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Francis Greenwood Peabody’
David Little

¥ 15 quitc appropriate upon this occasion to consider the thought

and life of Francis Greenwood Peaboedy, though I would not have

predicred it when I dusted off a stack of his books and dutifully

set out lcarning more about him than I cared at that time to know,
Peabody is, of course, important simply on historical grounds. He
holds a distinguished place in the history of Harvard University, and
he made a contribution to the rise of the Social Gospel in the United
States. In 1880 Peabody began teaching theology and homiletics in
the Divinity School, and from 1901 to 1900 he served as its dean, In
1886 he was appointed Plnmmer Professor of Christian Morals in the
University, a chair he occupied until his retirement in 1913. Peabody
was probably the first professor of social ethics in the country, and in
1906 he founded the Department of Social Ethics (now partially
revived in the form of the Cabot Chair of Social Ethics). Together
with these achievements, he published several volumes, the most in-
flucntial of which dealt with religious and moral aspects of early
twenticth-century social problems. Peabody’s first book, Jesus Christ
and the Social Question (1900}, must take its place alongside certain
works of Walter Rauschenbusch and Shailer Mathews as a leading
example of the literature of the Social Gospel.

But there is more ta I'rancis Greenwood Peabody than these accom-
plishments, He performs for us two of the functions of a significant
historical figure: on the onc hand, his outlook is sufficiently sct apart
from ours so as to highlight the differences between his age and con-
temporary times. Lo look carefully at Peabody is to see just how dated
some mineteenth- and carly twentieth-century assamptions about reli-
gion, cthics, and society are. On the other hand, he sharcs with us
enough common concerns, he straggles over enough similar problems,
to represent even taday something of an intriguing challenge. In short,

* An address deliverced on 21 April 1966 at the 150th Anniversary Convocation of
the Harvard Divinity Schoaol.
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Peahody 1s worth our trouble because of the lessons that can be learned
both from the relevance and the irrelevance of his thought for the
mid-twenticth century.

If only superficially, it is not hard to understand why Pcabody’s
works might be allowed to accumulate dost. According to current
tastcs, they display neither spirited style nor piercing insight. They
are at many points hopelessly redundant, and for the chastened mind
of our cra they are sometimes painfully sentimental. For thesc reasons
alone, anything approaching a “Peabody renaissance” is highly unlike-
ly, no matter what we do today.

Neverthcless Peabody frequently spoke to his cnvironment in ways
that arc by no means foreign tous. In the inangural issuc of the Harvard
Theological Review in 1908 he made the following statement:

The time may appear to many persons inopportunc for the Iaunching of a
Journal of Theology. The tide of theolugical interest may scem to have cbbed
so low as to lcave no channcl for such a venture; the profession of the ministry
fails to win recruits; the queen of the sciences is deposed from her throne,
critics are anoponncing the rout of the theolagical schaols. The machinery of
the churches, it is true, revolves with energy, but it does not scem te be geared
into the wheels of the working world; and the deliberations of the theclogians
are frankly regarded by great numbers of people with indifference, if not with
contempt.”

Throughour his carccr, Peabody was disturbed, as are many peoplc
today, by the apparent gap between the church and society — by the
failure of religious activity “to be geared into the whecls of the working
world.” His diagnosis sounds strangely familiar. The church and the
theological entcrprisc have been enfeebled because of rigid conven-
tionalism in dogma and practice. It is for this reason that the church
can neither gain academic respect nor attract mimisters. Indecd, intel-
Jectual and ecclesiastical rigidity has produced two woeful afflictions:
(1) it has rendered religious people indifferent to the “burning social
questions” of the time, and {2) it has prevented all men — religious
and secular alike — from perceiving the genuine theological signifi-
cance of social change and development.

So far as 1 can well, modern theologians are sull attempting to com-
bat these twin afllictions — religious indifference to secular questions,
on the one sidc, and sccular indiffcrence to theological questions, on the
other. By examining Pcabody’s proposed cures for these two afllictions,

**The Call to Theology,” Harvard Theological Review, 1 (January 1go8), 1.
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WeC Imay come to understand the strange way in which he is both
relevant and irrcvelant for our gencration.

Tue Prosrem oF RevLicious INDIFFERENCE To THE Socian QUESTION

Although the term Soctal Question no Jonger resonates in our ears
as 1t did for Peabody’s contemporaries, we can easily grasp the pheno-
menon that che term was mtended to describe. When we talk, as we
do constantly, about social change, transformation, devclopment,
revolution, we arc discussing, in cffect, the Social Question. The semi-
numinous character of that term has even been absorbed by the words
we now use in its place.

The most conspicuous and disturbing fact of contemporary life is its social
unrest. No institution of society — the family, the state, or the church —is so
fixed in stability or in sanctity as to be safe from radical transformation, The
growth of the great industry, with its comhinations of capital and its organiza-
tions of lahor, the unpreecdented accurnulation of wealth in the hands of the
few, and the cqually unprecedented increase of power in the hands of the many,
— thesc, and many other signs of the time, point to new social adjustments,
and awaken a new social spipt, It is the age of the Social Question ., , ®

So far as Pcabody is concerned, the Sacial Question is posed by an
incontrovertible and unavoidable sct of sacial facts which must be
allowed to shape the framework for all thinking and acting. Ide pro-
poses what is called today, I believe, 2 “theology of response,” and the
response is to nonc other than social change.

But there are, as we indicated, certain modes of rcligious 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. FKirst, Peabody condemned the
theological orthodoxy that existed, he believed, hoth herc and abroad.
It did not much matter whether this orthodoxy was the arid rationalism
of his own Unitarian denomination, or the repelling and defensive
dogmatism of German Luthcrans. Kach was cqually guilty of “the
habits of isolation and traditionalism which beset the theological mind,”
and, conscquently, each was guilty of cutting off contact “berween
. . . professional rescarches and the human needs of modern life.” ¢

Second, Pezbody took issuc with all literalistic attempts to derive a
detailed ethic from the New Testament. To recommend, in the spiric

*The Approach to the Social Question (New York, 1909}, pp. 2-3-
¢ Jesus Christ and the Secial Question (New York, 1900}, p. 55.
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of Tolstoi, pacifism, social withdrawal and poverty as the unalterable
rales of the Christian life is to mistake “the occasionalism of the Gospels
for universalism.” * To fix on the historically bound and therefore
impracticable utterances of Jesus is to lose sight of whac it is in the
(zospel that actually applics to the Social Question. Third, the cscha-
tological and interimsethical cmphasis of Schweitzer would neccssarily
impcede any scriovs appreciation of the Social Question. If Jesus is
understood only as an apocalypticist, then the relevance of his teaching
must be confined only to his own time.

For Pcabody, by contrast, the message of the New Testament was
anything but fixed or static or confined. The central motifs of the
Gospels are power and Jife. “Power and Lifc are . . . words, not of
opinion or definition, but of expansion, vitality, momentum, growth,
They are symbols of a dynamic faith . . . The Christian character is
thus a manifestation of power, a way of life. The kingdom of God is
Jike leaven, likc a great tree; but leaven is a pervasive influence, a tree
1s an unfolding growth. Christian erhics is a scicnee of spiritual dyna-
mics.”’ °

The point is, of course, that the essence of the Christian religion and
the movement of social change come to the same thing. “If . . . both
religion and the Social Question are . . . interpretations of experience
in the world that now is, — then it is not only needless, but it is im-
possible, to hold them asunder.” * Above all, true religion rclates to
the Social Question in terms of will and of action, In terms, that is, of
human movement. If the Social Gospel meant anything, it meant a
preference for the call to social duty over intellectual reflection or
spiritual contemplation.- Peabody saw it that way, too.

The age of the Social Question has made many pecple less confident in their
metaphysics, and less scrutinizing of their own souls, To such a time . . . and
to people primarily concerned with action, efficicney, and service, there offers
itsclf, as though designed for immediate use, the way to God which leads
through the dedication of the will.®

This emphasis npon right action, upon conscientious response to the
Social Question, underlies Peabody’s specific judgments about the
ministry and the church, judgments that sound remarkably up-to-date.

“The Christian Life in the Modern World (New York, 1914), p. 26.
*Ibid., 32-33.

"The Approach o the Secial Question, 171,

*Ibid., 183,
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It is commonly said that [the ministry] . . . no longer appeals to modern
minds, and that che future of religion is imperilled by the lack of men to serve
hery and the statistics of thealogical education seem to confirm this opinion,
and to cncourage this despondency, If, however, the workd with all its needs
and hopes is the objcet of redemption; if the province of religion comprchends
the entire range of social amelioration; then the calling of the minister, instead
of being stranded on the shores of the present time, finds itself in the very
center of the current of the age . . . When a young inan, as now so {requently
happens, deliberates whether he shall enter the ministry or enlist in the calling
of social service, he is, in fact, not choosing between two professions, buc be-
tween two departnients of the same profession . . . ta draw a line between the
two is to rob religion of its reality and social service of its sacredness.®

Secular, socially conscious activity ought to characterize not only the
ministry but the church as well. The first order of business for the
church is to overcome its long-standing preoccupation with crecds and
dogmas, with “intellectual consent rather than . . . moral pledge.” *°
We must have what Peabody called a socialized church, “swhich com-
prchends within its proper sphere, not worship, clergy, doctrine, and
charity alone, but the whole troubled world of modern life, its conflict
of classes, its dissensions of industry, its problems of politics, its sins
of property.” ** In a word, the church must have a social program.™

Religious indifference to the Social Question, then, must be com-
batted by wholehcarted attention to worldly action. Social concern
for Peabody was not, however, a simple matter. He had little use for
those who would “do good, quick,” who possessed “zeal without
knowledge, generosity without discrimination, discontent without dis-
cernment.” ®*  All who wished to respond to the demands of social
change needed science as well as sentiment,

Like many of his contemporaries,”* Peabody recommended wide
exposure to the methods of social science as the basis for sound moral
action. This admonition came quite naturally to hun, given his assump-
tions, Since the ethical aims of true religion and the manifest pattern
of social development were belicved to be rooted in one and the same
phenomenon, inductive empirical investigation of social lifc could only

*1bid., 19p—201.

*The Christian Life in the Modern World, 198,

NIbid,, 217.

® Yesus Christ and the Social Question, 41.

R The Approach to the Social Question, 6. :

" 8ee Sidncy Fine, Laissez Faire and the General-Welfare State (Ann Arbor,
1964}, chapters VI ff,
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complement and enrich the moral task. He is very clear about this:
“Ethics is finally social science and social science is ethics. Ethics is
the end of sociology.” **

In other words, religion and social science meet in the study and
doing of ethics. TFor this reason religious souls, struggling to make their
faith “practicable” must learn ro utilize economics and sociology.'®
I'rom Pcabody’s point of view, social science is in its way as much a
response to the Social Question as is religion. The inquiries of good
social science are shaped and directed by the “varied incidents which
create the Social Question” ** — namely, by particular social problems.
Pcabody was aware that some social scientists might not be completcly
content to understand their discipline primacily as a function of social
amelioration or to confine their studics to specific social ills. He knew
about attempts to build a systematic discipline of sociclogy. But he
was siugularly wnimpressed by the prospects. Very interestingly, he
comnpared the construction of an encompassing sociological discipline
with the building of a metaphysical system, and he found them both
similarly wanting. “{Systematic sociology], like dirigible ballconing,
may easily become a passion for inventive minds, but it is still involved
in great difficultics of balance and steering, and remains . . . very
much in the air,”

This bias against systematic sociology is related to his antipathy for
systematic theology. Tt is not that Peabody favored some form of
radical empiricism for its own sake, or even that he was by disposition
opposed to all comprehensive categories. We have already scen that
he was not averse to generalizing in his own way about things like
religion and social life. However, for him the comprebensive, all-
integrating pattern is already there. It does not need to be constructed.
Anyone who starts building systems — whether in theology or social
science — has by definition overlooked the unity and harmony of life
which is even now emerging before our very eyes. Social cxperience,
like rcligious experience, alrcady fits together around an cbservable
scheme of development.

Taking the conscquences of his conviction that social investigation,
religion, and ethics would all naturally harmonize themselves, he in-

* David B, Potts, “Social Ethics at Harvard, 1881-1931,” Social Sciences at Har-
vard, 1866-1920, ¢d, by Paul Buck (Cambridge, 1965), p. 103.

¥ Bee The Approach to the Social Question, 2930,

" Loc. it ‘

“ibid,, 51,
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troduced a course in “Practical Ethics” in the Divinity School in 1881.
Here he developed an inductive case method for studying social
problems. In 1883 the course was thrown open to undergraduvates as
well as Divinity students, and over the years its enrollment mushroomed
impressively. In the catalogue the course description read: *Studies of
Practical Problems: Temperance, Charity, Labor, Prison Discipline,
Divorce, etc.,” though among the students it was known as “Peabo’s
drainage, drunkcnness and divorce.”

In 1906 the Department of Social Ethics was formed, giving Peca-
body an opportunity to develop more extensively his way of doing
things. He and his colleagues offered courses in “The Ethics of the
Social Questions,” “Criminology and Penology,” “Social Amelioration
in Furope” and so on. As part of the program Peabody 1nstituted what
appears to have been his passion — the so-called Social Muscum, This
consisted of a room in Emerson Hall in which was displayed all manner
of charts, graphs, maps and pictures depicting charitable and welfare
activities In many parts of the world. Although Hugo Minsterberg,
then professor of psychology, was greatly amused by the exhibits and
asked whether they could not more beneficially be collected 1in book
form, Pcabody had his own reasons for chis Museunm. ' He was cager to
stress the Inductive character of social ethics, and thus compared his
collcerion with muscums of natural science.

It is the same accession of patience which the naturalist feels when he turns
from his own limited inquiry teo the great collections of a Museum of Com-
parative Zoology, and finds that the limited range of facts which he has been
observing fall into their place within a universal plan. . . . The scudent of the
Social Muscum is incvitably led to appreciate more distinctly the character of
the social movement in which he has his share.1®

The Social Muscum was meant to embody Peabody’s fundamental
assumption: that efforts at examining and responding to particular and
seemingly isolated social problems would eventually fall into place
within a universal plan.

It must be remembered that this universal plan was at bottom a
rchigious one. “There is no study,” Peabody said, “which more mani-
{estly shows the spirit of God in the affairs of men, or the blessing of
the Christian position, than the study of social reforms. They exhibit

¥ The Social Musenrn as an Iustrument of Umiversity Teaching (Cambridge,
1908), p. 6.
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both the nced and the inspiration of the religious impulse.” # There
can be no misitake about it: for Peabody one could not fathom the
meaning of true religion and remain indifferent to the Sacial Question.

Trie PRoBLEM OF SECULAR INPIFFERENCE TO TrEOLOGICAL QUESTIONS

If it is customary in present-day theological discussion to chastise
the churches becanse of their Jack of social concern, it is equally
popular to arguc that Christianity, properly understood, leads to an
authentic perception of secular social life, In his own way Peabody
also employed both techniques. While he was eager, as we have scen,
to cxposc religious people to the full force of the Social Question, he
was not content to confuse the socialization of religion with complete
sccularization.* He consistently opposcd attempts to discard all con-
cern for the theological tradidion and its imagery. “Is worship to be
supplanted by work, theclogy by sociology, communion with God
by the service of man? On the contrary,” he responded, “the highest
function of the Christian Church . . . is not that of secularization,
bur that of spiritualization.” *

Writing at a time when Marxism and several brands of agnosticism
were busy dispensing with theology altogether, Peabody affirmed that
the demands of social change could not be adequately met unless a
theological or spiritual dimension were retained. In fact, for all their
attention to the Social Question, the Marxists, Peabody believed,
constituted “the most immediate peril” to responsible action.® The
trouble with Marxism is the trouble with all forms of practical mater-
ialism — an unrelieved emphasis upon the collective, external direction
of action. It neglects the internal, personal or spiritual aspect of human
life; it mechanizes man by regimenting his activity and allows no rcom
for inner self-imtiative and development of individual character.

Yet, according to Peabody, it is the emphasis upon independent
personal character that identifics the ethical and religious heart of the
Christian Gospel. Flere is the indispensable contribution of the mes-
sage of Jesus to the whole issuc of the Social Question. Peabody be-
licved that the New Testament had been badly misrepresented at the
hands of the social radicals. There was no clear program for institu-
tional reform in the teachings of Jesus; rather Jesus employed (like

* Potts, 100,

* The Christian Life in the Modern World, 222,
% Loc. it

2 The Approach o the Social Question, 191-19:.
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Peabody) 2 case-system, preferring situational judgments on special
problems to general pronouncements. Jesus' “way of approach to the
life of his age was not by external organization or mass-movements or
force of numbers, or in any way from without; but by interior inspira-
tion, by the quickening of individuals, by the force of personality, or,
so to speak, from within.” *

Of coursc it must again be observed that Peabody was not unin-
terested in a comprehensive pattern that unifies and intcgrates the
results of 2 casc approach to the particular necds of individuals, On
the contrary, the notion of the Kingdom of God, on which Pecabody
placed considcrable emphasis, provides the universal plan whercin ail
individual actions arc harmonized and fulfilled. The Kingdom of God
is the theological name for the evolving pattern of unity that we have
noted alrcady. -

The point is simply that while the Kingdom of God inspires saciali-
zation of action or mutual concern, it provides no ourward design for
sacial orpanization other than to require the opporiunity for personal
character development. “If the primary aim of Jesus is to set forth the
principle of personality, to awaken the higher life of persons, to make
2 man ‘come to himself,” then no social conditions have, under his
teaching, any right to exist which can obstruct or which even fail to
encourage this end of individual growth, opportunity, initiative and
character.” * This sort of principle, inspired as it is by ethical idealism,
becomes in Pesbody’s thought the main guideline for making social
ethical decisions. Institutions must be evaluated with respect to whether
they advance or retard personal growth. “Within this problem of the
better social order lies always the problem of the better man.” **

The separate parts of the Social Questions can be likened to four

* Jesus Christ and the Social Question, 8¢,

“1bid., 111=112.

®» Loc. ¢it. This emphasis upon individual character as the key to social trans-
formation is a consistent theme in Social Gospel literature. “It is a curious fact that
while the leaders of the Social Gospel attacked the individualism of Protestant
theology, they themselves never completcly transcended that tradition. Men such as
Josiah Strong, Samuel Z. Bacten, Francis G. Peabody, and Shailer Mathews wrote
voluminously on the subject of the social teachings of Jesus, elaborating endlessly the
social theme . . . yet in the end they remained individualists. At the conclusion of
Shailer Mathews’ Seocial Teachings of Jesus he wrote thar if Christianity Is to
choose between the changing of socicty and the changing of individuals, jt will
choose the latter.,” James Dombrowski, The Early Days of Christian Secialisy: in
America (New York, 1936), p. 18. Cernainly this individualistic emphasis is one
important reason why many Social Gospellers were so suspicious of orthodox
socialism.
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concentric circles which shape the life of the individual: the family,
the industrial order, the state, and the church. Because of the pressures
of time, we shall illnstrate the way Peabody rclates religious and ethical
convictions to soctal analysis by taking account only of the first rwo
of these, ‘

FamiLy

Pcabody was well aware that the American family was being threat-
cned. Rising rates of divorce, socialist proposals to ahelish the family
altogether, and relativist scepticism about the moral defensibility of
monogamy, all posed serious questions for the social ethicist. But by
means of Peabody’s scheme of analysis and evaluation, the questions
could be answered. For him the monogamous family unit was both
socially feasible and ethically and religiously desirable, He was con-
‘vinced not only that “the maintenance of family integrity is the basis
of the present social order,” but also that “thosc tendencies and
enterprises in modern socicty which make for domestic stability are
most directly in linc with the purpose of Jesus.” *

In the institution of monogamy, the emerging pattern of history
and the spiritual insight of Jesus interscce. “The family as we under-
stand it, with its mutual sacrifices, its personal sclf-surrender, its dis-
covery of the bigher self in the social group, appears to be an end
toward which thc movement of sacial evolution has been for ages
rending.” * Likewise, “Jesus pictured to himself a perfect spiritual
unity of social life, which he called the kingdom of God; and of that
final fulfilment of his desire the germ and type were in the unity of the
family group, where the self-realization of each individual was found
in loving sclf-surrender.” ** What cannot be missed 15 Peabody’s
emphasis upon discovering the higher self in the social group, and the
self-realization of cach individual. The building of personal character
is what the monogamous family helps to insure, as anyone can secc who
puts the results of social evolution side by side with the teachings of
Jesus.

Furthermore, those who foresce the collapse of the family overlook
the “forgotten millions™ whe “still find in . . . the home the essential
meaning of lifc, and in the teaching of Jesus its best mterpreter.” *

* Jesus Christ and the Social Question, 16z.
“1bid., 130.

“Ibid., 178.

* T'he Christian Life in the Modern World, 745,
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In fact, all that hc was talking about was, Peabody believed, “the
simple story of the normal American home.” *

IxnpUsTRIAL ORDER

The conncction between certain aspects of normal American ex-
perience and the cmerging Kingdom was by no means confined to the
family in Peabody’s mind. If anything, economic activity was an even
clearer locus of the spiritual meaning of life, that is, of the paossibilitics
and opportunities for building personal character on a wide scale. In
his own way, Peabody was an unmistakable proponent of the Protestant
LEthic.? |

As in the case of the family, Peabody never tired of attacking the
extcrnalism of socialist proposals for cconomic reform. Concern for
conditions rather than character was about all one could expect from
peaple who lacked spiritval insight as well as sociological wisdom.
Peabody’s basic contention appears all throughout his writings: “Any
economic millenium must be reached, first of all, through the con-
secrated initiative of competent individuals.” ** This did not mean that
Peabody was insensitive to rcform, or that he sided completcly with
the status quo. On the contrary, he detested the vast incquities of the
American economic system, and he blamed them on the commercialism
and materialism of greedy businessmen. He urged upon his country-
men the principles of stewardship and sharing, and he quickened them

= Log. cit.

¥ Among the leadcrs of the Social Gospel, Peabody was by no mezns alone in his
espousal of the Protestant Ethic. On frequent occasions people like Woalter
Rauschenbusch echoed the same sentiment: “the most common form of sinful selfish-
ness is the efforc to escape from labor. . . . In the long run the only true way to
gain moral insight, self-disciplive, humility, love, and a consciousncss of coherence
and dependence, Is to take our place among those who serve one another by useful
labor. Parasitism blinds; work reveals,” 'beology for the Social Gospel (New
York, 1917), p. 103,

The place of the Protestant Ethic in Social Gospel thought suggests a slight
variation on one of Max Weber's famous assertions. VWeber claimed that the
“religious raot™ of the spirit of capitalism was dead by the carly twentieth century,
when he wrote. In anc sense, of course, Weber was completely right: original Cal-
vinistic Puritanism did not influence the theological thinking of men like Peabody,
nor very many others of his time. Yet the fact that a work ethic takes on such
tremendous significance for a man like Peabody points to something important, e
incans that precisely during the early twentieth century, when Peabody was also
writing, the Protestant Fthic was still a matter of greav religious consequence,
Indeed, so far as Peabody was concerned, the “gospel of work,” as he called it, was
very nearly #he critical ingredient of genuine religious pereeption,

¥ Jesus Christ and the Social Question, 324,
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to their responsibilities for the poor and the workers by recommending
Europcan experiments in labor legislation, social security, and indus-
trial cooperativcs

But what is most striking in Peabody’s ecconomic ethic is his spirit
of reserve, his explicit counse!l to go slow in bringing about neCessary
readjustments. It was not that he was eager to defend vested interests.
It was only that he had deep confidence in the emerging patterns
he observed all around him. Socialism is terribly discontenr about
everything.. Peabody’s more incremental recommendations, he be-
lieved, take things as they are, and try “to shape them for the common

g o0 d‘:i a4
I'or, after all, thing‘; as they are — at least when vicwed from the
perspective of the “universal plan” — are not so bad. The present

industrial order, though in drastic need of piccemeal rearrangements,
15, like the MONOFAmMous tamily, both morc feasible and more dcsu'ablc
than sccular crirics understand. When it came down to it, Peabody
found in the evolving middle-class movement a basis for the truly good
society. The “middle-class multitude,” he wrote, “gives to modern
socicty its vigor and hope, and has, on the whole, the best chance of
personal and domestic happiness. . . . The way up is open to the
humblest of them, if he be sober, frugal, honest, and sound in health.” #

If there is one underlying theme running throughout. Peahody’s

writings, it is the moral goodness of individual hard work, such as is
found among the middle elasses. In disciplined work personal charac-
ter is trained and self-mastery achieved. Peabody quite characteris-
tically summarizes the religious centrality of this matter: “The ideal of
Jesus ., . proposes a utilization of the work of the world for the
saving, not of one’s own soul alone, but of the world itself. Not the
rcjection, but the consecration of work; not a retreat from the world,
but a victory over the world; not an ascetic, but an athletic religion,
1s the teaching of the Gospels.” *

Without question, then, Pcabody’s conception of the Social Gospel
retains a substantal attachment to American middle-class valucs, both
in home and work. These values become woven into an evolutionary
idealism which provides them with ultimate theological sanction.
Looked at from the perspective cither of social development, or of

# “Industrial Co-operation in England,” Forum:, VIII {(November 1889}, 281,
& The Christian Life in the Modern World, 108, 110,
* 1bid., 89.
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religious idealism, the pattern of American life — given some aleera-
tions in favor of opening opportunities for all -—is a reasonable ap-
proximation of the Kingdom of God. Jurgen Herbst rightly observes
that Pcabody came “dangerously close to a simple identification of
Christianity with American idealism.” 3

CoNcLUsiON

We suggested in the beginning that we could learn some lessons
both from the relevance and the irrelevance of Peabody’s thoughe for
our own activities. By now it surely will not be hard to convince us
that much of whar Peabody had to say cannot do for our time. To
begin with, he gave insufficient attention to intellectual boundary
maintenance, if I may borrow a term from Professor Parsons. In fact,
it is hard to find any real boundaries in his thought at all. He slips and
slides with the greatest of case from field to ficld, from empirical
judgment to cthical evaluation,

Whether a Department of Social Ethics is a goed idea in a university
Is an’ intcresting question. But in order to give an answer, one must
know preciscly what social ethics is as a discipline — what sort of
data it studies, what its assumptions and theorics and methods are as
distinguished from other disciplines. It is clear Peabody had no such
delimited conception of his subject, and the only surprising thing about
his department is thac it survived as long as it did.

So long as one assumes that the order of proper action simply
ernerges or evolves from the historical process and imposes itself dircetly
upon the consciousncss of most men, therc is, of course, no need to
reflect systematically on cthics as a discipline that js independent of
social obscrvation. When onc makes that sort of assumption, then
ethics 1s finally social scicnee, and social science ethics, as was the case
of Pcabody. Bur there are, as we know now, very serious difficulties
in thinking that way.

Not only are there logical problems in failing to identify the bound-
aries between ethics and sacial science, but also the flexibility of each
is curtailed when the two become one. The way Peabody makes
inductive social science and Christian religious norms confirm the
cthical supcriority of American middle-class institutions strikes onc as

" Jurgen Flerbst, “I'rancis Greenwood Peabody: Harvard’s Theologian of the
Social Gospel,” Harvard Theological Review, LIV (January 1961), 65,
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both fallacious and dangerous. It is hardly certain that inductive social
science as such confirms the ethical superiority of any institutions.
And without a great dcal more clarification it would be difficult to
accept the alleged conncctions between the teachings of Jesus and
“normal American expericnce.” As we know, the Christian cthical
tradition is a good deal richer in options chan that,

If there is to be a discipline of social ethics, it must begin from a
position quite diffcrent from Peabody’s. Rather than assuming that
religious and ethical and social scientific assertions all fic together of
their vwn accord, the social echicist will have to accept the burden of
proof for showing bow they fit together, if, indecd, they do. This will
take an eye for the boundaries, a capacity for discrimination and
clarity that Peabody did not possess. In a word, the shortcomings of
Peabody’s approach teach the social ethicist that in a literal scnse he
ought to &70w what he is doing.

If would be unfair, however, to leave our considerations at that, If
Pcabody’s method of doing things appears to vs now only a little more
than quaint, his objcctives were, I believe, defensible. The concern
to relate the study of ethics and social science is a useful enterprise in
any academic context, religious or not. It s worthwhile because both
disciplines are finally occupied with human action, albeit from different
perspectives. Ethics and social science are not the same, but they are
intercsted in the same thing. If there is one great gap in the philosoph-
ical study of ethics these days, it is in the martter of rchting methods
of ethical reflection to the analysis of society. It is here that the
tradition of social ethics, now mostly exiled to theological schools,
may bc of some service,

Finally, Peabody’s passion for translating rcligion inte disciplined
action, for extending the Gospel into the world, for attuning the
church to the necds of society, s, n part, the fruit of the New Iingland
Puritan tradition which, by his own admission, had an influence upon
his moral thought. In his own way and with his own catcgorics Pea-
body helped to channel the resources of a great rcligious heutage in
the dxrectmn of relevant social action. That was a worthy task. Cer-
tainly, all wha today affirm holy worldliness as the true mode of

Christian behavior stand dcep in the debt of Francis Greenwood
Peabody.

Yale University
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