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Dr. Roger Green, American Christianity, Session 22,  

Neo-Orthodoxy and Social Crisis, Part 2 

Resources from NotebookLM 

1) Abstract, 2) Audio podcast, 3) Briefing Document, 4) Study Guide, and 5) FAQs 

 

1. Abstract of Green, American Christianity, Session 22, Neo-

Orthodoxy and Social Crisis, Part 2, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

 

 Dr. Roger Green's lecture, "American Christianity, Session 22," explores the theological 

movement of Neo-Orthodoxy and its engagement with social crises. The session 

specifically examines the influential brothers Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr, 

highlighting their backgrounds, differing vocational paths at Union and Yale respectively, 

and their significant impact on American theological thought by critiquing Protestant 

liberalism and fundamentalism. The lecture introduces Reinhold Niebuhr's key works, 

Moral Man and Immoral Society and The Nature and Destiny of Man, emphasizing his 

concept of political realism and his views on Christian responsibility in the world. 

Furthermore, it discusses H. Richard Niebuhr's critical assessment of liberal theology in 

The Kingdom of God in America and introduces his renowned work, Christ and Culture, 

which analyzes the relationship between Christianity and human culture through various 

historical models. 

2.  17 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Green, American Christianity, Session 22 –  Double click 

icon to play in Windows media player or go to the 

Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link 

there (Church History → American Christianity).  

 
 



2 
 

3. Briefing Document: Green, Session 22, Neo-Orthodoxy and 

Social Crisis, Part 2 

 

Neo-Orthodoxy and Social Crisis: A Study Guide 

Quiz 

Answer the following questions in 2-3 sentences each. 

1. What were the denominational backgrounds of Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr, 

and what other prominent theologian shared a similar upbringing in terms of 

family profession? 

2. Describe the contrasting vocational paths taken by Reinhold and H. Richard 

Niebuhr after their education at Yale, and identify the primary institutions with 

which they became associated. 

3. What was Reinhold Niebuhr's initial experience as a pastor in Detroit, and how 

did this experience shape his theological concerns? 

4. Explain why Reinhold Niebuhr and Karl Barth are considered figures who reacted 

against Protestant liberalism, and what theological approach did they aim to 

establish instead? 

5. What was the central argument of Reinhold Niebuhr's book Moral Man and 

Immoral Society, and what specific tension did the title highlight? 

6. According to Reinhold Niebuhr's The Nature and Destiny of Man, where does the 

ultimate resolution to the problem of evil lie, and what implications does this 

have for Christian engagement in the world? 

7. Identify three ways in which Reinhold Niebuhr believed Christians could "opt-out" 

of their responsibility for the world, as discussed in The Nature and Destiny of 

Man. 

8. Summarize H. Richard Niebuhr's critique of American Protestant liberalism as 

expressed in his book The Kingdom of God in America. 

9. What is the central question that H. Richard Niebuhr explores in his book Christ 

and Culture? 

10. According to the lecture, how does H. Richard Niebuhr define "Christ" and 

"culture" within the context of his book Christ and Culture? 
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Quiz Answer Key 

1. Both Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr were reared in a pastoral home within the 

German Evangelical Church, an offshoot of German Pietism. Similar to them, 

Walter Rauschenbusch was also raised in a pastoral home, though he belonged to 

a German Baptist church. 

2. Reinhold Niebuhr became a pastor in Detroit for 11 years, witnessing social 

injustices firsthand, before transitioning to a long teaching career at Union 

Theological Seminary in New York City. In contrast, H. Richard Niebuhr became a 

professor at Yale University, where he spent his career influencing theological 

thought. 

3. As a pastor in Detroit, Reinhold Niebuhr witnessed the harsh realities of 

industrialization, including long hours, poor wages, and terrible living conditions, 

which mirrored Rauschenbusch's earlier experiences in New York City. This 

firsthand exposure to social crisis fueled Niebuhr's concern for the ethical 

application of Christian theology to societal problems. 

4. Both Reinhold Niebuhr and Karl Barth were critical of Protestant liberalism, 

finding it inadequate to address the crises of their time and overly optimistic 

about human reason and progress. They sought to construct a more biblically 

grounded and theologically orthodox approach, often referred to as neo-

orthodoxy. 

5. Moral Man and Immoral Society argues against the liberal optimism that 

rationality can create a just society, emphasizing the persistent sinfulness of 

humanity, especially in collective groups. The title highlights the contrast between 

the potential for ethical behavior in individuals and the egoism and power 

dynamics that often characterize social groups. 

6. Reinhold Niebuhr argued in The Nature and Destiny of Man that the final solution 

to evil lies beyond history in Christ, the Redeemer, who is the ultimate Lord of 

history. However, this does not absolve Christians of their responsibility to 

actively engage with and address the evil in the world in the meantime. 

7. Reinhold Niebuhr identified three ways Christians might opt-out of their worldly 

responsibilities: through materialism (focusing solely on personal wealth), ill-

defined optimism (ignoring the reality of evil), and dualism (prioritizing spiritual 

salvation over earthly concerns). 
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8. H. Richard Niebuhr critiqued American Protestant liberalism for its perceived lack 

of emphasis on core Christian doctrines such as the wrath of God, human 

sinfulness, divine judgment, and the significance of Christ's cross. He famously 

summarized this critique by stating that liberal theology presented "a God 

without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment 

through the ministrations of Christ without a cross." 

9. The central question that H. Richard Niebuhr explores in Christ and Culture is the 

relationship between Christianity and human culture. He seeks to understand 

how Christian faith engages with and interacts with the various aspects of human 

societal development and expression. 

10. Within Christ and Culture, H. Richard Niebuhr defines "Christ" as the incarnated 

Christ, who serves as the key for Christians to understand themselves, the world, 

God, and the nature of good and evil. He defines "culture" as the environment 

that human beings create and impose on the natural world through endeavors 

like science, mathematics, architecture, art, music, and especially language. 

 

Essay Format Questions 

1. Compare and contrast the intellectual and theological contexts that influenced 

the development of Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr's thought, paying particular 

attention to their relationship with liberal theology and the social crises they 

observed. 

2. Analyze Reinhold Niebuhr's concept of "moral man and immoral society." What 

are the key distinctions he makes between individual and group ethics, and what 

implications does this have for political action from a Christian perspective? 

3. Discuss Reinhold Niebuhr's critique of Christian approaches that seek to withdraw 

from the realities of the world, as presented in The Nature and Destiny of Man. 

What are the dangers of these "opt-out" strategies, and what does Niebuhr 

suggest as a more appropriate Christian response to the world's challenges? 

4. Evaluate H. Richard Niebuhr's assessment of American Protestant liberalism in 

The Kingdom of God in America. To what extent do you find his critique 

compelling, and what lasting impact has this critique had on subsequent 

theological discussions? 
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5. Explain the significance of H. Richard Niebuhr's Christ and Culture for 

understanding the relationship between Christian faith and human culture. 

Discuss the fundamental question the book addresses and the underlying 

definitions of its key terms. 

 

Glossary of Key Terms 

• Neo-Orthodoxy: A 20th-century theological movement that reacted against 

liberal Protestantism and emphasized the transcendence of God, the authority of 

Scripture, and the reality of sin. It sought to recover elements of classical 

Reformation theology in response to modern challenges. 

• Protestant Liberalism: A theological movement that emerged in the 19th century, 

emphasizing reason, experience, and the immanence of God. It tended to 

downplay traditional doctrines like the inherent sinfulness of humanity and the 

literal interpretation of Scripture. 

• German Pietism: A Protestant movement that emphasized personal piety, 

religious experience, and practical Christian living. It often stressed the 

importance of individual conversion and a close relationship with God. 

• German Theology: Refers to the influential theological developments originating 

in German universities and among German theologians, particularly in the 19th 

and 20th centuries. It encompassed a wide range of perspectives, including both 

liberal and more conservative approaches. 

• Union Theological Seminary: An influential theological seminary in New York City 

that became a significant center for neo-orthodox thought in America, 

particularly through the teaching of Reinhold Niebuhr and others. 

• Yale University: A prominent American university where H. Richard Niebuhr 

taught and exerted significant influence on American theological scholarship. 

• Public Theologian: A theologian who engages with public issues and contributes 

theological perspectives to broader societal and political discussions, as Reinhold 

Niebuhr did. 

• Political Realism: A perspective, particularly associated with Reinhold Niebuhr, 

that emphasizes the role of power, self-interest, and the limitations of human 

nature in political life. It stands in contrast to idealistic views that overemphasize 

rationality and goodwill. 
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• Collective Egoism: Reinhold Niebuhr's concept that groups of individuals tend to 

act out of self-interest and a desire for power, often more so than individuals 

acting alone. 

• Dualism: In a theological context, the belief in a sharp division between the 

spiritual and material realms, often prioritizing the spiritual and devaluing the 

material. 
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4.  Study Guide: Green, American Christianity, Session 22, Neo-

Orthodoxy and Social Crisis, Part 2 

Neo-Orthodoxy and Social Crisis: A Study Guide 

Quiz 

Answer the following questions in 2-3 sentences each. 

1. What were the denominational backgrounds of Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr, 

and what other prominent theologian shared a similar upbringing in terms of 

family profession? 

2. Describe the contrasting vocational paths taken by Reinhold and H. Richard 

Niebuhr after their education at Yale, and identify the primary institutions with 

which they became associated. 

3. What was Reinhold Niebuhr's initial experience as a pastor in Detroit, and how 

did this experience shape his theological concerns? 

4. Explain why Reinhold Niebuhr and Karl Barth are considered figures who reacted 

against Protestant liberalism, and what theological approach did they aim to 

establish instead? 

5. What was the central argument of Reinhold Niebuhr's book Moral Man and 

Immoral Society, and what specific tension did the title highlight? 

6. According to Reinhold Niebuhr's The Nature and Destiny of Man, where does the 

ultimate resolution to the problem of evil lie, and what implications does this 

have for Christian engagement in the world? 

7. Identify three ways in which Reinhold Niebuhr believed Christians could "opt-out" 

of their responsibility for the world, as discussed in The Nature and Destiny of 

Man. 

8. Summarize H. Richard Niebuhr's critique of American Protestant liberalism as 

expressed in his book The Kingdom of God in America. 

9. What is the central question that H. Richard Niebuhr explores in his book Christ 

and Culture? 

10. According to the lecture, how does H. Richard Niebuhr define "Christ" and 

"culture" within the context of his book Christ and Culture? 
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Quiz Answer Key 

1. Both Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr were reared in a pastoral home within the 

German Evangelical Church, an offshoot of German Pietism. Similar to them, 

Walter Rauschenbusch was also raised in a pastoral home, though he belonged to 

a German Baptist church. 

2. Reinhold Niebuhr became a pastor in Detroit for 11 years, witnessing social 

injustices firsthand, before transitioning to a long teaching career at Union 

Theological Seminary in New York City. In contrast, H. Richard Niebuhr became a 

professor at Yale University, where he spent his career influencing theological 

thought. 

3. As a pastor in Detroit, Reinhold Niebuhr witnessed the harsh realities of 

industrialization, including long hours, poor wages, and terrible living conditions, 

which mirrored Rauschenbusch's earlier experiences in New York City. This 

firsthand exposure to social crisis fueled Niebuhr's concern for the ethical 

application of Christian theology to societal problems. 

4. Both Reinhold Niebuhr and Karl Barth were critical of Protestant liberalism, 

finding it inadequate to address the crises of their time and overly optimistic 

about human reason and progress. They sought to construct a more biblically 

grounded and theologically orthodox approach, often referred to as neo-

orthodoxy. 

5. Moral Man and Immoral Society argues against the liberal optimism that 

rationality can create a just society, emphasizing the persistent sinfulness of 

humanity, especially in collective groups. The title highlights the contrast between 

the potential for ethical behavior in individuals and the egoism and power 

dynamics that often characterize social groups. 

6. Reinhold Niebuhr argued in The Nature and Destiny of Man that the final solution 

to evil lies beyond history in Christ, the Redeemer, who is the ultimate Lord of 

history. However, this does not absolve Christians of their responsibility to 

actively engage with and address the evil in the world in the meantime. 

7. Reinhold Niebuhr identified three ways Christians might opt-out of their worldly 

responsibilities: through materialism (focusing solely on personal wealth), ill-

defined optimism (ignoring the reality of evil), and dualism (prioritizing spiritual 

salvation over earthly concerns). 
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8. H. Richard Niebuhr critiqued American Protestant liberalism for its perceived lack 

of emphasis on core Christian doctrines such as the wrath of God, human 

sinfulness, divine judgment, and the significance of Christ's cross. He famously 

summarized this critique by stating that liberal theology presented "a God 

without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment 

through the ministrations of Christ without a cross." 

9. The central question that H. Richard Niebuhr explores in Christ and Culture is the 

relationship between Christianity and human culture. He seeks to understand 

how Christian faith engages with and interacts with the various aspects of human 

societal development and expression. 

10. Within Christ and Culture, H. Richard Niebuhr defines "Christ" as the incarnated 

Christ, who serves as the key for Christians to understand themselves, the world, 

God, and the nature of good and evil. He defines "culture" as the environment 

that human beings create and impose on the natural world through endeavors 

like science, mathematics, architecture, art, music, and especially language. 

 

Essay Format Questions 

1. Compare and contrast the intellectual and theological contexts that influenced 

the development of Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr's thought, paying particular 

attention to their relationship with liberal theology and the social crises they 

observed. 

2. Analyze Reinhold Niebuhr's concept of "moral man and immoral society." What 

are the key distinctions he makes between individual and group ethics, and what 

implications does this have for political action from a Christian perspective? 

3. Discuss Reinhold Niebuhr's critique of Christian approaches that seek to withdraw 

from the realities of the world, as presented in The Nature and Destiny of Man. 

What are the dangers of these "opt-out" strategies, and what does Niebuhr 

suggest as a more appropriate Christian response to the world's challenges? 

4. Evaluate H. Richard Niebuhr's assessment of American Protestant liberalism in 

The Kingdom of God in America. To what extent do you find his critique 

compelling, and what lasting impact has this critique had on subsequent 

theological discussions? 
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5. Explain the significance of H. Richard Niebuhr's Christ and Culture for 

understanding the relationship between Christian faith and human culture. 

Discuss the fundamental question the book addresses and the underlying 

definitions of its key terms. 

 

Glossary of Key Terms 

• Neo-Orthodoxy: A 20th-century theological movement that reacted against 

liberal Protestantism and emphasized the transcendence of God, the authority of 

Scripture, and the reality of sin. It sought to recover elements of classical 

Reformation theology in response to modern challenges. 

• Protestant Liberalism: A theological movement that emerged in the 19th century, 

emphasizing reason, experience, and the immanence of God. It tended to 

downplay traditional doctrines like the inherent sinfulness of humanity and the 

literal interpretation of Scripture. 

• German Pietism: A Protestant movement that emphasized personal piety, 

religious experience, and practical Christian living. It often stressed the 

importance of individual conversion and a close relationship with God. 

• German Theology: Refers to the influential theological developments originating 

in German universities and among German theologians, particularly in the 19th 

and 20th centuries. It encompassed a wide range of perspectives, including both 

liberal and more conservative approaches. 

• Union Theological Seminary: An influential theological seminary in New York City 

that became a significant center for neo-orthodox thought in America, 

particularly through the teaching of Reinhold Niebuhr and others. 

• Yale University: A prominent American university where H. Richard Niebuhr 

taught and exerted significant influence on American theological scholarship. 

• Public Theologian: A theologian who engages with public issues and contributes 

theological perspectives to broader societal and political discussions, as Reinhold 

Niebuhr did. 

• Political Realism: A perspective, particularly associated with Reinhold Niebuhr, 

that emphasizes the role of power, self-interest, and the limitations of human 

nature in political life. It stands in contrast to idealistic views that overemphasize 

rationality and goodwill. 
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• Collective Egoism: Reinhold Niebuhr's concept that groups of individuals tend to 

act out of self-interest and a desire for power, often more so than individuals 

acting alone. 

• Dualism: In a theological context, the belief in a sharp division between the 

spiritual and material realms, often prioritizing the spiritual and devaluing the 

material. 
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5. FAQs Green, American Christianity, Session 22, Neo-

Orthodoxy and Social Crisis, Part 2, Biblicalelearning.org (BeL) 
 

Frequently Asked Questions on Neo-Orthodoxy and Social Crisis (Based on Dr. Green's 

Lecture) 

1. Who were Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr, and what was their background? 

Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) and H. Richard Niebuhr (1894-1962) were two influential 

brothers in American Christian theology. They were raised in a pastoral home within the 

German Evangelical Church, a denomination rooted in German Pietism. Like 

Rauschenbusch, they possessed a strong familiarity with both the American and 

European religious landscapes, particularly German theology. Both received 

undergraduate education in Missouri before attending Yale University. 

2. How did the vocational paths of Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr differ, and what 

were their key roles in American theology? After Yale, Reinhold Niebuhr served as a 

pastor in Detroit for eleven years, where he witnessed firsthand the social crises of the 

time, such as poor working conditions and low wages, experiences similar to those of 

Rauschenbusch in New York. He later joined Union Theological Seminary in New York 

City, becoming a significant theological voice and public intellectual. H. Richard Niebuhr 

pursued an academic career, becoming a professor at Yale University. For approximately 

25 years, the two brothers, located at these prominent institutions, were central figures 

in shaping American theological discourse. 

3. What is Neo-Orthodoxy, and how did the Niebuhr brothers relate to theological 

liberalism and fundamentalism? Neo-Orthodoxy, also known as the "new orthodoxy," is 

a theological movement that emphasizes the Bible as its foundation, often interpreted 

through the lens of the Protestant Reformers. Both Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr 

were critical of Protestant liberalism, which they saw as failing to address the pressing 

social issues of their time. They also stood apart from American fundamentalism. Their 

aim was to develop a robust, biblically grounded theology that engaged with the 

complexities of the modern world, positioning themselves as a more moderate 

alternative to both liberal and fundamentalist viewpoints. 

4. What were some of Reinhold Niebuhr's key theological concerns and major works? 

Reinhold Niebuhr was deeply concerned with applying the biblical message to ethical 

and social issues. His experiences as a pastor in Detroit led him to critique the optimism 

of liberal theology. In his influential 1932 book, Moral Man and Immoral Society, he 

argued that while individuals might be capable of moral behavior, groups tend towards 
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"collective egoism," necessitating the use of political power to order society and address 

evil. His two-volume work, The Nature and Destiny of Man (1943), explored the ultimate 

meaning of history in Christ while also emphasizing the Christian responsibility to engage 

with and address the evils of the world, cautioning against opting out through 

materialism, ill-defined optimism, or dualistic spiritualism. He was a self-described 

socialist and formed a fellowship of socialist Christians. 

5. How did Reinhold Niebuhr's theological approach differ from that of Karl Barth? 

While Reinhold Niebuhr appreciated Karl Barth and his emphasis on the Bible, he felt 

that Barth's theology lacked a sufficient focus on ethics and practical application to the 

social and political realms. Niebuhr's primary interest was in the ethical implications of 

biblical theology and its relevance to addressing real-world problems, a point of 

divergence from Barth's more theocentric focus. 

6. What were H. Richard Niebuhr's primary contributions to American theology? H. 

Richard Niebuhr was also a critic of liberal theology, which he famously summarized as 

"a God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment 

through the ministrations of Christ without a cross" in his 1937 book, The Kingdom of 

God in America. This statement powerfully critiqued the perceived lack of emphasis on 

sin, judgment, and the significance of Christ's crucifixion in liberal Protestantism. 

7. What is the central question explored in H. Richard Niebuhr's book Christ and 

Culture? H. Richard Niebuhr's most renowned work, Christ and Culture, grapples with 

the fundamental question of the relationship between Christianity (represented by 

"Christ") and human culture. The book examines how the church has historically 

approached this relationship and seeks to understand the various ways Christians have 

engaged with the world in which they live. 

8. According to H. Richard Niebuhr, what are some of the key models or approaches 

that Christians have historically adopted in relating Christ and culture? In Christ and 

Culture, H. Richard Niebuhr identifies several models throughout Christian history that 

describe the relationship between Christ and culture. The lecture specifically highlights 

three major approaches: the opposition between Christ and culture, the synthesis of 

Christ and culture, and Christ and culture in paradox or context. Niebuhr uses "Christ" to 

refer to the incarnated Christ as the key to understanding God, humanity, and the world, 

and "culture" to describe the human-shaped environment, encompassing science, 

mathematics, architecture, art, music, and importantly, language. 


