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Protestant Millennialism and Missions at the Turn of the 20th Century 

 
 Abstract  

At the turn of the twentieth century, American Protestant churches’ interest in foreign missions increased 
dramatically. In 1886, at a summer Bible conference for leaders of the collegiate Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA), one hundred young men decided to become foreign missionaries. This was the beginning 
of the widespread student enthusiasm for missions, with its watchword “the evangelisation of the world in this 
generation,” as the archetypal symbol of the American missionary movement. Within thirty years of the YMCA 
conference, the United States displaced the United Kingdom as the leader in missionary work. This article traces 
the roots of the modern American Protestant missionary movement at the turn of the 20th century and the reasons 
for the unprecedented growth of enthusiasm for preaching the  gospel to non-Christians. It has been stressed that 
several factors determined the concept of the mission at that time and that the tradition of revivalist movements 
was the most critical. 

 

Introduction 
The watchword “the evangelisation of the world in this generation” was coined by John 

Raleigh Mott (1865–1955), a Methodist layperson and a long-serving leader of the YMCA, 
and later on, the General Secretary of the World Council of Churches, which was formed in 1948.1 
The slogan gained in a brief time a “powerful hold on the minds of the future leaders of thought and 
revolutionised the American missionary movement.”2 The man who generated and publicised the 
ideas of the missions was Arthur Tappan Pierson (1837–1911). He was a Presbyterian and 
published fifty books and thousands of articles and speeches which mobilised both denominational 
and parachurch missions and propagated ideas that became some of the generally accepted 
assumptions of twentieth-century Protestant missions. From the very beginning, the ideology 
of missions to non-Christian peoples was framed within biblical prophecies concerning the end-time 
and, in particular, the idea of a great conversion of non-Christian people before the downfall of the 
Antichrist. The final concept of ‘mission’ was a result of a discussion between Premillennial 
dispensationalists and postmillennialists.      

 
Enthusiasm for missions 

Mott understood “evangelisation” as “an adequate opportunity given to all men to know 
Jesus Christ and become His real disciples.” He believed that Jesus’ words “Go ye into all the world 
and preach the Gospel to the whole creation” (Matthew, xxviii, 19) was commanded to all 
Christians and not to the Apostles only. Mott referred to the Greek etymology in defining the 
meaning of “preaching the Gospel.” He admitted that besides “to converse,” it could also mean 
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“to proclaim,” “to herald,” or “to transmit good news.”3 Mott believed that if preaching was 
faithful, it “must be followed by the baptism of converts, by their organisation into churches, 
by building them up in knowledge, faith, and character, and by enlisting and training them 
for service.”4 

Specific techniques of preaching can also be found in Mott’s work. “The Gospel must be 
preached in such a manner as will constitute an intelligent and intelligible presentation of the 
message. This necessitates on the part of the preacher such a knowledge of the language, the habits 
of thought and the moral condition of those who are to be evangelised as will enable them 
to understand what is said.” Mott thought that: “Education work sustains a vital relation to that 
of evangelisation.” It undermined “heathen superstitions and false system of belief, thus facilitating 
the work of preaching the Gospel by removing false ideas which already had possession of the 
mind.” He stressed that in some parts of the world “more people have been led to accept Christ 
through educational missionary effort than through any other agency.” The example was Western 
India, and Egypt and Japan. Medical work also constituted a necessary factor in evangelising the 
world. “It affords access to all classes of people, the highest as well as the lowest. It disarms 
hostility and breaks down prejudices and barriers, thus making possible the preaching of the Gospel 
in communities otherwise inaccessible”5 – we read in The Evangelization of the World in this 
Generation.       

Mott was of the opinion that the missionaries who were sent to evangelise the world should 
be of the highest qualifications. “The success of the undertaking depends even more upon the 
quality of the workers than upon their number.” But the most important was the meaning of “in this 
generation.” We read: “If the Gospel is to be preached to all men it obviously must be done while 
they are living. The evangelisation of the world in this generation, therefore, means the preaching 
of the Gospel to those who are now living. To us who are responsible for preaching the Gospel 
it means in our life-time. /…/ The phrase «in this generation», therefore, strictly speaking, has 
a different meaning for each person.” But if “the world is to be evangelised in this or any generation 
it will be because a sufficient number of individual Christians recognise and assume their obligation 
to the undertaking.” However, “the evangelisation of the world in this generation” was not regarded 
by Mott as an end in itself. We read: “The Church will not have fulfilled her task when the Gospel 
has been preached to all men,” because such evangelisation had to be followed by “planting and 
developing in all non-Christian lands self-supporting, self-directing and self-propagating 
churches.”6 

By the turn of the twentieth century, America had become the leading nation in sending out 
Protestant missionaries. As Charles W. Forman admitted: “Prior to 1880 missions had been 
maintained by relatively small and specially dedicated groups of believers, but now they blossomed 
into a major interest of the churches and a significant interest of the nation.”7 The number 
of American foreign missionaries was 934 in 1890 and had reached over 9,000 in 1915. By 1915 
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over three million had women joined women’s missionary agencies and auxiliaries.8 Student 
volunteers flooded the denominational sending agencies. There was a heady enthusiasm among 
American Protestants for “saving” and “civilising” the world’s “heathen.” More and more 
denominations became involved in missionary work. This tendency changed the religious landscape 
in America. By the early twentieth century, American missions were represented by a wide range 
of separatist evangelical missions, called “faith missions” which attracted thousands of young 
people into preaching the Gospel overseas.9 After 1945, independent evangelical missions were 
sending more and more missionaries. In 1953, missions connected with the National Council 
of Churches had 9,844 missionaries, and independent missions supported 9,296 missionaries. 
By 1985, the number of missionaries affiliated with the National Council had decreased to 4,349, 
whereas independent missions sponsored 35,386 missionaries. The separate evangelical missions 
traditionally were affiliated with either the Interdenominational Foreign Mission Associations or the 
Evangelical Foreign Missions Association. However, in 1985, 19,905 missionaries out of 35,386 
mission personnel affiliated with independent missions were sent abroad directly by their home 
organisation omitting these two associations.10 

There are several explanations for America’s exceptional activity in preaching the Gospel 
among non-Christians. Charles W. Forman, who has discussed this question, stresses: “Christian 
missions, though they are a very practical activity, involved inevitably a great deal of theory and 
theology.”11 The missionary movement drew its culturally affirmative mode upon the biblical ideas 
and metaphors because their “Christian identity transcended any other.” As to ideological 
assumptions behind American foreign missions, Americans’ sense of themselves as a chosen people 
and a redeemer nation was a critical factor. “Among the explanations of America’s unique 
responsibility that were offered by biblical models, the most directly appropriate was the one that 
had been phrased in the latter part of the seventeenth century as a Puritan «errand into the 
wilderness». While the imaginary of a city on a hill suggested the influence of an exemplary 
society, that of an errand into the wilderness suggested a heightened activism – the actual 
transforming of a message and witness to unknown, possibly fearsome and uncivilized places”12 – 
we read in W.R. Hutchison’s Errand to the World.   

A.T. Pierson represented the so-called “conservative” tendency in evangelical history. 
He was premillennial dispensationalist and a founder of the tradition known as American 
fundamentalism. At the same time, he worked for “social Christianity” and was concerned about the 
increase in disparity between rich and poor. He contributed to the twentieth-century ecumenical 
movement, which opted for church unity. Pierson was the editor of Missionary Review which 
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became the best historical source for studying the varied questions of evangelical Protestantism 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The journal reported on racism and oppression 
of ethnic minorities, segregation in the South, supported the rights of black Americans, condemned 
human right abuses by colonial powers in Africa, and expended the scope of women’s work beyond 
home including the right of women to preach and to be pastors. His legacy can be defined as “active 
service” or socially progressive evangelicalism combined with conservative theology.13 

Between the 1860s and 1900 the number of American missionaries societies increased from 
sixteen to ninety and this growth reflected the attempt and hope for the evangelisation of the entire 
world in the generation of the missionaries. During this period, the understanding 
of “evangelisation” changed, encompassing both evangelism and the “civilising” functions 
of missions. The social content of the Gospel became more and more important along with the 
everyday activities of the missionaries in the field. The statistics for conversions were less 
impressive than statistics for mission schools and hospitals and social services. The shift from 
paternalism through the corrective insistence on the Gospel freed from Western cultural forms 
to the only kind of “Christian civilisation… that grows in and from a native soil” was evident.14 

In 1860 The Woman’s Union Missionary Society of America was founded to provide for women 
of all evangelical denominations an institution to work independently of the church boards. 
This institution sent single women abroad for evangelistic work among women. The first 
missionary of this Society was Miss Sarah Hall Marton who was sent to Burma in 1861, and in the 
next ten years, women were sent to India, China, Syria, Greece, and Japan.15 

The idea of new mission duties emerged along with the rapid advance of Western economic, 
political, and cultural expansion into the non-Western world. “The most common response voiced 
two assertions: that imperialism was an inexorable force, and that this force must somehow 
be tamed. /…/ As Americans, gloriously free from the colonial and other impediments of old 
Europe, they felt entirely comfortable in the role of spiritual dictatorship that history seemed 
to be thrusting upon them.”16 This way of thinking had provided the steady growth of the American 
contribution to the worldwide missionary movement. In 1910 they outnumbered British 
missionaries in the number of people engaged and the financial resources available.17 

It became obvious that if the world was to be evangelised in that generation more missionaries 
must be sent out. There were two points critical for the strategy of missionary work: location 
of missions and number of missionaries. There were still large regions without a missionary, 
especially in Africa, China, and the Ottoman Empire. In the countries supplied with missionaries, 
there were territories towns and villages seldom or never visited by missionaries. Such a situation 
was evaluated as absolutely inadequate. Concerning number, the situation was even worse. 
Estimates were that in the non-Christian world there was only one medical missionary to every 
1,400,000 people. The conclusion was that there was a need for hundreds of this kind of missionary. 
Similarly, thousands of missionaries were needed to ensure evangelisation, including women. These 
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were indispensable to establish educational institutions for the training of native workers and 
to develop the native Church to evangelise their people. Leading authorities in missionary work 
estimated how many missionaries, in addition to native assistants, would be required to accomplish 
the evangelisation of the non-Christian world within a generation. The highest number suggested 
was one missionary to every 10,000 of the heathen population. The lower estimates said about one 
to 100,000. The average number given was one to 50,000 but the number most often suggested was 
one to 20,000. At the very beginning of the twentieth century, the missionary force was 15,000 and 
the suggestion was to increase it immediately to 50,000.18 

Thus, the evangelisation of the world required a great supply of missionaries or one-fourth 
of the Protestant clergy and ministry in North America and the British Isles. While the sudden 
increase in the number of missionaries presented a great domestic challenge, a gradual enlargement 
of foreign personnel could result in serious consequences if it missed an appropriate moment for 
massive conversion. The common understanding was that this result could not be secured without 
a great enlargement of the number of missionaries, but such prominent pioneers of missiology 
as an academic discipline like Gustav Warneck (1834–1910) pointed out that mere numbers 
of missionaries did not guarantee the desired results.19 

The institution which played a critical role in sending abroad missionaries and in shaping the 
idea of approaching other cultures and religions was the American Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions. It was founded in 1810 and became America’s first sponsor of overseas Christian 
missions. Although created by Congregational clergy, ABCFM operated outside the denominational 
structures and several large associations were engaged in its activity. On 1828, the American Board 
stood second in terms of income among the thirteen leading American organisations.20 Its activity 
encompassed idealism, enthusiasm and optimistic expansiveness based on the idea of American 
responsibility and leadership in the world. “The national and the religious impulses were 
fundamentally not separable.”21 The early ABCFM missionaries were focused on preaching and less 
on fulfilling other basic needs of native people. This idea was expressed on one of the resolutions 
of 1828: “the Gospel affords the only adequate relief for the temporal, as well as for the spiritual 
wants of men.”22 This attitude changed over years and missionaries made significant contributions 
in the field of education, the emancipation of women, and health protection. An example is the 
formation of the Armenian Protestant Union in Anatolia. Its development was strongly resisted by 
the Orthodox Armenian Church, and in 1846 Protestants were excommunicated, thus losing the 
protection of the official Armenian community in the Ottoman Empire. After 1850, the ABCFM 
started cooperation with Armenian Protestants in the field of education and this cooperation was 
very effective. By 1855, 44 schools started for girls and boys. By 1872 it was announced that 85 
percent of Armenian Protestants were literate. By 1909, there were 337 schools in the three mission 
areas in Anatolia enrolling more than 20,000 students. Besides common schools, there were 44 high 
schools, eight colleges and five divinity schools. There was also special education for deaf and 
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blind children.23 The Board’s growing awareness of the medical care in the missions field was 
acknowledged in 1897 when the physicians and nurses of the ABCFM were granted full missionary 
status.24 

The first mission was established by the Board in India in 1812, then in Sri Lanka in 1816, 
the Middle East in 1820, China in 1830, Singapore in 1831, and in Africa in 1833. About 10 percent 
of total “foreign mission” personnel, during the first half of the 19th century, served the American 
Indians, but between 1810 and 1870 about two dozen American agencies for evangelism and Bible 
distribution were created and about 2,000 Americans served overseas. At the time of its 100th 
anniversary in 1910, the ABCFM had 595 active missionaries which served in 20 different missions 
around the world. By 1961 it had sent nearly 5,000 missionaries to 34 different fields around the 
world. The ABCFM became associated with the Presbyterian Church in 1812, the Dutch Reformed 
Church in 1826, and the German Reformed Church in 1829, and these early missionaries from the 
Board belonged to staunchly Calvinist denomination. All these churches supported the ABCFM 
in an early display of ecumenism, but it was the Congregationalists who created the organisation 
and placed its headquarters in Boston, Massachusetts. They also stood by the ABCFM while other 
denominations fell away (the Old School Presbyterian in 1837, the Dutch Reformed Church 
in 1857, the German Reformed Church in 1866, and the New School Presbyterians in 1870). 
As a result of these groups leaving to form their own mission boards, the ABCFM officially became 
an arm of the Congregationalist Church in 1913.25 

This removal from the ABCFM reflected growing denominational consciousness in general, 
but also opposition to the method of managing missionary stations and institutions. There were 
practical considerations to be independent in money-rising and smooth relations between the 
denomination and its own missionaries, however, the most important being the question of whether 
native churches should replicate the ones at home or not. This problem became visible in the case 
of the Reformed Church in America and the Arabian Mission.26 

 
The ideology of missions 

R. Pierce Beaver in “Foreword” to the book The Birth of Missions in America of Charles L. 
Chaney pointed at two sources of the idea of the world ‘mission’ for the American Protestant 
churches. The first was the evangelistic activities of the chaplains of the Dutch East Indies 
Company and the effort to evangelise the American Indians in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The second was “the major font of Protestant mission action and which exerted the most 
influence in the calling of the Christians and churches in Great Britain, Europe, and North America 
to their missionary obedience, and which provided principles and models for the great missionary 
movement of the nineteenth century.” There is an opinion that the modern mission was born 
in 1792 with the publication of An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the 
Conversion of the Heathens by William Carey, who is considered by some scholars the “Father 
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of the Protestant mission.”27 After publishing the book, Carey preached on Isaiah 54: 2–328 and 
appealed to his fellow for missionary work, which resulted in the foundation of the English Baptist 
Missionary Society (1793) and the London Missionary Society (1794) which was an association 
of Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Methodists, and free-church Anglicans.29 

However, there are different opinions on this subject. Beaver, particularly, argues with the 
view that American Protestant missions was a reaction to the British movement and it began with 
William Carey with an assist by the London Missionary in the last decade of the eighteenth century. 
He is of the opinion that the American missionary movement preceded that development.30 Forman 
directs the beginning of the American foreign mission theory to the works of Puritan scholars 
of early New England like Jonathan Edwards and Samuel Hopkins. Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 
was a revivalist theologian, who played a critical role in shaping the First Great Awakening. He was 
the author of the sermon Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, a classic of early American 
Literature. His great discipline was Samuel Hopkins (1721–1803), a Congregationalist theologian 
whose system of thought played the decisive role in shaping the idea of foreign missionary work. 
Hopkins taught that Christian ethics must be focused on “universal disinterested benevolence,” 
or on a willingness to do the will of God with no limits on those who needed help “with no thought 
of reward on earth or even in heaven.” Hopkins’ teaching spoke about a society united by doing the 
will of God. “This teaching served very effectively to break down the acceptance of human 
suffering and the indifference to missions /…/.”31 

After 1800, mission thinking was predominated by the millennium idea and that meant, 
according to Scripture, that non-Christians must be converted before the second coming of Christ.32 
This idea was expounded by the eighteenth-century preachers and theologians of the evangelical 
awakening and among them by Cotton Mather, who was convinced that “God’s plan for the close 
of history was to be fulfilled, and the Devil’s scheme thwarted, by the conversion of the heathen 
nations.”33 As a consequence, Protestant America was perceived as God’s instrument for the 
fulfillment of biblical prophecies and out of this sense of American exceptionalism arose 
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the missionary enthusiasm that became especially strong in the early years of the nineteenth 
century.34 

American biblical millenarianism culminated in the pre-Civil War era when the predictions 
of the Baptist layman William Miller became very popular. Miller predicted Christ’s return in 1843 
and 1844 and commented on the role of Islam and Muslims in the last days. He and his followers 
adopted the popular reading of Revelation 9’s smoke locusts as the rise of Muhammad and Islam 
embodied at that time by the Ottoman Empire. They predicted the fall of this empire and considered 
that its devastation would signal the “closing of the door of mercy.” Miller saw a lot of evidence 
that the destruction of the Turks had started, including the Greek war for independence (1821) and 
the Russo-Turkish war of 1828–1829. For him Islam was the “false prophet” of Revelation 16:13 
that would make war against the people of God in concert with the Papacy as the beast and the 
“kings of the earth” associated with the dragon from the Revelation. Miller was convinced that all 
these powers would finally be vanquished at the battle of Armageddon.35 

Among the most anticipated events of the last days was the physical restoration of the Jews 
to Palestine.36 This belief was very common among millenarians. By the 1820s the concept of the 
restoration of the Jews and the Jewish state became popular in America. Many American 
millenarians lamented the fact that a Muslim mosque (Qubbat al-Sakhra) had been installed at the 
Temple Mount in Jerusalem. There were voices that Christian governments should play an active 
role in removing the political obstacles in the way of the return of the Jews to Israel. These 
obstacles were understood as the Ottoman Empire and Arab Muslims. The political weakness of the 
Ottoman Empire, especially in the Arab lands including Palestine, and some other phenomenon 
such as the drying up of the Euphrates, were considered as a signal that Christ’s return was near. 
Thus, Islam was more and more believed to play an important role in eschatological theology.37 

Many historicist prophecy writers also believed in a postmillennial advent of Christ. This 
idea stressed that Christ would only return to earth after a thousand-year reign of peace, inaugurated 
by strenuous Christian effort at reform and evangelism. “The eighteenth century was the great age 
of Postmillennialism, which played a major role in the development of missionary thought”38 – we 
read. “Postmillennialists believe that the Kingdom of God will be realised in the present age by the 
preaching of the Gospel and by the saving influence of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of individuals, 
and that at an unknown time in the future the whole world will be Christianised. They also believe 
that Christ will return at the end of the so-called Millennium, an epoch of unknown length, marked 
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by justice and peace /.../. The Millennium, according to the Postmillennialist view, is a Golden Age 
at the end of the present dispensation, the Age of the Church.”39 

Some authors see the close relationship between postmillennialism and the mission 
movement and that postmillennialism was the essence of the Reformation. They believe that Calvin 
himself was a postmillennialist. In particular, Charles L. Chaney expressed the opinion that the 
American postmillennialism was built on Calvin’s eschatology and that Calvin talked about 
the three steps of salvation history, the Age of Apostles, the Age of the Antichrist, or the time of the 
Reformation, and the Age of the Expansion of the Church among all peoples.40 

Postmillennialism allowed for the combination of an optimistic view of human progress and 
a literal interpretation of the judgment of God in the end of days. It remained dominant among 
conservatives through the end of the nineteenth century.41 But its dissemination demonstrated the 
conflicts which provoked the growth of a new mode of conservative Protestant eschatology – the 
premillennial dispensationalism. This system of theology held that most of the last days’ prophecies 
in the Bible remained to be fulfilled. According to dispensationalism, Biblical history was divided 
deliberately by God into several periods (from eight to eight) marked by cycles encompassing 
God’s Revelation. The dispensation from the cross to the rapture of the church comprised the wrath 
of God and the Great Tribulation and should precede the Millennial Kingdom, or a 1,000-year reign 
of Christ on earth with the end with God’s judgment. Millennial thinking, or “the vision of a golden 
age within history,” has had a decisive impact on Protestantism and missions.42 Premillennial 
dispensationalist interpreted passages like Revelation 9:2–343 and Revelation 16:23 as descriptions 
of the Great Tribulation, that period of antichrist rule shortly preceding the return of Christ and 
during the End Times. The “smoke locust” of Revelation 9 was read, not as the rise of Islam, but as 
a sign of the “unprecedented activity of demons” during the Antichrist’s reign. They believed in the 
imminence of Christ’s Second Coming and the necessity of the improvement in the human situation 
before Christ’s return.44 

Premillennialism originally opposed the idea of missionary work and believed that Jesus 
must first return and that the Gospel would spread by itself over the whole earth in the Millennium. 
That was the position of John Nelson Darby, founder of dispensationalism, in the 1840s.45 

Premillennial mission theorists of the late nineteenth century still believed that they were living 
in the last days before Christ’s return. The implication for mission theory of their “end-time” hopes 
was a single-minded emphasis on evangelisation. Proclaiming of the Gospel took precedence over 
such traditional missionary activity as education and medicine. Premillennialists grew impatient 
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with the educational requirements and social reform emphasised by denominational missions 
because they seemed to be delaying the proclamation of the Word and the subsequent gathering 
of true believers before time ran out and Jesus returned.46 On the other hand, the belief in the 
improvement in the human situation before Christ’s return “gave added visibility and respectability 
to the civilising impulse. Once the millennium was to begin soon, «civilisation» came to be 
urged,… within a thoroughly affirmative depiction of the millennial role assigned to a Protestant 
society and culture.”47 

Finally, the assumption that missionary activity would hasten Christ’s return prevailed and 
premillennialism provided the popularisation of new mission theories and the rise of evangelical 
missions in the 1880s. “In the new enthusiasm following 1890 mission work was seen by its 
interpreters as the essential work of the church; no church could be healthy without it. Every 
Christian should be involved either as a worker or supporter.”48 Prominent missions leaders such 
as A.T. Pierson, A.J. Gordon, A.B. Simpson, and others felt that “the Holy Spirit in the late 
nineteenth century was opening the world to Christianity in preparation for the Second Coming 
of Jesus Christ. It seemed probable that their generation would be the one to preach the Gospel from 
one end of the world to another in fulfillment of Matthew 24:14. And this Gospel of the kingdom 
shall be preached in all the world for a witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come.”49 

When the phrase “the evangelisation of the world in this generation” was coined and became 
the watchword of the Student Volunteer Movement, enthusiasm for evangelisation reached a peak. 
Dana Robert has stressed that: “The Lord’s coming excited missionary zeal”50 and the idea that 
Christ’s coming could be hastened through evangelism mobilised thousands because of its 
eschatological nature. Hope for a victorious outcome of the Great Commission effort attracted 
thousands of people. Estimates say that over 20,000 students from the Student Volunteer Movement 
became missionaries.51 

American theology of missions never had any doubts as to the final outcome of the 
missionary work. But there was an issue that provoked discussion with various answers and this 
issue was the relative immediacy of this outcome.52 As missions were regarded as a part of God’s 
great work of redemption, there were hopes for a rapid success in the missionary work for 
converting the nations. However, in the second half of the nineteenth century, it became obvious 
that the age of mission work was to be a long one.53 Another issue that arose at that time concerned 
the essence of missionary work and the question whether people had to be “civilised” before 
receiving the Gospel. Rufus Anderson (1796–1880) and his generation appreciated preaching at the 
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cost of social service or civilising work.54 Forman points out at a very important aspect of the 
relationship between preaching the Gospel and civilising non-European people along Western 
patterns. We read: “Anderson was well ahead of his time in seeing the confusion involved in the 
identification of Christianity with Western culture and seeing the long-term incompatibility of the 
Christian faith with Western imperialism.”55 When he went to India in 1854 to determine 
missionary work there, he resisted the tendency toward an English-language education 
in missionary schools since that could erode local culture.56 However, in the next decades, 
Anderson’s reservation was removed from the theory of mission and at the turn of the twentieth 
century the expansion of the missionary schools became the most noticeable feature of missionary 
work as a Christian contribution to the civilisational development of local societies but not 
as Christian agencies of evangelisation.57 

 
Revivalist movements and the mission 

Another factor that considerably determined the concept of the mission was the tradition 
of revivalist movements. A major revivalist moment in the nineteenth-century history of Protestant 
Christianity was the Oxford Movement. It was initiated in the early 1830s in England largely 
as a response to the threats to the established Church posed by the theologians and politicians who 
aimed to subjugate or even abolish the Church and appropriate its property. The movement believed 
that the Church of England was an integral part of the Church Catholic and this idea was expressed 
in a series of ninety “Tracts for the Times,” written by various authors between 1833 and 1841. 
The Tractarians proclaimed that the Church of England had to meet the challenge of the spread 
of religious and political liberalism and unbelief. It also aimed at preventing the growing influence 
of evangelical individualism and the idea of private judgment.58 Tractarian teaching reached the 
United States and influenced the Protestant Episcopal Church. Tractarian views contributed 
to an existing high church movement in the Episcopal Church, but also deepened cultural 
divergence between England and the United States. More and more American Protestants grew 
hostile to the Oxford Movement because of the “fear of episcopal despotism and «priestcraft», 
dating back to the colonial era. /…/ The reaction to Tractarianism drew evangelical within the 
Episcopal Church increasingly apart from their high church brethren, ultimately convincing some 
of them to found a new church.” It was also opposed by Presbyterian and other non-Episcopalian 
evangelicals. None the less, there is an opinion that the Oxford Movement proved to be a mixed 
blessing in theological terms for the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States and was one 
of the several components in a process of a certain cultural and religious divergence between 
England and America.59 
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Charles Grandison Finney (1792–1875) was a Congregationalist and a Presbyterian. He was 
the leader of the Second Great Awakening (1825–1835) and is called “The Father of Modern 
Revivalism.” He advocated for social reforms, in particular, the abolition of slavery and equal 
education for women and African Americans.60 Finney, who was a premillennialist, considered that 
“the state of the world is till such, and probably will be till the millennium is fully come, that 
religion must be mainly promoted by means of revivals.” The place of revivals has been determined 
by the fact that so many counteracting influences brought to bear upon people, that religion would 
decline unless there are no a widespread awakening or a great excitement produces by God to make 
people turn to God. “Almost all the religion in the world has been produced by revivals. God has 
found it necessary to take advantage of the excitability in mankind to produce powerful excitements 
among them before He can lead them to obey.” The necessity of revivals as a new beginning 
of obedience to God is determined by the nature of men, who are reluctant to obey God and by the 
state in which the Church is. “If the Church were far enough advanced in knowledge, and had the 
stability of principle enough to keep awake, such a course would do. But the Church is so little 
enlightened, and there are so many countering causes, that the Church will not go steadily to work 
without a special excitement. As the millennium advances, it is probable that these periodical 
excitements will be unknown. Then the Church will be enlightened, and the counteracting causes 
removed, and the entire Church will be in a state of habitual and steady obedience to God.”61 

Revivals were considered by him as a precondition of the successful preaching of the Gospel 
among sinners. “It is altogether improbable that religion will ever make progress among heathen 
nations except through the influence of revival. The attempt is now in making to do it by education, 
and other cautions and gradual improvements. But so long as the laws of mind remain what they 
are, it cannot be done in this way. There must be excitement sufficient to wake up the dormant 
moral powers, and roll back the tide of degradation and sin.” At the same time, a revival consisted 
in the conversion of sinners. While Christianity was in a backslidden state it was blind to the state 
of sinners. But when Christians enter into a revival: “they will see things in that strong light which 
will renew the love of God in their hearts,” and “this will lead them to labour zealously to bring 
others to Him.” The promotion of revival was essential as there were so much still unconverted and 
dying yearly unconverted.62 

Finney considered that a requisite to promote a revival was in having an influence on man 
and that the conversion of a sinner consisted “in his obeying the truth.” He was of the opinion that 
preaching of the Gospel should be practical, direct and in those proportions, “that the whole Gospel 
may be brought before the minds of the people, and produce its proper influence.” The practical 
nature of preaching referred to the idea that the proper end of all doctrine was practice. Finney 
position said, that “Anything brought forward as doctrine, which cannot be made use as practical, 
is not preaching the Gospel. /…/ Some people are opposed to doctrinal preaching. If they have been 
used to hear doctrines preached in a cold, abstract way, no wonder they are opposed to it. /…/ All 
preaching should be doctrinal, and all preaching should be practical.” The direct way of preaching 
was understood as a preaching to men, and not about men. “The minister must address his hearers. 
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He must preach to them about themselves, and not leave the impression that he is preaching to them 
about others. He will never do them any good, further than succeeds in convincing each individual 
that he is the person in question.”63 

 
W.E. Hocking and Re-Thinking Missions 

Until the 1920s, the Protestant missionary enterprise enjoyed a widespread agreement about 
its essential doctrine, aims, and tasks. This notable consensus was nurtured and articulated by 
missionary leaders and board administrators who shared the broad evangelical vision of the late 
nineteenth century. The American Protestant missionary consensus incorporated several major 
components, each of them suggesting common roots in nineteenth-century evangelicalism. First, 
most Protestant boards would have readily assented to the Presbyterian statement of 1920 that “the 
supreme and controlling aim of the foreign mission is to make Jesus Christ known to all … and 
to persuade them to become His disciplines’ and to gather converts into «self-governing, self-
-supporting, and self-propagating churches».”64 The next element in the consensus concerned the 
social dimension of the missionaries’ cause. The priority of evangelism was commonly 
acknowledged but missions were also regarded as “a sociological force, with a beneficent trend 
in the direction of elevating human society, modifying traditional evils, and introducing reformatory 
ideas.” Before World War I mission promoters generally did not see a dichotomy between 
evangelism and social involvement, however, educational, philanthropic, and medical tasks were 
regarded as secondary to preaching the Gospel.65 

Although this four-part Protestant consensus served the missionary movement well for many 
years, it gradually unraveled in the 1920s and 1930s. The conflict between fundamentalists, 
and modernists over foreign missions reflected the theological polarisation and transformation 
of the nature of American Protestantism of that period.66 Fundamentalists attacked the idea of the 
“social Gospel,” and emphasised the priority of evangelism and the centrality of Christ’s divine 
nature. The groups of fundamentalist failed, however, to dominate both churches and finally 
separated from their churches. In 1936, the Orthodox Presbyterian Church was formed, and in 1947 
the Conservative Baptist denomination was founded as a result of the conflict.67 

Grant Wacker underlines, that there were three broad forms of response to the challenge 
posed by world religions between 1890 and 1930: conservative, liberal and moderate. 
“Conservatives maintained that Christianity was both unique and exclusive, which meant that it was 
qualitatively different from all other religions and that it offered the sole avenue to salvation. 
Liberals denied that Christianity was either unique or exclusive, although they remained certain that 
it was immeasurably better than the others. Moderates tried to have it both ways, holding that 
Christianity was superior to all other faiths, and therefore the loftiest road to salvation, but not 
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necessarily the only one.”68 From 1890 to about 1930 liberals consistently affirmed the essential 
continuity among all religions, or at least among the “high” ones of Buddhism, Confucianism, 
Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity. Their conception of the exact nature of Christianity’s 
relationship to other faiths evolved considerably and according to one them Christ came “not to 
create religion but to develop the religion that was already in the human soul.” Nonetheless, 
in Christ, the moral relations of men were “better represented” than in any other religion.69 

One of the most important debates over foreign missions grew out of the publication in 1932 
of Re-Thinking Missions: A Laymen’s Inquiry after One Hundred Years, a result of a two-year 
project carried by the Laymen’s Foreign Missions Inquiry. It was initiated and financed by John D. 
Rockefeller, Jr., who was a major donor to Baptist missionary activity. This publication was a result 
of common concern about the future of the foreign missions expressed by a group of seven 
denominations. This group was founded in 1930 and ultimately the thirty-five Directors of the 
Laymen’s Foreign Missions Inquiry was composed of Baptists (Northern), Congregational, 
Methodist Episcopal, the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., Protestant Episcopal, United 
Presbyterian, and the Reformed Church in America. William Ernest Hocking, professor 
of philosophy at Harvard and a Congregational layman, was elected Chairman of the Commission 
under which the Missions Inquiry was conducted. He stands out as the most notable representative 
of what might be called the fully matured liberal view of other religions. In the “Foreword” to W.E. 
Hocking’s publication, we read: “It is doubtful whether any enterprise dependent entirely 
on continuous giving has so long unstained the interest of so many people as has the foreign 
mission… [T]his enterprise has until very recent years not only held its own but showing 
remarkable growth. Relying as it has upon the steadfastness of certain attitudes of mind and will, its 
magnitude has rendered it vulnerable to any change which might affect those attitudes. In the last 
few years, there have been signs of such change. The old fervour appears to have been succeeded in 
some quarters by questioning if not by indifference. Subscriptions have been falling off. Problems 
of the utmost gravity face mission boards in nearly all fields. There is a growing conviction that the 
missionary enterprise is at a fork in the road, and the momentous decisions are called for.”70 

W.E. Hocking stressed that: “At the center  is always valid impulse of the love of men: 
one offers one’s own faith simply because that is the best one has to offer.” Nor did he doubt that 
Christians must refer their “conception of God, of man, and of religion to the teaching and life 
of Jesus.” What Hocking did doubt was that Christianity was either destined or entitled to displace 
other highly developed religions.71 Hocking charged that the typical missionary failed to see that 
modern communications and technology were rapidly creating a unitary world civilisation in which 
the real enemies were not rival faiths but materialism and secularism. Since the threat was not 
so much false religion as no religion at all, Hocking urged Christianity to preserve the 
“deep-running spiritual life” intrinsic to each culture. That meant, first of all, that the missionary’s 
first task was not to uproot any religious tradition but to help men and women of all heritages come 
to a truer interpretation of their own faith. The missionary’s second task was “far more difficult:” 
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namely, to seek through dialogue with non-Christians a deepened “grasp of what Christianity 
actually means.” He insisted: “… only as it becomes mutual, running in both directions, each 
teaching, each learning … each stimulating the other in growth toward the ultimate goal, unity 
in the completest religious truth.”72 

W.E. Hocking argued that missionaries should change their behaviour. Rather than 
preaching to people and trying to convert them, missionaries needed in Hocking’s view to initiate 
an inter-religious dialogue and model Christian life unobtrusively. These ideas obviously clashed 
with traditional missionary methods, but they nonetheless became guiding principles for the 
ABCFM and its missionaries.73 

In the 1920s and 1930s, a sense of urgency about the inadequacy of the older persuasions 
was growing and an inclination to link the challenge of world religions with the threat of secularism 
and alien political ideologies such as fascism and communism became visible. “Some leading 
theologians argued that secularism, fascism, and communism functioned as quasi-religions foes 
of historic Christianity and should be treated as such.”74 The sense of urgency was evident in other 
ways too. One was the developing awareness that the challenge posed by world religions was 
no longer an academic question that Christians might or might not address as they preferred. By the 
1930s it was obvious to thoughtful observers that the assumption about Christianity's right 
to displace other religions would have to be proved to an increasingly querulous audience at home 
as well as abroad. This shift was well illustrated by the contrast between the outlook of the 1910 
World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh and its successor, the 1928 International Missionary 
Conference in Jerusalem. At the first, the missionary message in relation to non-Christians religions 
remained relatively low. At the later, on the contrary. In 1910 delegates had cheered about 
the “grandeur” of Christianity marching to the “conquest of the five great religions of the 
modern world.” In 1928, they acknowledged at the outset that the “perplexity on this subject” 
was so troubling that a fresh inquiry was “urgently needed.”75 
 
Conclusions 

Mission thinking was predominated by the Millennium movement, which meant that 
according to Scripture that non-Christians must be converted before the second coming of Christ. 
Many believed in a postmillennial advent of Christ, or that Christ would only return to earth after 
a thousand-year reign of peace, inaugurated by strenuous Christian effort at reform and evangelism. 
They used to see a close relationship between postmillennialism and the mission and stressed that 
postmillennialism was the essence of the Reformation. They were also convinced that Calvin 
himself was a postmillennialist. 

The necessity of the improvement in the human situation before Christ’s return was exposed 
by the second mode of Protestant eschatology – the premillennial dispensationalism. Premillennialism 
originally opposed the idea of missionary work and believed that Jesus must first return and that the 
gospel would spread by itself over the whole earth in the Millennium, but finally, the assumption 
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that the missionary activity would hasten Christ’s return prevailed and premillennialism provided 
the popularisation of new mission theories and the rise of evangelical missions in the 1880s. 

What William Ernest Hocking did doubt was that Christianity was either destined or entitled 
to displace other highly developed religions.76 Since then, a multitude of debates have taken place. 
Premillennialism confronted rising secularism, the general crisis of faith and the application 
of Darwinian evolutionary thought.77 Attempts have been made by Christian scholars in this 
direction and have exposed various points of view on the roots of pluralism and its implications on 
the mission theory. Christian churches have found themselves between the reality of religious 
pluralism and the obligations coming from the Great Commission, or the call of Jesus to his 
followers to baptise all nations. 
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