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    At the heart of In His Steps lies a bracing question about how ordinary people might reorder their lives if every decision—at home, at work, in the marketplace, and in civic life—were consciously patterned on the example of Jesus, pressing beyond private sentiments toward tangible choices about money, influence, time, and allegiance, and testing the distance between comfortable belief and costly compassion while inviting a community to imagine what faithfulness could demand not only of individual consciences but also of institutions, habits, and social arrangements that shape daily conduct, an ethical experiment whose consequences radiate through relationships, vocations, and public commitments.

Charles M. Sheldon’s In His Steps is a Christian novel first published in 1896, emerging from the reform-minded religious climate of the late nineteenth-century United States. Set largely in the fictional American town of Raymond, the book explores how a congregation and its neighbors respond when faith is treated as a rule for action rather than a private conviction. Sheldon, a Congregationalist minister, writes with pastoral clarity about community, conscience, and social responsibility. Often associated with the Social Gospel, the novel engages questions of morality and public life through an accessible narrative rather than abstract theology. Its straightforward style and practical focus helped it reach a wide readership.

The story’s premise is simple and searching: after a jarring encounter exposes the gap between profession and practice, a group of church members makes a deliberate commitment to weigh significant choices in the light of Jesus's example. From that shared resolve, the narrative follows intersecting lives as they navigate the pressures of reputation, livelihood, and influence. Without leaning on sensational twists, the book invites readers into a sustained moral exercise, asking what happens when ideals are allowed to direct concrete behavior. The result is not a mystery to solve but a reflective journey that places character and conviction at the center of the reading experience.

Sheldon adopts a direct, earnest voice that favors clarity over ornament, shaping the novel as a sequence of linked episodes that illuminate ethical crossroads. The structure allows the narrative to move among different perspectives within a single community, highlighting how similar commitments play out differently depending on circumstance. Dialogue and interior deliberation carry much of the momentum, while the tone remains sober, hopeful, and reforming. The prose is plainspoken, designed to be heard as well as read, and the pacing reflects a steady rhythm of challenge, response, and re-evaluation. Readers encounter a guided exploration of conscience embedded in everyday scenes.

Key themes surface gradually yet insistently: the call to imitate Christ in practical ways; the cost of integrity when it conflicts with comfort or advantage; the tension between private charity and systemic change; and the responsibility of institutions to reflect humane values. The novel probes how vocation, wealth, and social standing can either serve or distort moral purpose. It considers the communal nature of ethical growth, suggesting that accountability and shared commitments can sustain courage. It also explores how public speech, cultural influence, and economic choices shape the moral texture of a town, insisting that belief must be visible in lived practices.

These concerns give the book unusual resonance for contemporary readers who wrestle with aligning personal convictions and public responsibilities. In a world of competing demands—career, consumption, civic participation—Sheldon’s narrative poses searching questions about consistency, sacrifice, and the uses of power. It encourages reflection on how communities can support principled action and how small, sustained commitments can affect larger social patterns. Rather than prescribing uniform outcomes, the story models careful discernment that considers context, consequence, and compassion. Its enduring appeal lies in the invitation to examine motive and method together, and to imagine how ethical clarity might reshape ordinary routines without losing humility.

To approach In His Steps is to enter a morally serious conversation conducted in the form of a story, one that aims less to entertain than to awaken and guide. Readers will find a historically situated yet remarkably accessible exploration of discipleship and social responsibility, told with pastoral warmth and an eye for practical dilemmas. Its pages invite both private introspection and communal dialogue, offering a framework for considering how values become actions. Whether read for spiritual formation, historical interest, or ethical reflection, the novel provides a steady, searching companion, urging a thoughtful engagement with the demands and possibilities of everyday faithfulness.
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    In His Steps, by Charles M. Sheldon, unfolds in the fictional town of Raymond at the end of the nineteenth century. The story opens with the First Church and its respected pastor, Henry Maxwell, leading a conventional, comfortable congregation. A destitute stranger appears after a Sunday service and bluntly questions the gap between Christian profession and daily practice. His interruption unsettles the congregation and especially Maxwell, who realizes that routine religion has dulled concern for people on society’s margins. This encounter introduces the book’s central inquiry: how would ordinary life change if believers patterned their choices closely after the example of Jesus?

In response, Maxwell proposes an experiment to a core group in his church. For one year, before taking any significant action, they pledge to pause and ask, "What would Jesus do?" They will then follow the answer, as best they can discern it, regardless of personal cost. The group meets weekly to report experiences and seek guidance in prayer and Scripture, emphasizing practical obedience over abstract debate. Participants include men and women from varied callings—business, journalism, the arts, and public service—so the question touches work, money, reputation, and relationships. This framework shapes the narrative, which traces their decisions as situations arise.

One early focus is Edward Norman, editor of the Daily News. Applying the pledge, he reevaluates what his paper prints and why it exists. He considers ceasing sensational features, refusing questionable advertisements, and redirecting coverage toward issues that serve the public good. Such shifts could alienate subscribers and advertisers, endanger staff livelihoods, and reduce the paper’s influence, yet they promise a clearer conscience and civic benefit. Norman’s deliberations show how the guiding question probes institutional habits, not merely private morals. The newspaper’s evolving policies become a test case for ethical journalism and for the risks of reform within a market-driven enterprise.

Another thread follows Rachel Winslow, a gifted singer offered the prospect of professional fame. She must decide how to use her talent—on public stages that promise income and recognition, or in settings that prioritize service and direct ministry. Her choice intersects with the ambitions of Jasper Chase, an author whose literary aims and personal affections are both shaped by the pledge. As Rachel weighs contracts and commitments, she encounters competing definitions of success and duty. The story presents the arts as a sphere where conscience, audience expectations, and economic necessity collide, leaving outcomes uncertain and relationships tested by motives as much as events.

Alexander Powers, a railroad superintendent, faces a conflict between corporate loyalty and legal righteousness. Information comes to him suggesting systematic wrongdoing, and the pledge compels him to consider exposure at substantial personal risk. He must evaluate evidence, consult conscience, and anticipate the effects on his family and employees. The narrative emphasizes due process and the weight of testimony, while avoiding simple formulas for complex industrial questions. Powers’s situation frames debates about trust, contract, and the obligations of officeholders in private companies. His deliberation illustrates how the question reaches into the machinery of commerce, where choices can trigger consequences far beyond one career.

The pledge also reshapes the lives of Virginia Page and her brother Rollin, heirs to wealth and social position. They reassess spending, leisure, and friendships in light of neglected neighborhoods nearby. Opportunities for philanthropy arise, but so do doubts about methods and motives. Their circle debates temperance, entertainment, and the ethics of business partnerships, while practical experiments—such as transforming a club or funding community work—test resolve. The Pages’ storyline considers whether generosity means redistribution, personal involvement, or changes to systems that create need. It shows the strain that moral realignment places on comfort, status, and family expectations without announcing final resolutions.

As reports spread, the movement extends beyond Raymond. Maxwell collaborates with Dr. Calvin Bruce at a prominent city church, where members adopt the same guiding question. The larger urban setting introduces different pressures: public visibility, organized opposition, and institutional commitments woven into civic life. Meetings coordinate aid, evangelism, and policy advocacy, while leaders discuss how to keep devotion from dissolving into mere program. The narrative compares the responses of affluent congregations with those of people in distress, showing how the same standard yields diverse practices. This expansion widens the experiment’s scope without resolving every tension between faith, prudence, and reform.

A major arena is the city’s worst district, often called the Rectangle, where poverty, drink, and vice concentrate. Volunteers bring music, preaching, and practical help, confronting both individual suffering and entrenched economies around saloons and lodging houses. The work raises questions about rescue missions, wages, housing, and the pace of change. Characters wrestle with legal constraints, political entanglements, and criticism from neighbors who distrust church initiatives. The story depicts setbacks as well as cooperation, emphasizing patient presence over quick victory. These episodes underline the book’s claim that imitating Jesus requires attention to structures as well as persons, without revealing subsequent outcomes.

Across its episodes, In His Steps maintains a simple organizing principle: consistent reference to Jesus’ example before acting. The narrative traces how that question reorients careers, friendships, and institutions, often at measurable cost. While avoiding prescriptive details for every case, it presents a pattern of prayerful discernment, solidarity with the vulnerable, and willingness to accept loss for integrity. The book reflects its late nineteenth-century context—press ethics, corporate responsibility, temperance, and urban missions—yet its central challenge is timeless. It closes by reaffirming the experiment’s purpose and inviting readers to consider similar inquiry in their own spheres, leaving character outcomes to discovery.
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    In His Steps is set in the contemporary United States of the mid‑1890s, the closing years of the Gilded Age. Its fictional town, Raymond, evokes a Midwestern community shaped by railroads, small industry, and a rapidly expanding press, with a nearby urban slum district known as the Rectangle. The time is marked by post‑Panic economic distress, itinerant workers, and contested moral landscapes framed by temperance activism and church‑based charity. Although unnamed, Raymond resembles towns in Kansas and Illinois; Sheldon wrote from Topeka, Kansas (Central Congregational Church, 1889 onward), and glanced toward Chicago’s tenements and newspapers. The novel’s immediacy reflects 1893–1896 social tensions, municipal reform stirrings, and Protestant civic leadership.

A decisive backdrop is the Panic of 1893, one of the worst U.S. depressions before the 1930s. Triggered by railroad failures (notably the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad in February 1893) and credit contraction, it bankrupted over 500 banks and thousands of businesses; unemployment estimates reached 15–20% by 1894. The crisis fueled Coxey’s Army, which marched from Massillon, Ohio, to Washington, D.C., in spring 1894 under Jacob S. Coxey to demand public works jobs. In His Steps opens with an unemployed drifter confronting a prosperous congregation, his subsequent death indicting civic indifference. The scene echoes the era’s breadlines and joblessness, pressing readers to connect Christian ethics to economic dislocation.

Labor conflict crested with the Pullman Strike of 1894. Beginning 11 May near Chicago, workers protested wage cuts at the Pullman Palace Car Company; the American Railway Union under Eugene V. Debs led a nationwide boycott. Federal courts issued injunctions, and President Grover Cleveland deployed troops in July; violent clashes left at least 30 dead. The strike dramatized railroad power, injunction politics, and fragile worker protections. Sheldon’s story features characters in corporate posts and shop‑floor settings wrestling with fair wages, honest contracting, and whistleblowing. By depicting Christians refusing kickbacks, rejecting predatory pricing, or sacrificing lucrative posts, the book mirrors the era’s demand to moralize industrial relations.

The Social Gospel movement supplied the novel’s core moral vocabulary. Associated with Congregationalist pastor Washington Gladden (Applied Christianity, 1886) and later Baptist theologian Walter Rauschenbusch (Christianity and the Social Crisis, 1907), it argued that sin is embedded in institutions and that Christians must reform economic and urban structures. In His Steps (1896) stands at the movement’s popular vanguard, translating sermons into narrative. Its refrain—“What would Jesus do?”—asks readers to apply ethical scrutiny to business, media, labor, housing, and leisure. The book’s church‑centered pledges, slum outreach, and insistence on systemic repentance mirror Social Gospel priorities: living wages, municipal housekeeping, and civic righteousness as the church’s public duty.

Sheldon’s Kansas ministry connected the Social Gospel to concrete experiments. At Central Congregational Church in Topeka he delivered the 1896 sermon‑story that became In His Steps, urging parishioners to adopt a yearlong moral test in their vocations. Kansas reform culture—statewide prohibition (1881), Populist challenges to railroad favoritism (Governor Lorenzo D. Lewelling, 1893–1895), and church‑run charities—shaped his agenda. The book’s roster—a newspaper editor, a railroad executive, an heiress, and a vocalist—enacts this vocational ethic: refusing tainted advertising, exposing corporate graft, redirecting wealth to settlement work, and rejecting career vanity for mission. The novel thus channels a regional tradition of Protestant civic reform into a national, story‑driven program.

Urban reform and the settlement‑house movement formed another crucial context. Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr founded Hull House in Chicago in 1889, pioneering neighborhood centers that offered childcare, labor clubs, and sanitation advocacy amid explosive immigration and tenement crowding. By the mid‑1890s, dozens of settlements operated nationwide; child labor remained widespread (the 1900 Census counted about 1.75 million workers aged 10–15). In His Steps situates mission work in the Rectangle, a red‑light and slum district resembling Chicago’s Near West Side. Characters fund and staff a settlement, oppose sweatshop conditions, and organize clean recreation, reflecting the period’s data‑driven municipal reform that linked poverty relief to structural change in housing and labor.

Mass‑circulation journalism and reform battles over advertising ethics frame another strand. The 1890s saw sensational “yellow” journalism associated with Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World and William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal, alongside heavy revenues from patent medicines, tobacco, and liquor. Reformers also advanced temperance (WCTU, founded 1874; Frances Willard president from 1879; Anti‑Saloon League founded 1893, national in 1895). In the novel, editor Edward Norman bans misleading and vice‑related ads and rejects sensational crime copy. Sheldon echoed this stance by editing the Topeka Daily Capital for one week in March 1900 as a “What Would Jesus Do?” experiment—eschewing such ads and sensationalism—drawing national attention and extraordinary circulation for a regional paper.

As social and political critique, the book indicts laissez‑faire complacency and moral compartmentalization in the Gilded Age city. It exposes the human cost of the 1893 depression, attacks predatory corporate practices revealed by labor conflicts, and challenges a press economy dependent on vice and deception. By staging choices on wages, advertising, tenancy, and leisure, it denounces structural injustices—slums, child labor, and saloon politics—and the class divide separating pews from pavements. Its Social Gospel lens reframes Christian faith as civic obligation, demanding institutional repentance as well as personal charity. The novel thus calls for ethical regulation, municipal reform, and employer responsibility consonant with emergent Progressive‑Era remedies.
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"For hereunto were ye called; because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example,[1q] 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: "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[1] 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[3]," 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[2] 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[6] 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.

OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/4057664597649.jpg





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/4064066092252.jpg
Henry Van Dyke

The Mansion





OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
Charles M. Sheldon

Steps

Has

In





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/4057664600233.jpg
The Cru
of Philip
Strong






OEBPS/text/00002.png





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/4057664584274.jpg
Charles M. Sheldon

L0

4
©

Robert Hardy's
Seven Days:

A Dream and Its
Consequences





OEBPS/BookwireInBookPromotion/4057664099549.jpg
John Bunyan
ok

The Pilgrim's
Progress from this
world to that
which is to come





