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The Father of Protestant Missions

By Richard Cook
Logos Evangelical Seminary
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m The Jiaging Emperor, who reigned as the emperor of China

for over twenty years during the mighty Qing Dynasty, was
born in 1760.
= Napoleon Bonaparte, the French military leader and Emperor,

was descended from European nobility and was born in 1769.
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m  William Carey, an impoverished English shoemaker, was
bornin 1761.

Of these three great men, all born in the same decade, William
Carey might seem the least likely to provide an historic contribu-
tion to the world. William Carey, born of humble circumstances,
however, did have great ambition. When he was just over thirty
years old, in 1792, William Carey, the shoemaker and part-time
Baptist pastor, spoke on Isaiah 54:2-3 to a group of Baptist minis-
ters in England.

2 “Enlarge the place of your tent, stretch your tent curtains wide,
do not hold back; lengthen your cords, strengthen your stakes. 3
For you will spread out to the right and to the left; your descend-
ants will dispossess nations and settle in their desolate cities.
(Isaiah 54:2-4 NIV)

Just as England was embarking on a great century of imperial
expansion, Carey perceived a providential opportunity for the
church of Jesus Christ to expand through bold missionary en-
deavors. Based on Isaiah 54 and his perceptive understanding of
that moment in history, he challenged his fellow Baptist minis-
ters to take up the call to missions:

“Expect great things from God. Attempt great things for God.”
Inspired by that vision to attempt great things for God, William
Carey became a central part of a monumental global transfor-
mation. William Carey has been called the “Father of Protestant
Missions,” and he is a pivotal figure in the mobilization of West-
ern Protestant missions into Asia and Africa and the birth of
global Christianity in the twentieth century.

The Early Life of William Carey

William Carey was born in England in 1761, and he was raised in
the Church of England. His father was a village schoolmaster, and
in school William was interested in science, particularly botany,
and the languages. As a young boy, Carey taught himself Latin,
and eventually he also taught himself Greek, Hebrew, and
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French. As a teenager, he was apprenticed to a shoemaker where
he met a young Dissenter and in 1783 he was baptized and com-
mitted himself to the Baptists.

In 1781, when still only twenty years old, William Carey married
Dorothy Plackett, the sister-in-law of a local shoemaker. They
were probably never a good match as she was more than five
years older than William, and, like many of the lower classes in
England at the time, she was illiterate. She did not share her hus-
band’s love for learning. They would eventually have seven chil-
dren, including two girls who died in infancy and a son who died
before he was five years old.

Sparking Global Missions: “An Enquiry”

William Carey was the right person at the right time. He was not
the first Protestant missionary, but he is rightly recognized as the
“Father of Protestant Missions.” His two matchless contributions
to church history were his classic missions book promoting mis-
sions in the English-speaking world and his extraordinary mis-
sionary ministry in India. He was a visionary who paired the bibli-
cal mandate for missions to the critical historic moment of the
dawning British Empire.

By the early 1790s, William Carey, in addition to working as a
shoemaker, was studying Scripture as he was serving as a pastor
of two small Baptist churches. The book Account of the Life of
the Late Rev. David Brainerd written by Jonathan Edwards in-
spired Carey to consider missions. Captain Cook’s Journals fur-
ther sparked him to consider the vast world and many nations.
Carey began to see that the Great Commission was not, as
thought by some Reformation teachings, given only to the apos-
tles. He believed, further, that missions need not be tied to colo-
nialism. He presented his view to a group of pastors, and then, in
1792, he published his small eighty-seven page book titled An
Enquiry Into the Obligation of Christians to Use Means for the
Conversion of the Heathens. In the book, Carey challenged the
English-speaking world to consider missions. Carey observed
that English merchants could go to all corners of the world, en-
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during danger and many hardships, in order to promote trade
and become rich. How much more, he entreated, should Chris-
tians be willing to take the truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ to
all corners of the world. The book, a classic in missions read by
many generations of Christians, marked the inauguration of the
“Great Century of Protestant Missions (1792-1910).”

Shortly after publishing the book, William Carey spoke from Isai-
ah 54:2-3 at the momentous meeting of Baptist pastors, conclud-
ing, “Expect great things from God; attempt great things for
God.” From that small meeting of Baptist ministers, the following
day they formed the foundations of the Baptist Missionary Socie-
ty. Like Carey, most of the pastors were not wealthy, but they
boldly dedicated themselves to constructing an extensive world-
wide movement of missions.

William Carey immediately volunteered to join the new mission-
ary society, hoping to go to India. Unfortunately, his father was
upset with his decision and even his church was opposed. Even
worse, Dorothy refused to go. They already had three children,
and a fourth on the way. Dorothy believed her husband William
should obey his father and the church, and she was not willing to
spend the rest of her life in the deadly tropical climate of India.

Missionary to India

Dorothy Carey could not dissuade her husband from his call to
India, but she still would not go. Unwilling to abandon his call, in
1793 William Carey, along with another Baptist missionary family,
departed on the first leg of his journey toward India with only his
eight-year-old son Felix. Before sailing to India, however, the voy-
age was delayed in Portsmouth, England, and Dorothy decided to
join the expedition. Finally, Dorothy, her younger sister Kitty, and
all four children sailed with William for India.

Arriving in India in November 1793, they were not welcomed by
the East India Company. The company resisted anything that
might interfere with their commercial interests, so, fearing de-
portation, Carey quickly moved his family to the interior. Dorothy
and the two oldest boys soon became deathly ill, and William

F A EREERAW 20 Spirit Wind July 2020



Carey spent much of his time nursing them. Fortunately, the
family received some assistance from an East India Company
official, a man who eventually married Kitty. Without Kitty, how-
ever, Dorothy’s shaky mental condition got worse. Then in 1794,
with the death of their five-year-old son Peter, Dorothy fell into
serious mental illness.

She became delusional, and she maybe should have been institu-
tionalized. For instance, with no evidence, she suspected Wil-
liam’s faithfulness to the marriage and she sometimes even fol-
lowed him through the streets of India accusing him of adultery.
With his Christian message undermined, the work of evangelism
was even more difficult. He also felt the extreme depths of lone-
liness. Nonetheless, his work output never faltered. In addition
to the employment he had found in a factory, he continued in-
tensive language study and Bible translation. By the end of 1795,
he had established a Baptist Church in the city of Malda. Howev-
er, the small church was made up of Englishmen and only a few
curious Bengals attended the services. After seven years of evan-
gelistic ministry, there was still not one Indian convert.

In 1800 Carey moved to Serampore, near the city of Calcutta, to
establish a mission station among newly arrived English mission-
aries. William Carey spent the remaining thirty-four years of his
life there, forming a team, along with Joshua Marshman and Wil-
liam Ward, known as the “Serampore Trio.” Carey’s translation
work continued, and they organized schools and set up a printing
ministry. He translated the entire Bible into Bengali, Sanskrit and
Marathi, and the New Testament and portions of Scripture into
many other languages.

Evangelism also continued, but progress was slow. After twenty-
five years of Baptist missions in India, there were only about 600
baptized converts in 1818. In addition to evangelism, in 1819
they founded Serampore College for the training of indigenous
church planters and evangelists.

In 1807, Dorothy Carey died at only fifty-one years old. Just six
months later, William Carey remarried. The marriage was op-
posed by many, but the service was conducted by Joshua Marsh-
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man. Charlotte Carey was well-educated and well matched with
William. She also became the mother to William’s children that
Dorothy had never been. After Charlotte died in 1821, Carey mar-
ried again two years later at the age of sixty-two.

After fifteen years of harmonious missions ministry, the Serampo-
re Mission was joined by a younger group of English missionaries.
The younger missionaries quickly found themselves in conflict
with Carey and the older missionaries. The mission board at
home, also populated by new and younger members, many of
whom had never even met William Carey, eventually sided with
the new missionaries. By the time of the death of William Carey
in 1834, the Baptist Mission had entered a new era in India. But
William Carey had left an indelible mark on the mission, the
church, and India.

William Carey’s Legacy in India

William Carey spent 41 years in India without a furlough. He was
a scholar, linguist, and brilliant man. He had impact on many fac-
ets of Indian history, culture, and language. For instance, he
planted botanical Gardens near Calcutta that were recognized
around Asia. He published numerous full and partial Bible transla-
tions. He produced dictionaries, and he wrote Bengali colloquies,
which some recognize as the basis of modern Bengali prose. The
education and literacy offered by the missionaries was available
to all strata of the society, including both boys and girls. Along
with William Ward and Joshua Marshman, William Carey founded
Serampore College, a school that continues to serve thousands of
students today.

In addition to evangelism, translation, and education, the
Serampore Trio also focused on social issues, particularly oppos-
ing widow burning and infanticide. Although he opposed that cul-
tural practice, William Carey deeply respected Indian culture, and
he has been referred to as the first cultural anthropologist of In-
dia.

William Carey has sometimes been considered a poor husband
and a poor family man, but that is not the only possible interpre-
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tation of his relationship with Dorothy. He refused to place his
wife into a mental institution, despite the pleading of his mission-
ary colleagues and others, insisting instead on caring for his ill
wife himself at home. Despite the hardships, William showed un-
ending patience and love.

Conclusion

John Wesley, after his evangelical conversion, stated he felt his
“heart was strangely warmed.” Multitudes of souls were revived
in the awakenings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Once revived, those people wanted to do something for Jesus!
William Carey, through his book An Enquiry and through his per-
sonal example, challenged them to consider global missions. Eng-
lish-speaking missionaries, initially from England and the United
Kingdom in the nineteenth century and then from the United
States in the twentieth century, flooded to all parts of the world.
The revivalist form of Christianity of George Whitefield and John
Wesley became a central component in the late twentieth centu-
ry of global Evangelical Christianity. William Carey achieved great
things for God.
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Suggested Reading:

(An inspirational classic book on missionary biography.)

Tucker, Ruth A. From Jerusalem to Irian Jaya: A Biographical His-
tory of Christian Missions. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004
(Second Edition).
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