


CELEBRATING 400 YEARS 
OF BEING BAPTIST

Baptist Support of the Missionary Movement

In the eighteenth century, American Baptists quickly moved west to the frontier 
areas, built new churches, and established associations, but they were slow in 

forming formal mission organizations. In the first 160 years of Baptist life in the 
United States, missionary work was haphazardly organized and carried out by 
associations and regional societies. Among those earliest societies formed was 
the Boston Female Society for Missionary Purposes. Founded in 1800 by eight 
Baptist and six Congregational women, the society raised money for mission 
work on the frontier and later for British Baptist mission endeavors. 

The leader of the society, Mary Webb (1779-1861), a faithful member 
of Boston’s Second Baptist Church, helped found this new organization from 
the confines of her wheelchair. She then served for fifty years as its secretary-
treasurer, writing thousands of letters in which she sought support for mission 
causes, generating numerous reports and financial statements, and leading the 
society’s business conferences.

Twelve years after the Boston Society was founded, Baptists in 1812 formed 
their first national missions organization, the Baptist Society for Propagating the 
Gospel in India and Other Foreign Parts. This new society came into being in 
order to support the work of Adoniram and Ann Judson and Luther Rice, who 
had traveled to India to serve as Congregational missionaries but had accepted 
Baptist teachings, been immersed, and now sought backing from the Baptists. 
The Judsons soon moved to Burma and began mission efforts there, and Rice 
returned to the United States, in order to stir up support from the Baptists. 

In 1814, as a result of the leadership of Rice, the General Convention of 
the Baptist Denomination in the United States of America for Foreign Missions 
was founded. Because this new organization held meetings only every three 
years, it became known as the Triennial Convention. From 1814 to the present, 
Baptists in America have been actively involved in official support of the 
mission movement.
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The Center for Baptist Studies 
produces a free monthly e-journal,  
The Baptist Studies Bulletin, which  
is distributed through e-mail.  
The Center also offers an on-line 
certificate program in Baptist studies 
for both laity and clergy; timely and 
relevant educational conferences; 
and a website with valuable Baptist 
resources. For more information,  
visit www.centerforbaptiststudies.org.

The Baptist History and Heritage 
Society publishes a journal, Baptist 
History and Heritage, and newsletter, 
Baptist Heritage Update. The Society 
also has an informative website, which 
features an on-line resource catalog,  
a membership application, and  
a new series of articles titled  
“History Speaks to Hard Questions 
Baptists Ask.” For more information, 
visit www.baptisthistory.org.

The Center for Baptist Studies
Mercer University

1400 Coleman Avenue
Macon, GA 31207

www.centerforbaptiststudies.org
Bruce T. Gourley, interim director
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