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Adolf Stocker: A Christian Socialist Advocate
of the “Free Folk Church™

RONALD L. MASSANARI

The author teaches in the department of re-
ligion at Alma, College, Alma, Mich.

THE AUTHOR DISCUSSES THE IMPORTANCE OF ADOLF STOECKER’S UNDERSTANDING
of the Gospel in sociopolitical terms as it affected the “free folk church” movement in

19th-century Germany.

Readers will note but perhaps not agree with Stocker’s design for the church’s social
ministry. Students of 19th-century Germany will remember with distaste Stocker’s

anti-Semitism.

truggling against the threat Marxism

presented to Christianity and against
the pervasive individualism in the estab-
lished church which prevented taking the
social implications of the Gospel seriously,
Adolf Christian Stocker (1835—1909)
emerged as one of the important Christian
Socialists in late 19th-century Germany.!
He is noteworthy in the history of Chris-
tian Socialism as one of the first figures in

* The term “free folk [people’s] church”
is a translation of the German freie Volks-
kirche.

Stocker offers the following commentary
on his definition of the key term. “We wish
to be free and independent up and down the
line; we wish to be churchly and not to aban-
don the church of the Reformation. We wish
to think, feel, and act socially; nationhood
and Christendom must interpenetrate one an-
other.” Reden und Aufsistze von Adolf Stéc-
ker (Leipzig: A. Dechertsche Verlagsbuch-
bandlung, 1913), p. 265.

1 For examination of Stécker’s Christian So-
cialism see my study, “Christianity and the So-
cial Problem: Adolf Stocker’s 'Christian Social-
ist Alternative to Marxist Socialism in Nine-
teenth Century Germany” (unpublished disser-
tation; Duke University, 1969).

the German evangelical community to un-
derstand the Gospel in sociopolitical terms.?
The consequences of this social interpreta-
tion of Christian faith led Stocker into the
public arena, as evidenced in his work as
court preacher in Berlin (1874—1890),
member of the Reichstag for most of the
last 30 years of his life, head of the Berlin
City Mission (part of the Inner Mission
movement), and as the primary figure in
the Christian Socialist Workers' Party
formed in 1878. It should be noted that
Christian Socialism was one of the ways
evangelical Christians in Germany re-
sponded to the social problem —the ge-
neric crisis of human existence provoked
by industrialization.3

2 For an elaboration of Sticker’s theology
for social change, see my article, “Christian
Socialism: Adolf Stocker's Formulation of a
Christian Perspective for Social Change for the
Protestant Church in Nineteenth Century Ger-
many,” Lutheran Quarterly, XXII (May 1970),
185—98.

3 For an exploration into the various Prot-
estant responses to the social problem consult
William O. Shanahan, German Protestanss Face
the Social Question: The Conservative Phase
1815—1871 (Notre Dame, Ind., 1954).
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An integral part of Sticker's Christian
Socialism was his effort to bring about a
“free folk church” involved in the needs
and problems of the common man. This
work, significant in its own right, had con-
siderable influence on churchmen in the
subsequent decades. Daniel Borg's assess-
ment of churchmen during the Weimar
Republic reveals something of this impact.

To a large extent, Weimar churchmen de-
rived their inspiration from Adolf Stoec-
ker. One might call him the apostle to the
Weimarians, for the course of events since
his death seemed to justify his views.
Stoecker had perceived that the reality of
the Christian state had become increasingly
questionable and drew conclusions that Di-
belius could assume to be representative of
the Weimar church — the need for a free
church performing its social mission
within the context of Christian conserva-
tive thought.t

Stocker's theological position was the
framework for his Christian Socialism and
for his work to bring about a “free folk
church.” He took traditional formulations
of God's reconciliation with man as his
starting point. He assumed the doctrine of
sola fide, but he modified some traditional
formulations of that doctrine by a renewed
emphasis on works as the manifestation
and verification of faith. It was this em-
phasis on the necessity of works as the
outgrowth of authentic faith that became
the basis for his social interpretation of
the Gospel. Yert it should be noted that
there is no sense of works-righteousness in
his position. He had no doubt that faith
precedes works. His concern was that
works would in fact follow faith.

4 Daniel R. Borg, “Volkskirche, ‘Christian
State, and the Weimar Republic,” Church His-
tory, XXXV (June 1966), 206.
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Sticker's insight into the social nature
of Christian faith led him to reinterpret
the more traditional individualistic under-
standing of faith. Opposing the almost
exclusive concern for the status of souls
which he believed characterized the evan-
gelical churches in Germany, Stocker also
called for a concern for the needs and prob-
lems of the whole man and society. He
judged the prevalent emphasis on the in-
dividual to be one of the basic problems
in the existing evangelical churches.” From
his perspective this gross misinterpretation
was due primarily to an overemphasis on
the church as the comgregatio samctorum
(“congregation of holy people”) and an
insufficient stress on the church as a mis-
sionary and service community.® Stocker’s
interpretation of the Gospel was important
because it added the social dimension to
both faith and works. No longer could
faith or works be considered solely in an
individualistic or personal context. Faith
was understood to be as much communal
as personal. Works were as much social
as individual.

The Gospel, in Sticker's interpretation,
was “a great social force” to be manifested
in the renewed li‘e of individual Christians
and in the Christian community involved
in the process of social reform and hu-
manization.” “Christianity belongs in po-

5 This theme is present throughout Stocker's
writings. See, for example, Adolf Stdcker,
Wach’ auf, evangelisches Volk! Aufsatze siber
Kirche und Kirchenpolitik (Berlin, 1893).
Hereafter cited as Wach’ auf.

6 This is a consistent criticism of the church
in Stocker's work. See Wach' auf.

7 Adolf Stocker, Christlich-sozial. Reden und
Aufsitze, 2d ed. (Berlin, 1890), pp. 192—93.

Hereafter cited as Cs (2d ed.). (The translations
in this article are mine.)
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litical, social, and industrial life.”% As a
necessary manifestation of Christian faith
and love, social action was an inseparable
part of Christian mission.” The impetus
for this reinterpretation of Christian faith
had come from Johann Hinrich Wichern
and the Inner Mission movement. The
point now was to socialize that impetus.1?
Utilizing a Biblical image, Stocker asserted
that Christianity has always had a great
role to play in the sociopolitical realm of
life as the “salt of the earth.”1! Accord-
ingly, it was his belief that the commission
given to the church was to prepare the
world for the coming kingdom of God.

It is essential that Christians carry the vi-
sion of the Kingdom of God into the
world, working and struggling, believing
and praying, witnessing and suffering, so
that as much as possible will be glorified
in the light of Christ. Christians, then, can-
not just authorize but must be engaged in
the practice of Christian morality in the
world, in order to win others and to en-
deavor shaping this world by the ideal of
the Kingdom of God.12

Properly understood then, the Gospel was
to become “the magna charta for the toil-
ers and heavy laden, for the poor and the
distressed.” 13

There was a definite connection between
Stocker’s political and social activity and
his understanding of the activity of God.
The coming kingdom promised by God

8 Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 193.
9 See Stocker, Wack’ anf, p. 231.

10 Adolf Sticker, Reden und Aufsitze, ed.
Reinhold Seeberg (Leipzig, 1913), p. 159.
Hereafter cited as R wnd A.

11 Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 248.
12 Stocker, R und A, pp. 230—31.
18 ]bid., p. 160.

ADOLF STOECKER AND THE “FREE FOLK CHURCH"

was present, in capsule form, in the Christ-
ecvent and in the redeemed community.
Thus the church was to act to prepare the
world for the complete fulfillment of this
promise. It is evident that for Stdcker the
primary focus of the Christian community
should be rooted firmly in this possibility
of shaping the world by the vision of the
kingdom of God.!*

As Sticker viewed human history, Chris-
tianity had played an important role in the
process of liberating man from various
forms of bondage. It was clear that
“Christianity is the great event in world
history from a social point of view.”% It
was Sticker’s objective to capitalize on this
tradition, thereby unleashing Christianity's
power as a social and liberating force in
his day.

Within this perspective lasting social
activity had to be based on a religious-
ethical foundation. Only such a basis could
sustain a person or community for the
continual work in the process of humaniza-
tion. Without this foundation such activity
would necessarily be tentative.l® Within
Stocker’s Christian Socialism the doctrine
of redemption provided the grounding for

14 See ibid., pp. 217—35.

15 Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p.11. As Daniel
Borg points out, "it is generally recognized that
the leading figures of German Evangelical
churches before 1918 were politically conserva-
tive, ardently nationalistic, monarchical in senti-
ment, and quietistic in relation to outstanding
social issues.” “Volkskirche, 'Christian State,’
and the Weimar Republic,” p.186. With the
obvious exception of the last point, this charac-
terization fits Stocker. This illustrates just how
similar, and yet how different, Stocker was vis-
d-vis others in the German evangelical com-
munity.

18 See Stocker, Christlich-sozial. Reden und

Asfsitze (Bielefeld and Leipzig, 1885), p. 473.
Hereafter cited as Cs.
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the proper religious-ethical framework.
Understood socially, redemption changed
not only the man but his relation to others
and to his environment.” Man's redemp-
tion, with both its personal and its social
consequences, provided the only adequate
basis for the work of humanization. It is
evident, then, that Christian faith was not
an addendum to his social position but its
very foundation. Christian love, the mag-
netic force which drew people into com-
munity, was necessary to create a common
concern for the needs of the other.!® Only
the authentic Christian community work-
ing toward shaping this world by the
vision of the kingdom of God could pro-
vide the sustaining force for the ongoing
movement of the humanization of man
and society.®

Even though the Bible furnished no
readily applicable formulas for solving so-
cial problems, it did provide the funda-
mental framework within which the prob-
lems of society could be approached*?
Though it did not reveal specific social
programs or economic guidelines to resolve
immediate or long-range problems, the
Bible did point to the necessary impetus
and spirit of concern to deal with these
problems2! Thus Stocker viewed Chris-
tian love and duty in social terms, which
were at variance with the individualistic
and personalistic ethics that prevailed at
his time.??

Stocker’s social interpretation of the
Gospel was interrelated with his under-

17 Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 192.

18 See ibid., p. 241.

19 Jbid., p. 192.

20 JIbid., p. 249, and Wach’ azf, p. 206.
21 Stocker, Cs (2d ed), pp. 190—91.
22 Jbid,, p. 188.
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standing of the communal nature of Chris-
tian faith. Not only was the church an
assemblage of Christians but, more impor-
tantly, it was a Christian assembly. He un-
derstood this emphasis on the communal
nature of the church to be in opposition to
the notion of the church as a collection of
pious individuals.®® Sticker saw a whole-
ness and unity in the Christian community.
Clearly dependent on the Romantic notion
of Volk, Stocker’s “free folk church” con-
veyed the idea of an organic unity among
people so that an authentic Christian was
necessarily part of an authentic Christian
community.®* It is evident, therefore, that
he used the term Vol in opposition to the
individualism that he thought was so prev-
alent in the evangelical community in
Germany. For Stocker Volk pointed to
both the social and organic bases of the
Christian community. Yet it must be noted
that while his notion of Vol conveyed the
social nature of the Christian community,
he understood this concept in a Teutonic
context. Stocker’s belief that there was
something in the German Volk that made
it unique had both political and theologi-
cal importance, which was particularly
evident in his ardent nationalism, his anti-
Semitism, and his identification of “Prot-
testantism” and Germany.*®

23 Stocker, Wach’ auf, pp. 143—85.

24 The idea of Volkskirche (“'folk church”)
runs throughout his writings. See Cs, pp.458
to 468. For an expanded treatment of the in-
fluence of the Romantic tradition on Stdcker,
especially as it relates to his ideas of Volksgesss,
Volksseele, and Volkskirche, see Helmuth
Schreiner, Macht und Djenst; Adolf Stockers
Kampf um die Freibeit der Kirche (Giitersloh,
1951), pp. 47 ff.

25 See Stocker, Cr (2d ed.), p-29. For an
exploration of these positions, sce my study,
“Christianity and the Social Problem.”
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Stocker’s “free folk church” was not an
involuntary association that one would be
affiliated with by virtue of birth or parental
belief, nor was it completely a covenanted
society of believers of the Anabaptist vari-
ety. Stocker sought a community some-
where between the inclusive national
church and the exclusive sect. He wanted to
take what he thought was best from both
these forms and work toward a community
that would be inclusive, yet would be
based on a common voluntary confession
of faith.

The Christian community as “free folk
church” assumed primary importance in
Stocker’s theology of social change. As the
exemplary form of human community, the
church had the potential power to trans-
form the rest of society. Since he believed
that such power was clearly illustrated in
the early church, Stocker called for the
existing church to recover its authentic
and pristine character.?® He assumed that
within the true church the Word of God
provided a unique source of power. Be-
cause the existing church was incapable of
speaking to and dealing redemptively with
the problems of man and society, Stocker
was convinced that this power was either
absent or not being utilized?” It was evi-
dent to him that the churches in Germany
were not representative of God’s reconcil-
ing acrvity in the world. In dogmatic
theology, said Stocker, the church is de-
scribed as the “church militant,” but where,
he queried, is the militant activity in our
church? 28 Rather than isolation from or
accommodation to culture— two extremes

26 Ibid., p. 190.

27 For an elaboration of this theme, see his
collection of essays Wach’ anf.

28 Stocker, Wach’ asuf, p.375.

ADOLF STOECKER AND THE “FREE FOLK CHURCH”

that he saw in the evangelical churches in
Germany — Stocker called the Christian
community to utilize the power of the
Word of God to confront and speak pro-
phetically to the world. Only in such man-
ner could the church represent God's re-
deeming activity in the world, but it could
carry out its prophetic role effectively only
if free from outside control and influ-
ence.??

As Stocker analyzed the situation, the
German evangelical community was de-
pendent and weak.®® Summarizing his
analysis, he claimed, “We are sick, and our
sickness lies in the social position of our
Church.” ®* He diagnosed the major cause
of this sickness to be in the nature of the
existing church and concluded that the
primary problem was that as a territorial
church (Landeskirche) the Christian com-
munity lacked control of its own affairs.
Temporal authority had overstepped its
bounds in the divine order by usurping the
authority of the church®® Stocker recog-
nized that during the Reformation the
creation of territorial churches may have
been a necessity. The problem was that
this expedient and temporary measure had

20 Wilhelm Meyer contends that Stocker's
concern for the independence of the church
led him to a concern for the public life of the
German people. Evangelische Kirche
deutscher Staat in der Gegenwart nach evan-
gelisch-reformatorischen Grundsitzen im An-
schluss an Adolf Stocker (Bonn, 1935), p.15.
Quite the reverse, however, scems to be the
case. Stocker’s basic concern for the humaniza-
tion process forced him to realize that if the
church was to play an active and prophetic role
in the public life, it would have to be inde-
pendent from the control of the state.

80 Stocker, Cs, p. 418.
31 Ibid., pp. 433—34.
32 Ibid., and Wachk’ asf, p. 161.
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become normalized so that the church was
used for political support and benefit.3
Blame for this could not be placed totally
on the state, however. Historically, the
indifference of the church in Germany to
its outer form, especially its relation to the
state, had been a contributing factor in
allowing this situation to develop.®

It was evident to Stocker that the status
of the church as a territorial church was
a major factor blocking the possibility of
a renewal of the religious-ethical fiber of
the German people. Unless the church
would be free it could not be the com-
munity of the Word of God. “Without
freedom there can be no truth.” 3% As the
guardian and representative of divine
truth, the church was to present the truth
of God to the world so that mankind
would have the possibility of authentic
life.?® Such a catalytic effort would be pos-
sible only if the Christian community were
a “free folk church.”

It was primarily on the basis of the or-
ders of God’s creation that Stocker at-
tempted to make his case for the freedom
of the church. In the created order, Stécker
said, both the state and the church have
ordained functions and purposes. The state
was to provide order and stability for a
godless society. The church was to be
a community of worship, witness, and sex-
vice. This meant that church and state
were to be independent both institution-
ally and legally. By this, however, Stocker
did not mean to imply a compartmentaliza-
tion of reality that would eliminate the

83 Sticker, Wach’ auf, pp. x, 332.
34 1bid., p. 161.

85 Stdcker, Cs, p. 464.

38 Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 64.
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church from any active role in the public
life. Misunderstanding the divine orders
as mutually exclusive had led the church
to be indifferent about the world and had
contributed to an individualistic under-
standing of existence in the world37
Stocker did not want to fragment reality,
but to recognize the differing functions of
the state and the church within the divine
order?8

From Sticker’s vantage point it was as
important for the integrity of the state as
it was for the existence of the Christian
community that the church have an inde-
pendent status. Only thus could the state
remain a Kulturstaat (“culture-state”).3?
Therefore, the proposals of Liberalism to
free the state from the church and priestly
influence were not acceptable. By relegat-
ing the church to an otherworldly sphere,
Liberalism falsely assumed that Christianity
was legitimately concerned only with the
private life,® and thus it obviated the so-
cial and prophetic mission of the Christian
community.

Since both state and church had a com-
mon cause in working toward the human-
ization of man and society, there was to be
no conflict between them, but a functional
relationship between them within the di-
vine order. Nevertheless there was one
essential difference between them: the
state was part of the natural order while
the church was part of the order of grace.
The role of the church was to create the
proper climate of concern that would be

manifest in the concrete action of the

37 Stocker, Wach’ auf, pp- 194—95.
38 Ibid., p. 194.

39 Seocker, Cs, p. 424.

40 Jhid.
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state. Thus, according to Stécker, church
and state must be complementary, each
fulfilling its own function and purpose
within the divine order.

Since the church was called to serve
humanity, the Christian community was to
be the agent of reconciliation in society.
While one could not fragment or delimit
Christianity as political, socialist, or party
Christianity, one should work for the per-
vasive influence of Christianity in public
life through Christian politics, socialism,
and parties.4! It is clear, therefore, that
Stocker did not believe that the church as
an institution should be involved in politi-
cal life as a political party. Its role in the
sociopolitical arena was a more indirect
one, namely, to cause and sustain a renewal
of the religious-ethical spirit of man and
society. Thus the church would maintain
its freedom and integrity as a reconciling
force in society. As an agent of God's rec-
onciling activity, the church could not be
tied to a particular class, interest group,
or party, yet Christians would have to play
an active part in the public life of society.
Here Stocker claimed that while religion
and politics cannot be mixed institutionally
and still maintain their own freedom and
independent integrity, yet on the personal
and noninstitutional collective level the
two are inevitably mixed.4> He thought
that the Christian community as a formal
body would have to transcend partisan is-
sues, yet speak out on such issues as eco-
nomic injustice and social oppression.f3
Here again Stocker tried to distinguish be-
tween the action of Christians and the role

41 Stocker, Wach’ auf, p. 232.
42 1bid., pp. 197—99.
43 See Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 19.

of the institutional church. The church as
institution was to provide the necessary
context within which Christians as individ-
uals or as a body could respond to social
problems.

Sticker considered his struggle against
the territorial church to be one of the au-
thentic Christian community against the
established church. This struggle would
determine the very existence of the authen-
tic community of the faithful. His concep-
tion of the “free folk church” independent
of state control is not to be identified with
the notion of an absolute separation of
church and state. This idea of separation
sounded too much like the two-realms di-
vision for Stocker. He thought rather of
an independence from the state which
would not preclude mutual relations be-
tween church and state. Sticker was not
so much fighting for the church’s freedom
from the state as he was fighting for the
freedom of the church’s influence in so-
ciety. His primary consideration was the
kind of freedom that would allow the
church to be the true church, free from out-
side influences, especially state control. The
rationale for his position was based more
on theological considerations of the nature
of the church than legal or constitutional
considerations.i*

Stécker’s concern was to recover the real
significance and character of the church

44 Detlev von Walter in a generally per-
ceptive analysis of Stocker's understanding of
the church, maintains that for the court preacher
the problem of church dogma and the form c_'f
the church was inconsequential to the public
life. Die freie Volkskirche als Ziel Adolf Stéck-
ers (Rostock i. Meckl., 1937), p.41. Stocker,
however, considered church dogma and form to
be factors producing problems in the public life.
These, therefore, had to be altered in order to
come to terms with the public life in Germany.
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as the body of Christ, the representative of
God's activity on earth. This, he was con-
vinced, could be done only by breaking
the political stranglehold on the church.%®
It was impossible, he thought, for the
Christian community to exercise its pro-
phetic function within the context of the
territorial church. Because the church was
dependent on the state, there was no
chance for it to speak out against the
state.!® Furthermore, since Sticker firmly
believed that the evangelical church in
Germany had to understand itself on the
basis of prophetic and evangelical thought
and action in the social and political
spheres, the church had to be free in order
to fulfill its God-given task.’” “If only the
Church had the freedom to live its unique
existence within the divine order, a new
history of Protestantism would begin.” 48

Stocker believed that the authentic
church had to live in a dialectical relation
to the world — in the world yet not of the
world.*® He believed that the church was
not simply the visible historical community
but also the invisible fellowship of the
body of Christ. The primary focus in his

45 Meyer, Evangelische Kirche und deutscher
Staat, pp. 31—33, claims that in actual fact the
court preacher sought a Reichskirche. This, he
claims, is the logical conclusion of Stécker’s at-
tempt to bring the evangelical community and
the German state together as a Christian state.
Such a conclusion, however, misses the distinc-
tion Stocker sought to maintain between the
“free folk church” and the state, even a Christian
state.

46 Stocker, Wach’ anf, p. 166.

47 See Adolf Stocker, “Die Leitung der
Kirche. Ein Weckruf’ (Siegen, 1877), p. 26.
48 Seicker, Cs, p. 427.

49 See Adolf Stocker, Wandelt im Geist!
Ein Jabrgang Volkspredigten siber freie Texte
(Berlin, 1889), pp. 264 ff.
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theology, however, was on the church as
the manifestation of God's activity in the
world. He was concerned that since so
much emphasis had been placed on the
purity of the church and on the saving of
souls, the church had become ineffective in
its ministry to the world. The true church
was not only the place where the Gospel
was preached and the sacraments adminis-
tered, but it was also the vanguard of God's
saving activity in the world. To Stocker
this meant that the Christian community
must become an effective social force in
the world —that is, a “free folk church”

Stocker was quite aware of the fact that
the church had become unpopular and ir-
relevant to many in the working classes. It
was obvious to him that historically the
church had been primarily interested in the
established classes of society, supporting
and preserving their advantage. His call
was for a shift in emphasis on the part of
both the church and society at large to the
working classes and their needs and prob-
lems.”® He believed that social problems
and struggles must be brought into the
church. But this would be possible only if
the church were free from outside con-
trols.®® Only a free Christian community
involved in the lives of people would re-
deem the church itself and make it again
a vital force in the lives of Germans and
German society. It was therefore only as
a “free folk church” that the church could
have its raison d'étre as the body of
Christ.5®

Stocker characterized the authentic

Christian community as a gathering of the

60 See Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 161.
51 ]bid., p. 206.
62 See Sticker, Cs, p. 428.
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faithful around the Word of God and the
sacraments and around the work of service
and mission. The church was to be a com-
munity of fellowship, worship, mutual con-
cern, and service. He assumed that free-
dom from external influence was neces-
sary%® The work of the Christian com-
munity in social reform was a necessary
aspect of its inner reform and reconstitu-
tion% The church could win back the
common man only if it was once again
concerned about public life.??

The social question is not evil, but a good
question. What is asked is the best form
of human community in order to bring
the greatest number of men into a good
living situation. One cannot create a world
without suffering, the world is no longer
Eden. One cannot create human hearts
without sin, even the Socialists cannot do
this. But one can, if one wants to, have a
great deal more good will and peace
among men on earth, if only more people
would act dutifully and have love for their
neighbors.5¢

Stocker was well aware that the Chris-
tian community could not create a new
world. Nevertheless he believed that it

83 Jbid., pp. 467—G8. Stocker’s understand-
ing of the church as community was derived
from the doctrine of the priesthood of all be-
lievers. To Stocker this meant a deemphasis on
the hierarchical organization of the institutional
church and a lessening of autocratic authority
in the organization. He advocated the demo-
cratic involvement of all members of the com-
munity as a logical consequence of the priest-
hood of all believers. He favored all types of
participation of the laity in the life and work
of the church with the exception of lay preach-
ing. Schreiner, Macht und Dienst, p.72, inter-
prets Stocker’s understanding of the priesthood
of all believers in terms of Demo-Diakonia.

B4 See Stocker, Cs, p. 497.
66 Ibid., p. 507.
568 Seocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 162.
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could be instrumental in improving the
conditions of this world. The chusch, then,
would have to be both a servant and a
force in society, playing both a passive
(reconciling) and an active (judgmental
and constructive) role.’” Only a “free folk
church” would have the freedom to serve
and become a reconciling force in society.
But, as Sticker noted, that would be no
easy task, for the church was “weak in her
impact on the public spirit.” 58

Just as the Reformation and the Pietist
movement had brought about significant
revivals in the church in Germany, Stocker
was convinced that the stirrings and strug-
gle over the issue of freedom and the issues
created by social problems were the begin-
ning of a third major revival in the Ger-
man evangelical community."? Although
Stocker maintained that the time at which
the church would be free from outside in-
fluence was completely in the hands of
God,*® and that all one could do was to
pray and wait, he worked actively for that
day.

Stoecker assumed that there was an in-
timate relationship between the religious-
ethical spirit of the people and the general
social condition of the people. The great
task of the Christian community was to in-
ject into the world the insights and the
dynamic force of Christian faith and
thereby to bring about a religious-ethical
renewal of the German people.* Such a
renewal was necessary to resolve social

problems. While the church itself could

57 Stocker, Wach’ auf, p. 311.
58 Sticker, Cs, p. 508.

69 Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 137.
60 Stocker, Wach’ anf, p. xvi.

01 See Adolf Stocker, “Die Lage unserer
Kirche” (Berlin, 1887), p. 20.
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not become directly involved in politics,
its mission was to cause and sustain a ref-
ormation of the people. This was a neces-
sary condition for effective social reform,®?
so that the church would have to provide
an appropriate communal context and an
impetus for the ongoing humanization of
man and society.®® Sticker saw no possi-
bility for meaningful reform without a ref-
ormation of the German spirit and a re-
newal of the German people. The burden
for this task fell on the church.%* The ac-
tive involvement of the church in social
problems could not remain on the personal
level alone, but the Christian community
had to become a dynamic social force per-
vading all of society. It had a unique role
to play in the divine order as an authentic
community creatively involved in the on-
going humanization of man and society.%®
His optimism regarding this task can be
illustrated by the following statements:

We call out to our people, “Wake up, my
Germans, the time for sleeping is past.”
So in times past Martin Luther awakened
his people. So again a Protestant con-
sciousness must be sounded out. . . . Our
people are not lost to the Gospel, we must
only seek them out.%0

The primary significance of Sticker's
conception of the “free folk church” was
its value as a critical tool, although it did
not clearly formulate the actual workings
of such a Christian community. Internally
the “free folk church” concept pointed to
Stocker’s belief that the church could not

62 Sticker, Wach' axf, p. 150.
63 1bid., pp. 151—53.

64 Ibid., p. 155.

65 Stocker, Cs (2d ed.), p. 212.
66 Stocker, Wach’ asf, p. 183.

https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol42/iss1/65

simply be concerned with the salvation of
individual souls or merely with personal
problems, but that it also had a necessary
social role to play. The church, if it was
the Christian community, had to be the
church of the people, actively involved in
social problems. This was in accord with
his view that Christianity was a public and
communal faith, not just a private and per-
sonal faith. Thus the Christian commun-
ity would have to be understood as com-
munal and organic, not just as a collection
of individual Christians. In this regard
Stocker's critique had the effect of under-
cutting the basis of the existing established
church. Externally his notion of the “free
folk church” pointed to the fact that the
church could not be the body of Christ if
it was dependent on outside forces. The
Christian community would need the free-
dom to speak prophetically to society and
to work redemptively in it. This aspect of
his critique had the effect of undercutting
the existing relationship between church
and state in Germany. However, such ques-
tions as how a “free folk church” with a
confessional basis could exist without be-
coming a sect, or how a community with
a confessional basis could be inclusive, or
how such a church could be in yet not of
the world, or how one would decide what
forms of social action were appropriate for
the church as institution and for Christians
as a collective body were left unresolved.
In one sense this lack of a clear definition
of the constitution of the Christian com-
munity was a strength of Stocker's posi-
tion. Whether intended or not, Stocker
provides a formal definition of the nature
of the church which must then be material-
ized historically. Stocker maintained that
even though the essential communal nature
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of the Christian community remains con-
stant, how it is materialized in a given con-
text depends on that context. The full im-
plications of the historicity or contextual-
ity of the church, its role in society, its re-
demptive function, and its commual form,
would probably have been disavowed by

Stocker, but the seeds of such a view were
planted in his position. Coupled with his
rediscovery of the social dimension of
Christian faith, this became the construc-
tive legacy of Adolf Sticker's view of the
“free folk church.”

Alma, Mich.
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