CHAPTER XIII

THE KINGDOM OF GOD

IF theology is to offer an adequate doctrinal basis for
the social gospel, it must not only make room for the
doctrine of the Kingdom of God, but give it a central
place and revise all other doctrines so that they will ar-
ticulate organically with it.

This doctrine is itself the social gospel. Without it,
the idea of redeeming the social order will be but an
annex to the orthodox conception of the scheme of sal-
vation. It will live like a negro servant family in a de-
tached cabin back of the white man’s house in the South.
If this doctrine gets the place which has always been its
legitimate right, the practical proclamation and applica-
tion of social morality will have a firm footing.

To those whose minds live in the social gospel, the
Kingdom of God is a dear truth, the marrow of the gos-
pel, just as the incarnation was to Athanasius, justifica-
tion by faith alone to Luther, and the sovereignty of
God to Jonathan Edwards. It was just as dear to Jesus.
He too lived in it, and from it looked out on the world
and the work he had to do.

Jesus always spoke of the Kingdom of God. Only
two of his reported sayings contain the word “ Church,”
and both passages are of questionable authenticity. It

is safe to say that he never thought of founding the kind
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of institution which afterward claimed to be acting for
him.

Yet immediately after his death, groups of disciples
joined and consolidated by inward necessity. Each local
group knew that it was part of a divinely founded fel-
lowship mysteriously spreading through humanity, and
awaiting the return of the Lord and the establishing of
his Kingdom. This universal Church was loved with
the same religious faith and reverence with which Jesus
had loved the Kingdom of God. It was the partial and
earthly realization of the divine Society, and at the Pa-
rousia the Church and the Kingdom would merge.

But the Kingdom was merely a hope, the Church a
present reality. The chief interest and affection flowed
toward the Church. Soon, through a combination of
causes, the name and idea of “ the Kingdom " began to
be displaced by the name and idea of ““the Church” in
the preaching, literature, and theological thought of the
Church. Augustine completed this process in his De
Civitate Dei. The Kingdom of God which has, through-
out human history, opposed the Kingdom of Sin, is to-
day embodied in the Church. The millennium began
when the Church was founded. This practically substi-
tuted the actual, not the ideal Church for the Kingdom
of God. The beloved ideal of Jesus became a vague
phrase which kept intruding from the New Testament.
Like Cinderella in the kitchen, it saw the other great
dogmas furbished up for the ball, but no prince of theol-
ogy restored it to its rightful place. The Reformation,
too, brought no renascence of the doctrine of the King-
dom; it had only eschatological value, or was defined in
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blurred phrases borrowed from the Church. The pres-
ent revival of the Kingdom idea is due to the combined
influence of the historical study of the Bible and of the
social gospel.

When the doctrine of the Kingdom of God shriveled
to an undeveloped and pathetic remnant in Christian
thought, this loss was bound to have far-reaching con-
sequences. We are told that the loss of a single tooth
from the arch of the mouth in childhood may spoil the
symmetrical development of the skull and produce mal-
formations affecting the mind and character. The
atrophy of that idea which had occupied the chief place
in the mind of Jesus, necessarily affected the conception
of Christianity, the life of the Church, the progress of
humanity, and the structure of theology. I shall briefly
enumerate some of the consequences affecting theology.
This list, however, is by no means complete.

1. Theology lost its contact with the synoptic thought
of Jesus. Its problems were not at all the same which
had occupied his mind. It lost his-point of view and
became to some extent incapable of understanding him.
His ideas had to be rediscovered in our time. Tradi-
tional theology and the mind of Jesus Christ became in-
commensurable quantities. It claimed to regard his reve-
lation and the substance of his thought as divine, and
yet did not learn to think like him. The loss of the King-
dom idea is one key to this situation.

2. The distinctive ethical principles of Jesus were the
direct outgrowth of his conception of the Kingdom of
God. When the latter disappeared from theology, the
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former disappeared from ethics. Only persons having
the substance of the Kingdom ideal in their minds, seem
to be able to get relish out of the ethics of Jesus. Only
those church bodies which have been in opposition to
organized society and have looked for a better city
with its foundations in heaven, have taken the Sermon
on the Mount seriously.

3. The Church is primarily a fellowship for worship;
the Kingdom is a fellowship of righteousness. When
the latter was neglected in theology, the ethical force of
Christianity was weakened; when the former was em-
phasized in theology, the importance of worship was ex-
aggerated. The prophets and Jesus had cried down sac-
rifices and ceremonial performances, and cried up right-
eousness, mercy, solidarity. Theology now reversed
this, and by its theoretical discussions did its best to
stimulate sacramental actions and priestly importance.
Thus the religious energy and enthusiasm which might
have saved mankind from its great sins, were used up in
hearing and endowing masses, or in maintaining competi-
tive church organizations, while mankind is still stuck in
the mud. There are nations in which the ethical condi-
tion of the masses is the reverse of the frequency of the
masses in the churches.

4. When the Kingdom ceased to be the dominating
religious reality, the Church moved up into the position
of the supreme good. To promote the power of the
Church and its control over all rival political forces was
equivalent to promoting the supreme ends of Christian-
ity. This increased the arrogance of churchmen and
took the moral check off their policies. For the King-



THE KINGDOM OF GOD 135

dom of God can never be promoted by lies, craft, crime
or war, but the wealth and power of the Church have
often been promoted by these means. The medieval
ideal of the supremacy of the Church over the State was
the logical consequence of making the Church the highest
good with no superior ethical standard by which to test
it. The medieval doctrines concerning the Church and
the Papacy were the direct theological outcome of the
struggles for Church supremacy, and were meant to be
weapons in that struggle.

5. The Kingdom ideal is the test and corrective of the
influence of the Church. When the Kingdom ideal disap-
peared, the conscience of the Church was muffled. It be-
came possible for the missionary expansion of Chris-
tianity to halt for centuries without creating any sense
of shortcoming. It became possible for the most unjust
social conditions to fasten themselves on Christian na-
tions without awakening any consciousness that the pur-
pose of Christ was being defied and beaten back. The
practical undertakings of the Church remained within
narrow lines, and the theological thought of the Church
was necessarily confined in a similar way. The claims
of the Church were allowed to stand in theology with no
conditions and obligations to test and balance them. If
the Kingdom had stood as the purpose for which the
Church exists, the Church could not have fallen into
such corruption and sloth. Theology bears part of the
guilt for the pride, the greed, and the ambition of the
Church.

6. The Kingdom ideal contains the revolutionary
force of Christianity. When this ideal faded out of
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the systematic thought of the Church, it became a con-
servative social influence and increased the weight of
the other stationary forces in society. If the Kingdom
of God had remained part of the theological and Chris-
tian consciousness, the Church could not, down to our
times, have been salaried by autocratic class governments
to keep the democratic and economic impulses of the peo-
ple under check.

7. Reversely, the movements for democracy and social
justice were left without a religious backing for lack of
the Kingdom idea. The Kingdom of God as the fellow-
ship of righteousness, would be advanced by the aboli-
tion of industrial slavery and the disappearance of the
slums of civilization; the Church would only indirectly
gain through such social changes. Even today many
Christians can not see any religious importance in social
justice and fraternity because it does not increase the
number of conversions nor fill the churches. Thus the
practical conception of salvation, which is the effective
theology of the common man and minister, has been cut
back and crippled for lack of the Kingdom ideal.

8. Secular life is belittled as compared with church
life. Services rendered to the Church get a higher relig-
ious rating than services rendered to the community.!
Thus the religious value is taken out of the activities of
the common man and the prophetic services to society.
Wherever the Kingdom of God is a living reality in

1 After the death of Susan B. Anthony a minister commented
on her life, regretting that she was not orthodox in her beliefs. In

the same address he spoke glowingly about a new linoleum laid in
the church kitchen,



THE KINGDOM OF GOD 137

Christian thought, any advance of social righteousness is
seen as a part of redemption and arouses inward joy and
the triumphant sense of salvation. When the Church ab-
sorbs interest, a subtle asceticism creeps back into our
theology and the world looks different.

9. When the doctrine of the Kingdom of God is lack-
ing in theology, the salvation of the individual is seen in
its relation to the Church and to the future life, but not
in its relation to the task of saving the social order.
Theology has left this important point in a condition so
hazy and muddled that it has taken us almost a generation
to see that the salvation of the individual and the redemp-
tion of the social order are closely related, and how.

10. Finally, theology has been deprived of the inspi-
ration of great ideas contained in the idea of the King-
dom and in labor for it. The Kingdom of God breeds
prophets; the Church breeds priests and theologians.
The Church runs to tradition and dogma ; the Kingdom
of God rejoices in forecasts and boundless horizons.
The men who have contributed the most fruitful im-
pulses to Christian thought have been men of prophetic
vision, and their theology has proved most effective for
future times where it has been most concerned with past
history, with present social problems, and with the future
of human society. The Kingdom of God is to theology
what outdoor colour and light are to art. It is impossible
to estimate what inspirational impulses have been lost to
theology and to the Church, because it did not develop
the doctrine of the Kingdom of God and see the world
and its redemption from that point of view.
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These are some of the historical effects which the
loss of the doctrine of the Kingdom of God has inflicted
on systematic theology. The chief contribution which
the social gospel has made and will make to theology is
to give new vitality and importance to that doctrine. In
doing so it will be a reformatory force of the highest im-
portance in the field of doctrinal theology, for any sys-
tematic conception of Christianity must be not only
defective but incorrect if the idea of the Kingdom of
God does not govern it.

The restoration of the doctrine of the Kingdom has
already made progress. Some of the ablest and most
voluminous works of the old theology in their thousands
of pages gave the Kingdom of God but a scanty men-
tion, usually in connection with eschatology, and saw no
connection between it and the Calvinistic doctrines of
personal redemption. The newer manuals not only make
constant reference to it in connection with various doc-
trines, but they arrange their entire subject matter so
that the Kingdom of God becomes the governing idea. !

1 William Adams Brown, “ Christian Theology in Outline,” p. 192:
“We are witnessing to-day a reaction against this exaggerated
individualism (of Reformation theology). It has become an axiom
of modern thought that the government of God has social as well
as individual significance, and the conception of the Kingdom of
God — obscured 'in the earlier Protestantism-—is coming again
into the forefront of theological thought.” See the discussion on
“The View of the Kingdom in Modern Thought” which follows.

Albrecht Ritschl, in his great monograph on Justification and
Reconciliation, begins the discussion of his own views in-Volume
IIT (§2) by insisting that personal salvation must be organically
connected with the Kingdom of God. He says (* Rechtfertigung
und Versdhnung,” III, p. 111): “Theology has taken a very un-

equal interest in the two chief characteristics of Christianity.
Everything pertaining to its character as the redemption of men
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In the following brief propositions I should like to
offer a few suggestions, on behalf of the social gospel,
for the theological formulation of the doctrine of the
Kingdom. Something like this is needed to give us “a
theology for the social gospel.”

1. The Kingdom of God is divine in its origin, prog-
ress and consummation. It was initiated by Jesus Christ,
in whom the prophetic spirit came to its consummation,
it is sustained by the Holy Spirit, and it will be brought
to its fulfilment by the power of God in his own time.
The passive and active resistance of the Kingdom of Evil
at every stage of its advance is so great, and the human
resources of the Kingdom of God so slender, that no ex-
planation can satisfy a religious mind which does not see
the power of God in its movements. The Kingdom of
God, therefore, is miraculous all the way, and is the con-
tinuous revelation of the power, the righteousness, and
the love of God. The establishment of a community of

has been made the subject of the most minute consideration; con-
sequently redemption by Christ has been taken as the centre of all
Christian knowledge and life, whereas the ethical conception of
Christianity contained in the idea of the Kingdom of God has been
slighted. . . . It has been fatal for Protestantism that the Reformers
did not cleanse the idea of the ethical Kingdom of God or Christ
from its hierarchical corruption (i.e. the idea that the visible
Church is identical with the Kingdom), but worked out the idea
only in an academic and unpractical form.” Kant first recognized
the importance of the Kingdom of God for ethics. Schleiermacher
first applied the teleological quality of Christianity to the definition
of its nature, but he still treated now of personal redemption and
now of the Kingdom of God, without adequately working out their
connection. Ritschl has done more than any one else to put the
idea to the front in German theology, but he does not get beyond
a few great general ideas. He was born too early to get sociolog-
ical ideas.



140 A THEQLOGY FOR THE SOCIAL GOSPEL

righteousness in mankind is just as much a saving act
of God as the salvation of an individual from his natural
selfishness and moral inability. The Kingdom of God,
therefore, is not merely ethical, but has a rightful place
in theology. This doctrine is absolutely necessary to
establish that organic union between religion and moral-
ity, between theology and ethics, which is one of the char-
acteristics of the Christian religion. When our moral
actions are consciously related to the Kingdom of God
they gain religious quality. Without this doctrine we
shall have expositions of schemes of redemption and we
shall have systems of ethics, but we shall not have a true
exposition of Christianity. The first step to the reform
of the Churches is the restoration of the doctrine of the
Kingdom of God.

2. The Kingdom of God contains the teleology of the
Christian religion. It translates theology from the static
to the dynamic. It sees, not doctrines or rites to be con-
served and perpetuated, but resistance to be overcome
and great ends to be achieved. Since the Kingdom of
God is the supreme purpose of God, we shall understand
the Kingdom so far as we understand God, and we shall
understand God so far as we understand his Kingdom.
As long as organized sin is in the world, the Kingdom of
God is characterized by conflict with evil. But if there
were no evil, or after evil has been overcome, the King-
dom of God will still be the end to which God is lifting
the race. It is realized not only by redemption, but also
by the education of mankind and the revelation of his
life within it.

3. Since God is in it, the Kingdom of God is always
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both present and future. Like God it is in all tenses,
eternal in the midst of time. It is the energy of God
realizing itself in human life. Its future lies among
the mysteries of God. It invites and justifies prophecy,
but all prophecy is fallible; it is valuable in so far as it
grows out of action for the Kingdom and impels action.
No theories about the future of the Kingdom of God
are likely to be valuable or true which paralyze or post-
pone redemptive action on our part. To those who post-
pone, it is a theory and not a reality. It is for us to see
the Kingdom of God as always coming, always pressing
in on the present, always big with possibility, and always
inviting immediate action. We walk by faith. Every
human life is so placed that it can share with God in the
creation of the Kingdom, or can resist and retard its
progress. The Kingdom is for each of us the supreme
task and the supreme gift of God. By accepting it as a
task, we experience it as a gift. By labouring for it we
enter into the joy and peace of the Kingdom as our divine
fatherland and habitation.

4. Even before Christ, men of God saw the Kingdom
of God as the great end to which all divine leadings were
pointing. Every idealistic interpretation of the world,
religious or philosophical, needs some such conception.
Within the Christian religion the idea of the Kingdom
gets its distinctive interpretation from Christ. (a) Je-
sus emancipated the idea of the Kingdom from previous
nationalistic limitations and from the debasement of
lower religious tendencies, and made it world-wide and
spiritual.  (b) He made the purpose of salvation essen-
tialinit. (c) Heimposed his own mind, his personality,
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his love and holy will on the idea of the Kingdom. (d)
He not only foretold it but initiated it by his life and
work. As humanity more and more develops a racial
consciousness in modern life, idealistic interpretations of
the destiny of humanity will become more influential and
important. Unless theology has a solidaristic vision
higher and fuller than any other, it can not maintain the
spiritual leadership of mankind, but will be outdistanced.
Its business is to infuse the distinctive qualities of Jesus
Christ into its teachings about the Kingdom, and this will
be a fresh competitive test of his continued headship of
humanity.

5. The Kingdom of God is humanity organized accord-
ing to the will of God. Interpreting it through the con-
sciousness of Jesus we may affirm these convictions about
the ethical relations within the Kingdom: (a) Since
Christ revealed the divine worth of life and personality,
and since his salvation seeks the restoration and fulfil-
ment of even the least, it follows that the Kingdom of
God, at every stage of human development, tends toward
a social order which will best guarantee to all personali-
ties their freest and highest development. This involves
the redemption of social life from the cramping influence
of religious bigotry, from the repression of self-assertion
in the relation of upper and lower classes, and from all
forms of slavery in which human beings are treated as
mere means to serve the ends of others. (b) Since love
is the supreme law of Christ, the Kingdom of God im-
plies a progressive reign of love in human affairs. We
can see its advance wherever the free will of love super-
sedes the use of force and legal coercion as a regulative of
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the social order. This involves the redemption of so-
ciety from political autocracies and economijc oligarchies;
the substitution of redemptive for vindictive penology;
the abolition of constraint through hunger as part of the
industrial system ; and the abolition of war as the supreme
expression of hate and the completest cessation of free-
dom. (c) The highest expression of love is the free
surrender of what is truly our own, life, property, and
rights. A much lower but perhaps more decisive ex-
pression of love is the surrender of any opportunity to
exploit men. No social group or organization can claim
to be clearly within the Kingdom of God which drains
others for its own ease, and resists the effort to abate
this fundamental evil. This involves the redemption of
society from private property in the natural resources of
the earth, and from any condition in industry which
makes monopoly profits possible. (d) The reign of love
tends toward the progressive unity of mankind, but with
the maintenance of individual liberty and the opportunity
of nations to work out their own national peculiarities
and ideals.

6. Since the Kingdom is the supreme end of God, it
must be the purpose for which the Church exists. The
measure in which it fulfils this purpose is also the meas-
ure of its spiritual authority and honour. The institu-
tions of the Church, its activities, its worship, and its
theology must in the long run be tested by its effectiveness
in creating the Kingdom of God. For the Church to
see itself apart from the Kingdom, and to find its aims
in itself, is the same sin of selfish detachment as when
an individual selfishly separates himself from the com-
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mon good. The Church has the power to save in so far
as the Kingdom of God is present in it. If the Church is
not living for the Kingdom, its institutions are part of
the “ world.” In that case it is not the power of redemp-
tion but its object. It may even become an anti-Christian
power. If any form of church organization which for-
merly aided the Kingdom now impedes it, the reason for
its existence is gone.

7. Since the Kingdom is the supreme end, all problems
of personal salvation must be reconsidered from the
point of view of the Kingdom. It is not sufficient to set
the two aims of Christianity side by side. There must
be a synthesis, and theology must explain how the two
react on each other. (See Chapter X of this book.)
The entire redemptive work of Christ must also be recon-
sidered under this orientation. Early Greek theology
saw salvation chiefly as the redemption from ignorance by
the revelation of God and from earthliness by the im-
partation of immortality. It interpreted the work of
Christ accordingly, and laid stress on his incarnation and
resurrection. Western theology saw salvation mainly
as forgiveness of guilt and freedom from punishment.
It interpreted the work of Christ accordingly, and laid
stress on the death and atonement. If the Kingdom of
God was the guiding idea and chief end of Jesus —as
we now know it was — we may be sure that every step
in His life, including His death, was related to that aim
and its realization, and when the idea of the Kingdom of
God takes its due place in theology, the work of Christ
will have to be interpreted afresh.

8. The Kingdom of God is not confined within the
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limits of the Church and its activities. It embraces the
whole of human life. It is the Christian transfiguration
of the social order. The Church is one social institution
alongside of the family, the industrial organization of
scciety, and the State. The Kingdom of God is in all
these, and realizes itself through them all. During the
Middle Ages all society was ruled and guided by the
Church. Few of us would want modern life to return
to such a condition. Functions which the Church used
to perform, have now far outgrown its capacities. The
Church is indispensable to the religious education of
humanity and to the conservation of religion, but the
greatest future awaits religion in the public life of hu-
manity.



