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CELEBRATING 
400 YEARS OF 

BEING BAPTIST
Baptists and Social Ministries— 

Nannie Helen Burroughs

Jesus in Matthew 25 proclaimed the righteousness of those who feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, and visit prisoners. Many Baptists in America in 

the early twentieth-century took his words to heart in an era of urban poverty, 
widespread lack of education, child labor, and racial prejudice. 

Many northern Baptists in the early and mid-nineteenth century advocated 
for abolitionism, forming an early foundation for what would become broadly 
known as social ministry. Empowering women, social ministry in Baptist life 
found primary expression in the temperance movement in the late nineteenth 
century. Initially focusing on family problems brought about by alcohol abuse, 
many Baptist women by the turn of the century were activists for broad-based 
family-focused social ministries. Few Baptist women achieved more in terms 
of social ministries than Nannie Helen Burroughs, an entrepreneurial religious 
leader and educator.

Born in Virginia in 1879 to former slaves, Burroughs’s father died when she 
was five, and her mother subsequently moved the family to Washington D.C. 
in hopes of obtaining a better education for her daughter. Heeding her mother’s 
advice, Burroughs embraced formal education, at the time an elusive achievement 
for African Americans. Upon studying business and domestic science and gradu-
ating from the Colored High School in 1896, a young Burroughs helped establish 
the National Association of Colored Women. A year later she became an asso-
ciate editor of the Christian Banner in Philadelphia, and in 1900, she moved to 
Louisville, Kentucky, to serve as a secretary for the Foreign Mission Board of the 
National Baptist Convention. Nine years later, Burroughs founded the National 
Training School for Women and Girls in Washington, D.C. (later renamed the 
Nannie Helen Burroughs School, it is now a National Historic Landmark). 

Burroughs’s philosophy of social ministry, centered on education, focused 
on the Bible, cleanliness, and employment. She assisted many young African 
American women in bettering their lives. 

Other Baptists in the early twentieth century took social ministries to heart. 
In New York, Walter Rauschenbusch ministered among the urban poor and 
provided a popular theological apologetic for social ministries. Among Southern 
Baptists, Kathleen Mallory led the Woman’s Missionary Union in focusing 
on social services programs, while in Canada Baptist pastor-turned-politician 
Tommy Douglas (recently named as the Greatest Canadian of All Time) became 
the father of Canada’s public health care system. 
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An Introduction to 
Baptist Principles  

by Bill J. Leonard

Special Price 
$1.25

List price $2.50
Price good through November 30, 2009. 

 
To order this resource,  

e-mail BHHS@baptisthistory.org  
or call 678-547-6095.

The Center for Baptist Studies
Mercer University

1400 Coleman Avenue
Macon, GA 31207

www.centerforbaptiststudies.org

This bulletin insert is the eleventh of twelve to be provided monthly during 2009 by the Baptist History 
and Heritage Society and The Center for Baptist Studies. The article was written by Bruce T. Gourley, 
Baptist historian and online editor of Baptists Today.

BAPTIST HERITAGE RESOURCES

The Center for Baptist Studies 
offers 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,  
and a membership application.  
For more information, visit  
www.baptisthistory.org.
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