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Introduction to "In His Steps" by Charles Sheldon

In his steps, Charles Sheldon explores profound questions of faith, ethics, and the practical application
of Christian teachings in everyday life. First published in 1896, this landmark novel has transcended
its time, continuing to inspire readers with its compelling narrative and moral dilemmas. Sheldon's
work invites us to reflect on the impact of our choices and actions, challenging us to consider the
question: "What would Jesus do?"

The Premise of the Novel

The story unfolds in a small town where a series of events lead to a pivotal moment for a group of
individuals. The plot begins with a homeless man, a traveler, who dies outside a church after seeking
help. This tragedy prompts the pastor, Reverend Henry Maxwell, and several of his congregants to
reevaluate their faith and the implications of living as true followers of Christ.

The Central Theme: "What Would Jesus Do?"

The phrase "What would Jesus do?" (WWJD) emerges as a powerful theme throughout the narrative.
This question becomes a guiding principle for the characters, who seek to align their actions with the
teachings of Jesus. By applying this principle to various situations, they confront personal and societal
challenges, leading to transformative experiences.

Key Characters

The novel features a diverse cast of characters, each representing different aspects of society and
varying responses to the Christian faith. Some of the key characters include:

Reverend Henry Maxwell: The protagonist who grapples with the responsibility of leadership
and the essence of true discipleship.

Rachel Winslow: A young woman who struggles with her faith but ultimately finds strength in
her convictions.

Edward Norman: A wealthy businessman whose priorities are challenged as he seeks to live
out his faith.

Mrs. McPherson: A compassionate widow who embodies the spirit of charity and selflessness.



The Impact of the Novel

"In His Steps" quickly gained popularity, becoming one of the best-selling novels of its time. Its
influence can be seen in various Christian movements and literature that followed. The book's core
message resonates with many, emphasizing a personal relationship with Christ and the importance of
embodying Christian values in everyday life.

Literary Style and Structure

Sheldon employs a straightforward narrative style that makes the novel accessible to a broad
audience. The book is structured around a series of vignettes, showcasing the characters' struggles
and triumphs as they attempt to live out the principle of WWJD. This episodic format allows readers to
engage with the characters on a deeper level and reflect on their own lives.

Major Themes Explored

Several key themes pervade "In His Steps," inviting readers to explore the intersections of faith,
morality, and social responsibility.

Faith in Action

The characters in the novel are challenged to put their faith into practice. This theme emphasizes that
true belief is demonstrated through actions rather than mere words. As they navigate various
dilemmas, the characters learn that faith requires courage, sacrifice, and a willingness to serve
others.

Social Justice

Sheldon also addresses issues of social justice, highlighting the plight of the marginalized and the
responsibility of Christians to advocate for the oppressed. Through the characters' experiences,
readers are compelled to consider their roles in addressing societal inequalities and injustices.

Community and Fellowship

The novel underscores the importance of community in the Christian journey. The characters support
one another, forming bonds that strengthen their resolve to live out their faith. This theme
encourages readers to recognize the value of fellowship in their spiritual lives and the impact of
collective action.



The Lasting Legacy of "In His Steps"

The impact of "In His Steps" extends far beyond its initial publication. Its core message has inspired
countless individuals and movements throughout the years.

Influence on Christian Culture

The phrase "What would Jesus do?" has become a cultural touchstone, often abbreviated as WWJD. It
has appeared in various forms, including bracelets, merchandise, and sermons, serving as a reminder
to live with intention and purpose. The novel has also inspired Christian literature, films, and study
guides, making it a staple in many religious contexts.

Continuing Relevance

Despite being over a century old, "In His Steps" remains relevant in contemporary discourse around
faith and ethics. The challenges faced by the characters resonate with modern readers, prompting
reflection on how to navigate complex moral landscapes while maintaining a commitment to Christian
values.

Discussion Questions for Readers

For readers seeking to engage more deeply with the text, consider the following discussion questions:

How do the characters in the novel demonstrate the principle of "What would Jesus do?" in their1.
lives?

What contemporary issues do you think the book addresses, and how can we apply its lessons2.
today?

In what ways does the book challenge your own understanding of faith and action?3.

How does the theme of community influence the characters’ journeys?4.

Conclusion

Charles Sheldon’s "In His Steps" challenges readers to reflect on their faith and the practical
application of Christian teachings in a complex world. Through the lens of the characters' experiences,
the novel emphasizes that faith is not merely a belief system but a call to action. As we ponder the
question, "What would Jesus do?" we are invited to examine our lives, embrace our responsibilities,



and strive to make a positive impact on the world around us. The enduring legacy of Sheldon's work
continues to inspire and provoke thought, encouraging each generation to consider how they can live
out their faith authentically and courageously.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'In His Steps' by Charles
Sheldon?
The central theme of 'In His Steps' is the call to live one's life by following the example of Jesus Christ,
particularly by asking the question 'What would Jesus do?' in various situations.

How does 'In His Steps' address social issues of its time?
The novel tackles various social issues such as poverty, racism, and injustice by showcasing how the
characters apply Christian principles to their actions and decisions, ultimately advocating for a more
compassionate society.

What impact did 'In His Steps' have on Christian literature?
Published in 1896, 'In His Steps' has had a significant impact on Christian literature, inspiring the
'What Would Jesus Do?' movement and influencing countless readers to incorporate their faith into
daily life.

Who are the main characters in 'In His Steps' and what do
they represent?
The main characters include Reverend Charles Sheldon, who represents the moral compass, and
various townspeople who each face personal crises, symbolizing different societal struggles and the
application of faith in real-life contexts.

How is the narrative structure of 'In His Steps' significant?
The narrative structure is significant as it weaves together multiple perspectives from different
characters, illustrating how each individual's decision to follow Christ’s example impacts their lives
and their community.

Why has 'In His Steps' remained relevant in contemporary
discussions of faith?
The book remains relevant due to its timeless question of 'What would Jesus do?', which continues to
challenge individuals to reflect on their moral choices and actions in a modern context, resonating
with ongoing discussions about ethics and faith.
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