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    This novel presses the unease between professed belief and enacted compassion into a daily reckoning, asking whether comfortable religion can withstand the demands of consistent imitation when livelihoods, reputations, and social expectations exert their counterpull, and whether a community can bear the cost of placing conscience ahead of convenience across newsroom deadlines, business ledgers, neighborhood needs, and political calculations, so that the measure of faith is no longer attendance or assent but the substance of decisions made under pressure, when sacrificial love conflicts with habit, advantage, or fear, and the path forward requires patience, courage, and shared resolve.

In His Steps by Charles M. Sheldon is a landmark work of American religious fiction first published in 1896, emerging from the late nineteenth‑century climate that nurtured the Social Gospel. Written by a Congregational minister, it situates its moral inquiry in the fictional town of Raymond and extends into larger urban spaces, using an accessible narrative to test how Christian discipleship might operate in public life. Neither allegory nor realist reportage, the book occupies a didactic yet story‑driven mode, where characters are weighed by choices rather than flourishes of style, and where congregational life and civic institutions intersect on familiar streets.

The premise is simple and searching: after a disquieting episode during a Sunday service, a pastor challenges a circle of congregants to examine every decision by asking how Jesus would act in their place. The novel then follows this small group through ordinary and public moments as they wrestle with vocation, money, comfort, and influence. A newspaper editor confronts editorial priorities, a business leader weighs practices, an artist tests motives, and neighbors confront need, all under the same guiding question. The plot advances less by surprise than by accumulating moral consequences, drawing readers into the practical texture of choice, cost, and community.

Readers encounter a clear, earnest voice that addresses ethical questions directly, favoring plainspoken narration over psychological intricacy. Scenes move briskly, often closing on a moral hinge that propels the next chapter, producing an episodic cadence that reflects its era’s popular storytelling. The tone is exhortative but not strident, inviting reflection rather than coercion, and the perspectives shift among several figures to reveal how a shared commitment refracts through different callings. The prose keeps theology at street level, translating doctrine into habit and action, while the settings—church, office, stage, and sidewalk—frame the drama of conscience in recognizably American public life.

The central themes revolve around discipleship as a pattern for public ethics, the integrity of vocation, and the responsibilities of wealth, influence, and speech. Sheldon probes how compassion scales from private charity to institutional reform, how repentance can be corporate as well as personal, and how community disciplines individual will without extinguishing it. The narrative contends that moral imagination is not diversion from work but direction for it, challenging readers to consider how faith, or any guiding ideal, reshapes schedules, budgets, and alliances. In this, the book links spiritual formation to civic formation, tracing their tensions and their mutual possibilities.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s continuing power lies in its concrete focus on decisions made under real constraints, a terrain shared by professionals, volunteers, students, and leaders in every field. It treats belief not as a compartment but as a framework for evaluating incentives, information, and influence—concerns as urgent now as in the 1890s. Questions about media responsibility, workplace ethics, inequality, and neighborliness echo through its pages, offering a vocabulary for examining motives without cynicism. Whether readers approach the book from religious, interfaith, or secular perspectives, its method encourages deliberation, accountability, and hope anchored in action rather than sentiment.

Approached as both story and ethical experiment, In His Steps rewards a reflective pace: it invites readers to pause where characters pause and to test assumptions alongside them. Its central question migrated far beyond the novel into common American speech, a sign of the narrative’s accessibility and its resonance with civic aspirations. Yet its lasting value is not a slogan but a disciplined, communal practice of asking better questions at the point of choice. Read today, the book proposes that deep change rarely begins with grand programs; it starts with ordinary people, in ordinary places, consenting to live by convictions.
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    In His Steps, a late-nineteenth-century novel by Charles M. Sheldon, begins in the prosperous town of Raymond, where church life moves smoothly and respectably. One Sunday, an unemployed stranger appears and asks the congregation why their faith rarely seems to reach the most vulnerable. His presence, and what follows, unsettles the members and especially their minister, Henry Maxwell, who recognizes how routine has replaced discipleship. The opening frames a central tension between conventional religion and costly compassion, inviting the congregation to consider whether their habits actually serve their neighbors. From this disturbance arises a sustained question about how belief should direct everyday choices.

Moved by the incident, Reverend Maxwell proposes an experiment: for a year, a voluntary group will pause before decisions and measure them against the pattern of Christ’s life as recorded in Scripture. Rather than an abstract creed, the pledge emphasizes conduct in concrete circumstances—work, leisure, money, influence, and speech. The idea tests inherited assumptions about success, entertainment, and respectability, and it requires patience when answers are unclear. A small circle commits to the discipline, acknowledging that fidelity may demand sacrifice. The narrative then follows their attempts to translate conviction into action, tracing both the interior struggle and the social consequences.

Among those who commit are individuals whose vocations place them at moral crossroads. A gifted singer weighs invitations that promise fame against opportunities to serve people rarely welcomed on refined platforms. A newspaper editor examines the paper’s priorities, advertising, and tone, reconsidering whether profit should set the agenda for public truth. A railroad executive confronts knowledge that cannot be kept without complicity. A wealthy young woman reassesses philanthropy, status, and the comforts that insulate her from need. Through their stories, the book stages dilemmas rather than offering easy formulas, showing how the same principle touches art, commerce, industry, and charity.

As these choices unfold, attention turns to the town’s neglected quarter, a district nicknamed the Rectangle, where poverty, addiction, and exploitation concentrate. Some members redirect time and resources there, experimenting with hospitality, employment, and worship that cross social lines. The work draws new friendships and practical challenges, from securing safe spaces to confronting entrenched vice. It also invites criticism from townspeople who fear disruption, as well as doubts within the group about methods and outcomes. The narrative emphasizes persistence and humility, suggesting that compassion requires structures, not sentiment alone, and that religious identity is tested where power and vulnerability meet.

Public witness becomes especially visible through the local press and through contested economic decisions. The editor’s reforms reshape coverage and advertising, favoring accuracy and moral clarity even when circulation drops. At the same time, revelations in the transportation industry raise questions about loyalty, law, and the personal costs of integrity. Some readers cheer the boldness; others accuse the group of fanaticism or naivety. The town’s institutions respond unevenly, revealing fault lines between civic pride and ethical consistency. These tensions keep the narrative’s focus on choices made in real time, where consequences ripple beyond the individuals who first made the pledge.

The second movement of the book shifts to a major city, where a prominent congregation adopts the same guiding practice under the influence of the Raymond experiment. The urban setting magnifies complexity: labor disputes, mass entertainment, poverty on a larger scale, and churches accustomed to polished programs. Here, prominent laypeople and clergy navigate how institutional power can either dilute or amplify compassionate aims. The storyline follows their attempts to integrate worship, journalism, philanthropy, and reform, while remaining accountable to the original question. By expanding the stage, Sheldon tests whether the experiment remains coherent amid metropolitan pressures and conflicting public expectations.

Throughout, In His Steps links personal devotion to social ethics, arguing that discipleship has economic and cultural dimensions as well as private ones. Without relying on spectacle or intricate plotting, the novel arranges recognizable situations to probe how conscience works when ideals meet incentives. Written in the context of the American Social Gospel, it helped popularize the simple habit of asking how Christ’s example might guide action, a phrase that endured far beyond the book. Its continuing relevance lies in the way it frames responsibility within community, inviting readers to consider the costs and possibilities of living their convictions in public.
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    Charles Monroe Sheldon, a Congregational minister in Topeka, Kansas, wrote In His Steps in 1896 and first presented it as a series of Sunday evening readings to his Central Congregational Church. The novel, set in a fictional American town during the 1890s, quickly became a landmark of popular religious fiction. Published soon after a church serialization and then in periodical form, it reached a vast audience and helped popularize the question “What would Jesus do?” Sheldon’s pastoral experience in a Midwestern state capital, amid rapid social change, provided the institutional and geographic backdrop that informed the book’s moral inquiries and practical appeals.

In the decade preceding publication, the United States confronted wrenching economic and social dislocations. The Panic of 1893 triggered a severe depression, business failures, and widespread unemployment, intensifying public attention to poverty and inequality. The Pullman Strike of 1894 dramatized conflicts between organized labor and powerful corporations, as federal troops intervened in a national rail stoppage. Urban growth and industrial consolidation reshaped everyday life, from factory schedules to housing congestion. Sheldon’s narrative places personal discipleship within these realities, directing attention to how Christians might respond to joblessness, exploitation, and need—issues that were front-page concerns in the mid-1890s and in many church discussions.

Sheldon’s work emerged alongside the Social Gospel, a Protestant movement urging that Christian ethics address systemic social problems. Ministers such as Washington Gladden advocated “applied Christianity” in labor relations and municipal reform, while urban missions and settlement houses sought practical relief. Jane Addams and colleagues opened Hull House in Chicago in 1889, modeling neighborhood-based social work. Although theological emphases varied, the movement pressed churches to engage questions of wages, housing, and civic responsibility. In His Steps reflects this climate by framing moral choices not only as private piety but as public witness, testing faith against the obligations of modern urban society.

Temperance activism formed a potent backdrop to the novel’s concerns. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, founded in 1874, mobilized churchwomen for local and national campaigns against alcohol. The Anti-Saloon League, organized in 1893, honed legal strategies that would later culminate in national Prohibition. Kansas, where Sheldon ministered, adopted statewide prohibition in 1881 and became a symbol of dry reform. Debates about saloons, theaters, and commercialized vice touched workplaces and neighborhoods across the Midwest. In His Steps engages these debates by considering how believers should interact with businesses and entertainments that many reformers linked to poverty, exploitation, and family instability.

Mass-circulation newspapers expanded dramatically in the 1890s, competing through attention-grabbing headlines, serialized stories, and sensational reporting. Publishers associated with “yellow journalism,” including Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst, exemplified these trends, which raised persistent questions about accuracy, taste, and advertising ethics. Religious periodicals and denominational presses, meanwhile, sought to shape public morals and policy. In His Steps depicts decisions by a newspaper editor and readers confronting the social impact of print culture, echoing contemporary controversies about what should be printed, which advertisements to accept, and whether profit could coexist with principled civic responsibility in an increasingly commercialized media environment.

Congregational churches like Sheldon’s Central Congregational Church in Topeka operated within a broader evangelical milieu of revivals, missions, and voluntary societies. The Salvation Army established work in the United States in 1880, and the YMCA and YWCA expanded urban outreach, employment bureaus, and housing initiatives. Sheldon used narrative preaching—“story sermons”—to connect doctrine with daily decisions, and In His Steps grew directly from that practice in 1896. The book’s call for everyday ethical imitation reflects how many Protestant congregations experimented with practical programs, charity committees, and lay pledges aimed at translating faith into recognizable, measurable action in neighborhoods and workplaces.

Late nineteenth-century Kansas was also a stronghold of Populism, an agrarian protest against railroad monopolies, tight credit, and political corruption. While Sheldon ministered primarily to a town congregation, the region’s debates over corporate power and civic reform formed part of his audience’s daily conversation. The novel’s reception benefited from expanding print networks and inexpensive editions; it sold in the millions, and unauthorized printings proliferated, a common problem for popular religious works of the era. That reach ensured the book’s questions circulated widely among teachers, clerks, editors, and activists grappling with both rural discontent and urban-industrial transformation.

In His Steps ultimately channels the reformist energies of the 1890s into a simple organizing question, pressing readers to align consumption, employment, and civic engagement with Christian ethics. Its portraits of churches, businesses, and newspapers mirror institutions reshaped by industrial capitalism and mass culture, while its insistence on conscience-led choices critiques complacent charity and laissez-faire assumptions. Without detailing specific outcomes, the narrative urges voluntary discipline over coercion, reflecting Social Gospel priorities and Progressive Era hopes for moral reform. By asking how faith should govern public as well as private life, the book distilled the period’s anxieties into a widely recognizable, practical program.
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"For hereunto were ye called; because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, that ye should follow in his steps."




It was Friday morning and the Rev. Henry Maxwell was trying to finish his Sunday morning sermon. He had been interrupted several times and was growing nervous as the morning wore away, and the sermon grew very slowly toward a satisfactory finish.

"Mary," he called to his wife, as he went upstairs after the last interruption, "if any one comes after this, I wish you would say I am very busy and cannot come down unless it is something very important."

"Yes, Henry. But I am going over to visit the kindergarten and you will have the house all to yourself."

The minister went up into his study and shut the door. In a few minutes he heard his wife go out, and then everything was quiet. He settled himself at his desk with a sigh of relief and began to write. His text was from 1 Peter 2:21[1]: "For hereunto were ye called; because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example that ye should follow his steps."

He had emphasized in the first part of the sermon the Atonement as a personal sacrifice, calling attention to the fact of Jesus' suffering in various ways, in His life as well as in His death. He had then gone on to emphasize the Atonement from the side of example, giving illustrations from the life and teachings of Jesus to show how faith in the Christ helped to save men because of the pattern or character He displayed for their imitation. He was now on the third and last point, the necessity of following Jesus in His sacrifice and example.

He had put down "Three Steps. What are they?" and was about to enumerate them in logical order when the bell rang sharply. It was one of those clock-work bells, and always went off as a clock might go if it tried to strike twelve all at once.

Henry Maxwell sat at his desk and frowned a little. He made no movement to answer the bell. Very soon it rang again; then he rose and walked over to one of his windows which commanded the view of the front door. A man was standing on the steps. He was a young man, very shabbily dressed.

"Looks like a tramp," said the minister. "I suppose I'll have to go down and—"

He did not finish his sentence but he went downstairs and opened the front door. There was a moment's pause as the two men stood facing each other, then the shabby-looking young man said:

"I'm out of a job, sir, and thought maybe you might put me in the way of getting something."

"I don't know of anything. Jobs are scarce—" replied the minister, beginning to shut the door slowly.

"I didn't know but you might perhaps be able to give me a line to the city railway or the superintendent of the shops, or something," continued the young man, shifting his faded hat from one hand to the other nervously.

"It would be of no use. You will have to excuse me. I am very busy this morning. I hope you will find something. Sorry I can't give you something to do here. But I keep only a horse and a cow and do the work myself."

The Rev. Henry Maxwell closed the door and heard the man walk down the steps. As he went up into his study he saw from his hall window that the man was going slowly down the street, still holding his hat between his hands. There was something in the figure so dejected, homeless and forsaken that the minister hesitated a moment as he stood looking at it. Then he turned to his desk and with a sigh began the writing where he had left off.

He had no more interruptions, and when his wife came in two hours later the sermon was finished, the loose leaves gathered up and neatly tied together, and laid on his Bible all ready for the Sunday morning service.

"A queer thing happened at the kindergarten this morning, Henry," said his wife while they were eating dinner. "You know I went over with Mrs. Brown to visit the school, and just after the games, while the children were at the tables, the door opened and a young man came in holding a dirty hat in both hands. He sat down near the door and never said a word; only looked at the children. He was evidently a tramp, and Miss Wren and her assistant Miss Kyle were a little frightened at first, but he sat there very quietly and after a few minutes he went out."

"Perhaps he was tired and wanted to rest somewhere. The same man called here, I think. Did you say he looked like a tramp?"

"Yes, very dusty, shabby and generally tramp-like. Not more than thirty or thirty-three years old, I should say."

"The same man," said the Rev. Henry Maxwell thoughtfully.

"Did you finish your sermon, Henry?" his wife asked after a pause.

"Yes, all done. It has been a very busy week with me. The two sermons have cost me a good deal of labor."

"They will be appreciated by a large audience, Sunday, I hope," replied his wife smiling. "What are you going to preach about in the morning?"

"Following Christ. I take up the Atonement under the head of sacrifice and example, and then show the steps needed to follow His sacrifice and example."

"I am sure it is a good sermon. I hope it won't rain Sunday. We have had so many stormy Sundays lately."

"Yes, the audiences have been quite small for some time. People will not come out to church in a storm." The Rev. Henry Maxwell sighed as he said it. He was thinking of the careful, laborious effort he had made in preparing sermons for large audiences that failed to appear.

But Sunday morning dawned on the town of Raymond one of the perfect days that sometimes come after long periods of wind and mud and rain. The air was clear and bracing, the sky was free from all threatening signs, and every one in Mr. Maxwell's parish prepared to go to church. When the service opened at eleven o'clock the large building was filled with an audience of the best-dressed, most comfortable looking people of Raymond.

The First Church of Raymond[3] believed in having the best music that money could buy, and its quartet choir this morning was a source of great pleasure to the congregation. The anthem was inspiring. All the music was in keeping with the subject of the sermon. And the anthem was an elaborate adaptation to the most modern music of the hymn,

"Jesus, I my cross have taken,

All to leave and follow Thee."


Just before the sermon, the soprano sang a solo, the well-known hymn,

"Where He leads me I will follow,

I'll go with Him, with Him, all the way."


Rachel Winslow looked very beautiful that morning as she stood up behind the screen of carved oak which was significantly marked with the emblems of the cross and the crown. Her voice was even more beautiful than her face, and that meant a great deal. There was a general rustle of expectation over the audience as she rose. Mr. Maxwell settled himself contentedly behind the pulpit. Rachel Winslow's singing always helped him. He generally arranged for a song before the sermon. It made possible a certain inspiration of feeling that made his delivery more impressive.

People said to themselves they had never heard such singing even in the First Church. It is certain that if it had not been a church service, her solo would have been vigorously applauded. It even seemed to the minister when she sat down that something like an attempted clapping of hands or a striking of feet on the floor swept through the church. He was startled by it. As he rose, however, and laid his sermon on the Bible, he said to himself he had been deceived. Of course it could not occur. In a few moments he was absorbed in his sermon and everything else was forgotten in the pleasure of his delivery.

No one had ever accused Henry Maxwell of being a dull preacher. On the contrary, he had often been charged with being sensational; not in what he had said so much as in his way of saying it. But the First Church people liked that. It gave their preacher and their parish a pleasant distinction that was agreeable.

It was also true that the pastor of the First Church loved to preach. He seldom exchanged. He was eager to be in his own pulpit when Sunday came. There was an exhilarating half hour for him as he faced a church full of people and know that he had a hearing. He was peculiarly sensitive to variations in the attendance. He never preached well before a small audience. The weather also affected him decidedly. He was at his best before just such an audience as faced him now, on just such a morning. He felt a glow of satisfaction as he went on. The church was the first in the city. It had the best choir. It had a membership composed of the leading people, representatives of the wealth, society and intelligence of Raymond. He was going abroad on a three months vacation in the summer, and the circumstances of his pastorate, his influence and his position as pastor of the First Church in the city—

It is not certain that the Rev. Henry Maxwell knew just how he could carry on that thought in connection with his sermon, but as he drew near the end of it he knew that he had at some point in his delivery had all those feelings. They had entered into the very substance of his thought; it might have been all in a few seconds of time, but he had been conscious of defining his position and his emotions as well as if he had held a soliloquy, and his delivery partook of the thrill of deep personal satisfaction.

The sermon was interesting. It was full of striking sentences. They would have commanded attention printed. Spoken with the passion of a dramatic utterance that had the good taste never to offend with a suspicion of ranting or declamation, they were very effective. If the Rev. Henry Maxwell that morning felt satisfied with the conditions of his pastorate, the First Church also had a similar feeling as it congratulated itself on the presence in the pulpit of this scholarly, refined, somewhat striking face and figure, preaching with such animation and freedom from all vulgar, noisy or disagreeable mannerism.

Suddenly, into the midst of this perfect accord and concord between preacher and audience, there came a very remarkable interruption. It would be difficult to indicate the extent of the shock which this interruption measured. It was so unexpected, so entirely contrary to any thought of any person present that it offered no room for argument or, for the time being, of resistance.

The sermon had come to a close. Mr. Maxwell had just turned the half of the big Bible over upon his manuscript and was about to sit down as the quartet prepared to arise to sing the closing selection,

"All for Jesus, all for Jesus,

All my being's ransomed powers..."


when the entire congregation was startled by the sound of a man's voice. It came from the rear of the church, from one of the seats under the gallery. The next moment the figure of a man came out of the shadow there and walked down the middle aisle.

Before the startled congregation fairly realized what was going on the man had reached the open space in front of the pulpit and had turned about facing the people.

"I've been wondering since I came in here"—they were the words he used under the gallery, and he repeated them—"if it would be just the thing to say a word at the close of the service. I'm not drunk and I'm not crazy, and I am perfectly harmless, but if I die, as there is every likelihood I shall in a few days, I want the satisfaction of thinking that I said my say in a place like this, and before this sort of a crowd."

Henry Maxwell had not taken his seat, and he now remained standing, leaning on his pulpit, looking down at the stranger. It was the man who had come to his house the Friday before, the same dusty, worn, shabby-looking young man. He held his faded hat in his two hands. It seemed to be a favorite gesture. He had not been shaved and his hair was rough and tangled. It is doubtful if any one like this had ever confronted the First Church within the sanctuary. It was tolerably familiar with this sort of humanity out on the street, around the railroad shops, wandering up and down the avenue, but it had never dreamed of such an incident as this so near.

OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547719236.jpg
FREDERICK ROLFE

THE SEVENTH





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547004837.jpg





OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
A \ ; T ; y
J» \ , M ‘
\ - - — )

3 NRVAVEELERELET ] 4 _ AA ¢

NG %mo_do% i
S (

AELEERRIARIRSY

S
<
rad
>
=

CHARLES

77T

il






OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547333579.jpg
HAROLD BELL
WRIGHT

THE CALLING
OF DAN
MATTHEWS






OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547157052.jpg
MARIE CORELLI §

(4
THE MASTER-
CHRISTIAN






OEBPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/8596547023203.jpg
CHARLES
M. SHELDON

THE REDEMPTION
OF FREETOWN






