplanted by· ,vork~ theology by soci_ol ogy, co1n1n union ,vid 1 Go <l 
by-the service of 1nan? On the contrar)Ti' he responded, 1 'the highest 
function of the Christj an Church . . . is not that of sec u] ari %a tiun, 
but that of spiritualization. ~J 22 

1V r i ting at a tin1 c , v hen l\1 arxism and se \'"er-al brands of a gn osticisrn 
,vcrc busy· dispensing ,vith theology· altogether1 Peabody affirmed that 
the dernands of social change could not be adequately n1ct unless a 
theological or spirin1al dimension ,vcrc retained. In fact~ for all their 
attention to the Social Qu cstion, the 1arxists., Pea bod )T believed, 
c.onstitutcd hthe most immediate pcrit,t to responsible action? 3 The 
trou b 1 e ,vit h lvfarxisrn is th c trou blc , vi th all f orn1s of practical 1n a ter-
i ali sm - an unrelieved emphasis upon the collective~ external dirccri on 
of action. It neg 1 ects the in tern al, person al or spiri h1a I aspect of h urnan 
life; it mcchn.nizcs man b)7 rcgin1enting his activity· nnd allo,vs no room 
for inner self-initiative and development of individual character. 

"\t etJ a.cc.ording to Peabody; it is the emphasis upon independent 
pcrs onal c hara c tcr that id en tifi cs the cthi cal and rcli gi o us heart of the 
Chrjsrian Gospel. rlerc js the indispensable contribution of the n1es-
sage of Jesus to the ,vhole issue of the Social Question~_ Peabody be-
lieved that the Ne,v Te~ta1ncnt had been hadly 1nisrcpresented at the 
hands of the socjal radicals.. There ,vas no clear program for jnstihl-
tional refor1n in the teachings of J csus; rather J csus e111ploy·ed (like 

Potts,. 1 oo. 
:l[ 'Tbe Cbris-tian Lff e in the Modern 1-Vorld~ 1: ii. 
:zzL . oc. f.Jt~ 

Tbe ApprtJach to the Social Question, 191-191. 
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Peabody) a casc-systc1n,' preferring situational )udgrnents on special 
problerns to general pronouncements. Jesus' '\vay of approach to the 
life of his age ,vas not by external organization or n1a.ss-movements or 
force .of numbers 1 or in any ,vay f ron1 ,vithout; but by interior inspira-
tion, by the quickening of individualst by the force of personality., or, 
so to speak, from ,vithin.n .2-:1 

Of course it must again be observed that Peabody ,vas not unin-
terested in a comprehensive pattern that uni fies and integrates the 
results of a case a.pproach to the particular needs of individuals. On 
the contrar}', the notio11 of the Kingdon1 of God., on ,vhich Peabody 
placed considerable en1phasis, provides the universal plan ,vhercin all 
individual actions nrc harmonized and ful filled4 The Kin gdo111 of God 
is the theological name for the evolving pattern of unity· that ,ve have 
noted alrca d )T _ 

The point js simply· that ,vhilc the I(ingdon1 of God inspires sociali-
zation of action or 1nutual concern, it provides no ounvard design for 
social organization other than to require tbe opportttnity for personal 
cbaracter devclop111eut4 ('If the prin1ary aim of Jesus is to set forth the: 
principle of personality, to a,vaken the higher life of persons, to 1nake 
a 1nan 'con1c to himself/ then no social conditions have1 under his 
tcachingt any· right to exist ,Yhich can obstruct or ,vhich even f~il to 
encourage th is end of individual gro,v rh, opportunity, jnitiati ve and 
character_'~ 2~ This sort of pri n ci pl e, inspired as it is by cthi ca I id e alisrn, 
becomes in Peabody's thought the 111ain guideline for makjng social 
ethical decisions. Institutions 1nust be evaluated ,vith respect to ,vhcthcr 
they advance or retard personal gro\vth. ~,,~'ithin this problc1n of the 
better .social order lies al,vays the problen1 of the better man.,, 20 

The separate parts of the Social Questions can be likened to four 
J csus Christ and tbe Social Question, 89, 
lbid.t l I 1-1 I Z, 

Lot. tit. This emphasis upon indhrjdual character as the key to social ttans-
f o.rm1tion is a consjstent theme in So ci~ 1 G ospcI U tcr~tu re+ 1 'It is a curious f i ct thg t 
,vhile the leadEr.s of the Socia} Gospel attacked the individualism of l>rotcstant 
thcology1 they themselves never completely transcended that tradition+ J\·lcn such as 
Josi-ah Strong, Samuel Z. Batten, Francis G. Pe;:1body., and Shailer l\i1athe,vs \Vtote 
volunlinously on the subject of the social te~ching.s of Jesus:1 ehborating endlessly the 
so cb 1 theme , , , yet n the end they ren1-a i ned in di vi d ua 1 ists. At the; con cl us ion of 
Sh a iler !vi a rhe\VS~ S ochrl Teflcbings of ] e sux he ,vrote that if Christi iln ity i~ to 
choose benvecn the changing of society and the changing of individua]st it \Vill 
choose the la ttcr .' 1 J an1 cs Dom bro-·ws ki, The E nrl y Days of C bristi an So Efol inu in 
A 111e r i cci ( N e,v Y or k1 x 9 3 6), p. 1 8~ Cerra in 1 y th is ind i ,Ti dualistic e 1n ph asis is one 
important reason why m~ny Sodal Gospcllers ,vere so suspicious of orthodox 
5oda1ism. 
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concentric circles ,vhich sha pc the life of the indivjdua 1: the fan1i]y, 
the industrial order, the state) and the church. Because of the pressures 
of tin1c\ ,ve shall il1ustrJte the ,vay Peabody relates religious and ethical 
convictions to social anal)rsis by taking account only of the first nvo 
of these. 

FAMILY 

Pcabody· ,vas ,vel1 a\vare that the An1erican family ,vas being threat-
ened .. Rising rates of divorce, socialist proposals to ahoHsh the family 
altogether, and relativist scepticjsm about the n1oral defcnsibjlity· of 
1nonogan1y 1 all posed serious questions for the social ethicist. But by 
111 ea n s of P eab od y' s scheme of analysis-and eva 1 u a ti o nt th c questions 
conld be a.ns,vcrcd~ For hin1 the 111onogamous fan1i1)7 unit ,vas both 
socially feasible and ethically and rcligiousl}r desirable. He ,vas con-

· vinccd not only that "the 111ainten-ancc of fan1ily· integrit:) 7 is the basis 
of the present social order/' but also that ''those tendencies snd 
en tcr prises in modern soci cty ,v h ic h 1n a 1 cc for d on1cstic stab ilit}7 arc 
most directly in line \Vith the purpose of Jesus." .2r 

In the institution of 1nonoga1ny, the en1crging pattern of history 
and the spiritual insight of Jesus intersect. ''The familJr as \Ve under-
stand it) \Vith its 1nntual sacrifices., its personal self-surrender., its dis-
cover)T of the higher self jn the social group, appears to be an end 
to\vard ,vhich the movement of social evo1ution has been for ages 
tending.,, ~s Likc,vise, ('Jesus pictured to himself a perfect spiritual 
unity of social life, ,vhich he called the kingdom of God; and of that 
.final fulfihncnt of his desire the germ and type Vi'"ere in the unity of the 
fa1ni1)7 group, ,vhcrc the self-realization of each individual ,vas found 
in loving self-surrender.'' ~0 \};/hat cannot be missed is Pcabody,s 
en1phasis upon discovering the higher self in the social group 1 and the 
self-realization of each indi viduaL The building of personal. character 
is ,vhat the n1onogan1ous fanuly helps to insure, as anyone can sec \Vho 
puts the results of Eocifll evolution side by side ,vith the teachings of 
Jesus. 

Furthern1ore, those ,vho foresee the collapse of the family overlook 
the "forgotten 1nillions'1 \vho ustill find in .... the hon1e the -essential 
n1caning of life> 3nd in the teaching of Jesus its best interpreter.,, so 

r. J esur Cbrist n-11d tb.e Socia! Question1 16z . 
.2g 1 bid., 139. 

l birL, 178r 
ro 1'he Cbristifin Life i1J t!Je Modfrn 1¥ orld! 741 5, 
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In fact1 all that he ,vas talking about v{as, Peabody believed, '(the 
si111 ple story of the normal American hon1c. ,, 31 

INDUSTRIAL ORDER 

The connection bcnvccn certain aspects of norn1al American ex-
perience and the emerging Kingdom ,·vas by no 1neans confined to the 
fan1ily· in Peabody's mind. If any-thing1 economic activity ,vas an eve11 
clearer locus of the spiritual meaning of life, that is~ of the possibilities 
-and opp orruni ti es for building personal character on a , vid e scale. In 
his o,vn ,vay, Pcabod}7 ,vas an urunistakablc proponent of the Protestant 
Et11ic.3~ 

As in the case of the family, Peabody never tired of attacking the 
extcrnalisln of .socialist proposals for ccono1nic reforn1. Concern for 
conditions rather than character ,vas about all one could expect f ro1n 
p cop le ,v ho 1 acke d spiritual insight as ,v ell ns sociological ,visd om. 
Pea bod y,s basic contention a pp ears a11 through out his ,vritings~ '' Any 
econon1ic 1ni1lcniu111 1nust be reached, first of all, through the con-
secrated initiative of co111 pc tent in div id ua ls . .,, 3 3 This did not mca 11 that 
Peabody ,vas insensitive to rcform 1 or that he sided co1npletcly ,vith 
the stan1s quo. On the contrar}7 ~ he detested the vast inequities of the 
Amcri can economic systcn11 and h c blamed them on the co111111crcialisn1 
and n1atcrialism of greedy businessmen. He urged upon his country-
men the principles of ste\vardship and shaI"jng, and he quickened them 

~Loe.cit .. 
Among the lead crs of the Social Gospel. Pe ab od y ,~ra s by no me~ ns a1o ne in his 

esp 011 sa l of tl-i e Prott.stant Ethic. 0 n freq ucnt o ce:asions pcopl e 1 ike ,v aker 
Ra use hen Lu sch ec 1 locd the sa1ne sen rim en t: ftthe most comn1on f or.1n of sin£ ul selfish-
ness is th~ effort to escape froin labor .... In the long run the only true "\vay to 
gain moral insight. sc]f-disdpH11ei hutntlity, love, and a consciousness of coherence 
and dependence, is to take our p] ace sun ong those "' ho s ~rve one :i nothc r by useful 
fobor .. Parasitism blinds; \Vork reveals/, 1,beology for the Social Gos-pel (Ne~" 
York, 1917 )t p. 103. 

The place of the Protestant Ethic in Social Gos pc] thnu gh t suggests a slight 
V.Ir iation on one of Max Weher 1s famous 3 ssc rdons. "VVe her c] ain1ed that the 
1'religious xoot0 of the spirit of capitalism w·as dead by the early t°'ventieth century, 
,vhen he '"vrotc. ln one sense, of course. ,v ell er \Vas cotnp1etcly .rjght~ odginal Cal-
vinistic Puritanism di cl not in.flu cnce the th colo gica l th i t1 king of men like Peabody, 
nor very many others of his time. Yet the fact that a \\-Tork ct hie ta lH:..S on sue h 
tremendous signific,u1cc for a 1nan Jike Peabody pojnts to something important. It 
lncans th-at predsely during the e.Irly nventieth cenh1ry-, Vtr]1cn Pcaho<ly ,v~$ also 
,vriting, the ProtcstAnt Ethic v.·as stfl1 a matter of great religious consequence. 
Indeed, so far as Peabody ,vas concerned, the "'gospel of '\\.'Orkt AS he callf:d iti ·w.is 
v-cry ne-arly the critical ingredient of genuine religjous perception. 

33 Jesus Cf;rirt and the Social Questiont 324. 
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to their responsibilities for the poor and the ,vorkers by recommending 
European experiments in labor legislation, social security, and indus-
trial cooperatives. 

But ,vhat is most srrikjng in Peabody's cconon1ic ethic is his spirit 
of reserve, his explicit counsel to go s10'\V in bringing about necessary 
readjusttnents. It ,vus not that he ,vas eager to defend vested interests. 
It ,vas only that he hgd deep confidence in the emerging patterns 
he observed all around him. Socialism is terribl)7 discontent ab out 
evcrythin g. . Peabody's more incren1 ental recommendations., he be-
lieved, take things as tbey are, and try "to shape them for the comn1on 
good.'' ~4 

For., after all, things as they are - at .least ,vhen vic\vcd from the 
_perspective of the '~u!)iver~al plan'" - arc not so bad. The present 
_ind nstri al order, though in drastic need of pie cc1nenl rearrangements., 
is, like the monogamous family,. both more feasible and more desirable 
than secular critics understand. ,vhen it came do\vn to it~ Peabody 
found in the evolving n1iddle-class mov·ement a basis for the truly good 
societ)7 • The ~~middle-class multitudc,n he ,vrote,. "gives to n1odcrn 
society its vigor and .hope, and hasJ on the ,vholc, the best chance of 
personal and domestic happiness. . . • The ,va)T up is open to the 
hu1nblcst of then1J jf he be s.obcr, frugal~ honest, and sound in health.,, 35 

lf there is one underlying thcn1c running throughout_ Peabody's 
_,v ri tings, it is the moral goodness of individual ha.rd , v or k, such as is 
found among the middle classes. In disciplined ,vor k personal charac-
ter is trained and self-mastery achieved. Penbod)r quite characteris-
tica 11 y· sun1m ar izes the reH gi ou s ccntra Ii ty of th is 1n atter: ' 1 The id cal of 
Jes us . , . proposes a utilization of tl1c ;,vor k of the , vor 1 d for the 
saving, 11ot of one's o,vn .soul ulone, but of the ,vorld itself. Not the 
rcj cction, but the consecration of ,vork; not a retreat f ron1 the ,vorldt 
but a victory over the ,vorld; not an ascetic1 but an athletic religion, 
is the teaching of the Gospels4 ,, 8~ 

'\Vithout question~ then, Peabody's conception of the Social Gospel 
retains a substantial a ttach1nent to An1erican middle-cl ass-val u cs, both 
in hon1e and ,vork. These values become ,voven into an evolutionary· 
id calism ,v hich provides th ctn , v ith ultimate theological sanction4 
Looked at from the perspective either of social developmcntt or of 

tiu, Ind u str fol Co-opcr~ tion in Eng land/' F onn111 VIII ( N ovcm ber 18 B 9}, 2. 8 l i 

The Christian Lift in the Modern lVorld, 108, :uo. 
u I bid., 89. 
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religious· idealism, the · pattern of Atnerican life - given some altera-
tions in favor of open..i ng opportunities for al1 - is n reasonable ap-
proxin1ation of the Kingdom of God~ Jurgen Herbst rjghtl) 7 observes 
that Pea bod }7 c an1e '.: dangerously close to u. sin1 pl e i den ti fi ca ti on of 
Christianity ,vi th An1erican id ea H stn.,' 37 

CoNCLUSION 

v\T e suggested in the beginning th -at \Ve could learn son1e I essons 
hoth from the relevance and the irrelevance of Peabody·'s thought for 
our o,vn activities. By no,v it surely ,vill not be hard to convince us 
that 1nuch of ,vhnt Peabody had to say cannot do for our titnc. To 
begin ,vithi he gave insufficient attention to intcllccrual boundary 
n1aintenancc, if I rnay borro\v a term from Professor Parsons. In fact~ 
it is hard to find any real boundaries in his thought at all. He slips and 
slides ,vith the greatest of case from field to field, fro111 e1npirical 
judg1ncnt to ethical evaluation. 

Y~lhcther a Departtncnt of Social Ethics is a good idea in 2 u1livcrsity 
is 211 interesting question. But in order to give an a.nS\ver, one 1nust 
kno"r precisely ,vhat ~ocial ethics is as a discipline - ,vha.t sort of 
data it studies, ,vhat its assumptions and theories and methods are as 
d istin gui shed fro n1 other d isci plincs.. It is cl e-nr Peabody had no such 
delimited conception of his .subjc·ct, and the only surprising thing about 
his de partm en t is thu t it survived ~s I ong as it did. 

So long as one assumes that the order of proper action si1npl y 
emerges or evolves from th c historical pro ccss and in1poses itself d irccd y 
upon the consciousness of 1nost 1ncn, there is~ of course, no need to 
reflect S)rstematically on ethics us a discipline that is jndependcnt of 
social observation. '~'hen one makes that sort of assun1ption, then 
et hies is .fina 11 y s oci u 1 s cicncc, and social s cicnc e ethics, as , vas the c~se 
of Peabody. But there arc, as ,ve kno,v no,v1 very serious difficulties 
in thinking th at ,vay. 

Not only arc there logical problems in failing to identify the bound-
aries bct,vecn ethics and social science, but -a]so the flcxibilit) 7 of each 
is curtailed ,vhcn the t\vo become one. The ,vay Peabody makes 
inductive .social science and Christian religious norms confir1n the 
ethical supcriorityr of An1erican middle-class institutions strikes one as 

~. J urg-cn rl er bstt ' 1 Francis Greenwood Peabody: H rvard ts Th eo-1 ogj An of the 
Social Gospcl:ti, Harv-ard Tbeological Review, LIV (January 1961 )i 65. 
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both fallacious and dangerous. It is hardly certain that inductive social 
science as sue h con firn1s th c ethical su perj ori t) 7 of 1111 y i nsti tu ti ons. 
And ,vithout a great deal 1nore clarification it ,vould he difficult to 
accept the 81lcged connections benveen the teachings of Jesus nnd 
"11orrnal An1crican experience,,, As ,ve kno,v, the Christian ethical 
tradition is a good deal richer in .options than that. 

If there is to be a discipline of social ethics, it must begin from a 
position quite different frotn Pc~bod) 7 's. !lather than assuming that 
religious and ethical and social scientific assertions all fit together of 
their u,-vn accord, the social ethicist ,vill have to accept the burden of 
proof for ~hu\ving bo-1v they fit together, if, jndecd, they· do. This ,viU 
take an eye for the boundaries, a capacity for discrin1ination and 
clarity· that Peabody did not possess. In a ,vord> the shortcon1ings of 
Pc abod y" s approach ccac h the social ethicist th at in a Ii tcral sense h c 
ought to know ,vhat he is doing .. 

If ,,rould be unfair\ ho,vcver, to leave our con.sidera.cions -at th-at. If 
Peabody's n1cthod of doing things appears to us no,v only a Jittlc more 
than quaint, his objectives ,verc 1 I bel i eve1 def ensihle" The concern 
to relate the study of ethics 2nd social science is a useful en tcr prise in 
any ac aden1ic contcxt 7 religious or not. It is ,v orth \ v hi le because b 0th 
<liscipHnes are finally occupied ,vith hun1an :1ction1 albeit from different 
perspectives. Ethics and socia.l science are not the same, but they are 
interested in the s-an1e thing. Jf there is one grc8t gap in rhc philosoph-
ical .study of ethics these days~ it is in the 111attcr of relating n1ethods 
of ethical reflection to the analysis of society. It is here that the 
tradition of social ethics, no,\~ n1ostly exiled to theological schools, 
1nay be of some service .. 

Fin a 11 y, Pea bod )7 ~ s passion for translating rcli gion in to disciplined 
actionJ for extending the Gospc] into the \Vorld> for attuning the 
church to the 11ecds of society, is, jn part, the fruit of the Ne,v England 
Puri tan tradition , v hich: by h j s o,v n adn1issio n~ had an infl ue nee up on 
his moral thought. In his o,vn ,va}7 and ,vith his o,vn categories Pea~ 
body· helped to channel the resources of a gre-a.t religious heritage in 
the direction of relevant social action. That ,vas a ,vorthy task. Ccr~ 
tainly, all \vho today affirn1 holy ,vorldlincss as the true 1node of 
Christian behavior stand deep in the debt of ~""lrancis Greenlvood 
Peabody. 

Yale Universit}7 


