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 “JESUS CHRIST GAVE HIS life upon the cross for the unity of mankind,” 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá stated on his second day in America. Most Christians might argue 
otherwise: Jesus gave his life for the forgiveness of sins, an act of atonement 
that assures our personal salvation. By placing an emphasis on social 
redemption over individual redemption, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá strayed from a 
millennium of church doctrine. 
 
Yet to his audience in Brooklyn that day, it was something of a rallying cry, a 
validation of their spiritual direction. Many who flocked to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s talks 
in cities such as New York and Chicago were aligned with an influential new 
Protestant movement. They had made the leap—a reorientation in their 
interpretation of the Gospel, focused on the regeneration of the social order. 
 
Late nineteenth century America was in the throes a major shift. The mass 
exodus from the countryside to the city had reached critical mass. Cities in the 
north burst at the seams with the success of industrialization, but also felt its 
dark side. Tightly knit agricultural communities gave way to fragmented urban 
settings. In the city the church, the center of gravity in rural life, was often 
pushed aside. 
 
Big-city Protestants, alarmed at the poverty, injustice, and suffering they 
witnessed, looked for a Christian response. But traditional theology just didn’t 
seem up to the task. They responded with the “Social Gospel.” 
 
“The individualistic gospel has taught us to see the sinfulness of every human 
heart,” wrote Walter Rauschenbusch, a Baptist pastor serving in Hell’s Kitchen 
in Manhattan. “But it has not given us an adequate understanding of the 
sinfulness of the social order and its share in the sins of all individuals within it.” 
 
Rauschenbusch articulated a theological foundation for the new movement. He 
didn’t believe that Jesus, by dying, substituted his life for our sins. He 
understood that Christ died on the cross “to substitute love for selfishness as the 
basis of human society.” 
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The Social Gospel sought to establish, literally, Jesus’s promise in the Lord’s Prayer: 
“Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” It was not simply 
about getting souls into heaven, but about transforming life to reflect heaven here on 
Earth. It meant solving social problems such as income disparity, child labor, poor 
schooling, and a host of other injustices. 
 
Rauschenbusch set much of the blame for social ills at the feet of religion. He 
observed how the “Church” had gradually replaced Christ’s “Kingdom.” It was a 
theme ‘Abdu’l-Bahá would return to often: over time, rituals, dogmas, and 
superstitions had created a man-made “imitation” of religion. For ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, 
building the Kingdom meant building a just and unified global society. 
 
On ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s eighth day in America, he visited the homeless at the Bowery 
Mission. “We must be the servants of the poor,” he said, “helpers of the poor, 
remember the sorrows of the poor, associate with them; for thereby we may inherit 
the Kingdom of heaven.” That Sunday he had picked the Rev. Percy Stickney Grant’s 
Church of the Ascension for his first American public address, a leading Social Gospel 
center in New York. 
 
In Washington, he was unequivocal in his condemnation of the social conventions of 
race, a crucial issue for the Social Gospelers. In Chicago he laid the cornerstone for a 
unique religious institution – the Bahá’í House of Worship – that offered a new 
model of faith dedicated to the service of humankind. Then he had turned his 
attention to the cause of international peace, another vital component of the Social 
Gospel, addressing the International Peace Forum, the New York Peace Society, and 
the Lake Mohonk Conference on International Arbitration. 
 
It was no wonder the Social Gospelers felt attracted to him. 
 
Now, just over a month after his arrival in America, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was preparing to 
speak at another unique institution inspired by the movement: the Brotherhood C 
hurch of Reverend Howard Colby Ives.



How to Cite this Article 
 
The formatting below is from the Chicago Manual of Style, 17th Edition. For other academic citation styles, 
please adapt accordingly. Since the 239 Days site and its contents may be updated from time to time, we 
recommend you include a “Last modified” date, which is provided at the top of both the web and PDF 
versions of this article. 
 
 
FOOTNOTE / ENDNOTE:  
Robert Sockett, “Earth as It Is in Heaven: The Social Gospel,” 239 Days in America, ed. Jonathan Menon 
and Robert Sockett, May 17, 2012, http://239days.com/2012/05/17/on-earth-as-it-is-in-heaven/. 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Sockett, Robert. “On Earth as It Is in Heaven: The Social Gospel.” 239 Days in America. Edited by Jonathan 
Menon and Robert Sockett. May 17, 2012. http://239days.com/2012/05/17/on-earth-as-it-is-in-heaven/. 
 
 
HOW TO CITE THE 239 Days in America WEBSITE IN A BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Menon, Jonathan, and Robert Sockett, eds. 239 Days in America. http://239days.com/. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Terms of Use 
 
239 Days in America™ and the 239Days.com website is licensed under a Creative Commons 3.0 License as specified 
at this link: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/. This PDF file is shared with you with the following 
additional terms: 
 

YOU MAY quote from this PDF file with proper attribution. Your citation must include the author’s name and 
the 239 Days in America project’s name. You may download and print this PDF file, and you may share 
individual PDF files in print or electronic form. 

 
Although we want to make our work easy to share, we also wish to maintain the unity and integrity of 239 Days in 
America as a whole. Therefore, 
 

YOU MAY NOT republish or rebroadcast our PDF files in a public forum—such as by uploading them to a blog, 
app, or other web property, publishing them in print form, or distributing them widely using electronic means—
without our prior written consent. We invite you to discuss such opportunities with us by contacting the Editor-
In-Chief at editor@239Days.com. Otherwise, please share the permalinks displayed at the top of each file.  

 
YOU MAY NOT extract pages from this file, recombine this PDF file with other documents, assemble its 
contents into any free or paid product, app, ebook, collection, compilation, or archive, nor remove this page of 
Terms. The Adobe PDF™ security features employed in this document have been selected to prevent such 
use. You may not circumvent these security features in any way. 

 
 
 
 


