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This story was written in 1896 and was first published in the Chicago Advance, a 

religious weekly, as a serial. The publisher did not know the condition of the copyright laws and 

hence the copyright became defective. As a result, sixteen different publishers in America and 

fifty in Europe and Australia put out the book in various editions. The book has been translated 

into twenty-one languages, including a Russian publication which has been barred by the Soviet. 

In 1985, the Publishers' Weekly informed the author that this book had had more circulation than 

any other book except the Bible. 

It is the story of a group of people who volunteered to do nothing for a whole year 

without first asking the question, “What would Jesus do?”, and of the spectacular results of their 

consequent actions. Their actions throughout this year were to be in full accord with their own 

interpretation of what Jesus would do in their own particular and individual circumstances and 

were to be carried out in such a manner without thought of what the results might be. 

The story tells of Henry Maxwell, the minister of a large and wealthy congregation who 

took personal pride in delivering a dramatic and pleasing sermon to his fashionable audience 

until a crisis came into his life in the form of a miserable, dying tramp. The following Sunday he 

asked for volunteers from his fashionable church to join him in a pledge to do nothing for a year 

without first asking, “What would Jesus do?” 

The results were beyond his expectations. Some of the most prominent members of his 

church made the promise to live their life as Jesus would. There was Edward Norman, editor of 

the Daily News, who refused to print details of scandal, crime and prize fights, or questionable 

advertisements in his paper and printed editorials containing messages that offended many of his 

subscribers. As a result of his promise he lost his fortune. There was Alexander Powers, an 

employee of a railroad company, who lost his position and his social status by giving evidence of 

his company’s violation of the Interstate Commerce Laws. There was Virginia Page, the heiress, 

who gave her fortune to Edward Norman’s Christian daily paper and to the work of reform in the 

slum district known as the Rectangle. There was Rachel Winslow, talented singer, who gave up 

opportunities to win fame and fortune as a concert singer to devote her talent to volunteer work 

among the girls and women in the city’s most neglected areas. 

Not only did the town in which this movement started feel its affects, but even in Chicago 

the movement made itself felt. There Rev. Bruce, after learning of the events in Rev. Maxwell's 

congregation, took upon himself the pledge to do as Jesus would, gave up his fashionable 

congregation and, accompanied by his friend the Bishop who also resigned from his diocese and 

the life of luxury that went with it, went to live in the slum district of Chicago to labor among the 

unfortunates who lived there. 

This book cannot be recommended to our young people without reservation. The 

underlying principle running throughout the story is the belief that “faith in the Christ helped to 

save men because of the pattern or character he displayed for their imitation.” (page 2). This 

principle is not easily detected unless the reader is on his guard against this modern error. The 

author mentions the presence of the Spirit at the meetings of these disciples of Christ, but if the 

reader is alert, he will notice that the feeling of the Divine Presence was only a strengthening and 



comforting influence to these people who by their own will had chosen to follow in Jesus steps 

and in their own knowledge determined the method of that imitation for their own particular 

circumstances. Conversion is not brought out as being that time in a person’s life when he is 

made conscious of his sinfulness and unworthiness and of deliverance in Jesus’ blood, but rather 

it is portrayed as that time in one’s life when he begins to imitate Christ without thought for 

selfish gain or personal loss. 

However, the rule of conduct portrayed in this book should give our young people reason 

for serious thought. Do we, who are called Christians and who have been brought up in the 

Covenant and Church of Christ, ever give answer to the question, “What would Jesus do?” Are 

we willing to suffer ridicule and loss to be in conformity with our Master’s will? 
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