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In his exuberant biography of William Carey, George .Smith refers to Carey 
as "the Founder and Father of Modem Missions" and places him at the end 
of a list of English worthies beginning with Chaucer (the father of English 
verse) and just after Newton (the father of English science).[ 1] Historians of 
the Moravians have occasionally been tempted to a similar exuberance. J. E. 
Hutton, in his otherwise generally reliable account of Moravian mission work, 
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issues this introductory invitation to his readers: "Let us haste at once to the 
fountainhead, and follow the romantic story of the eighteenth century 
pioneers."[ 2] His pioneers were largely Moravians, although he also 
included Carey. 

The claims of fatherhood and pioneer status put forth by these early 
twentieth-century historians have been tempered by more recent scholars. 
Stephen Neill in his History of Christianity in India, 1707-1858, after 
reviewing the events of Carey's early career, notes, "English writers have 
tended to exaggerate the importance of these events. This was not the 
beginning of modern missions, not even the beginning of Protestant 
missions... [it meant that] the immense forces of Anglo-Saxon Christianity 
would now be released for missionary service; this was significance 
enough."[ 3] As Christopher Smith has recently claimed, "A scholarly quest 
for the 'historical Carey' is long overdue. In spite of the fact that scores of 

biographies have been written about him, layers of popular mythology still remain to be cut 
through before the actual contours of his career as a pre-Victorian mission leader will be 
uncovered."[ 4] 

The contribution of the Moravians, beginning half a century before Carey, was to produce a shift 
of emphasis of missionary awareness within Protestantism. As Kenneth Scott Latourette 
suggests, "Here was a new phenomenon in the expansion of Christianity, an entire community, 
of families as well as of the unmarried, devoted to the propagation of the faith. In its singleness 
of aim it resembled some of the monastic orders of earlier centuries... a fellowship of Christians, 
of laity and clergy, of men and women, marrying and rearing families ... but with the spread of 
the Christian message as a major objective, not of a minority of the membership, but of the 
group as a whole."[ 5] 

The Evangelical Network 
Rather than continue to debate who was first to do what, a more productive approach is one 
suggested by Susan O'Brien in her 1986 article "A Transatlantic Community of Saints: The 
Great Awakening and the First Evangelical Network, 1735-1755." According to O'Brien's 
analysis, participants in revivals in America, England, and Scotland were all connected with 
each other through the exchange of personal letters, the public reading of letters, the publishing 
of newspapers and magazines, and the organizing of coordinated prayer days. O'Brien's 
concern is that historians move beyond studies of only local or national revivals to what she 
terms "the history of connection, interconnection, and direct assistance between evangelicals in 
different countries and across generations."6 

The idea of an evangelical network, with its suggestion of points of contact among otherwise 
separate movements, is useful in examining Carey and the Moravians. In their contacts they 
brought together strands of the English Evangelical Revival and German Pietism, providing 
points of contact between these two movements so essential to the beginnings of Protestant 
missions. 

The life of William Carey is so well known that only the briefest summary is necessary here. 
Born in the village of Paulerspury, Northamptonshire, in 1761, Carey lived in England for thirty-
two years and traveled little. In 1793, after a five-month voyage, he arrived in India, where he 
lived the remaining forty years of h life. Never returning home, he died in Serampore in 1834. 
Despite only a very modest formal education, Carey was driven by a thirst for knowledge 
throughout his life. His uncle was a gardener, and Carey developed a lifelong interest in botany. 
He taught himself first the classical language, then several modern European languages. He 
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eventually undertook Bible translations in twenty-five Indian languages and dialects and served 
as a professor of Indian languages for thirty years at Fort William College in Calcutta. 

His first employment was as an apprentice shoemaker. But in 1779 this nominal Anglican 
experienced an evangelical conversion and four years later joined the Baptists. His remaining 
time in England was spent cobbling, teaching school, and serving as pastor of small Baptist 
congregations. His first years in India, until 1800, were difficult. In addition to preaching, he 
worked as superintendent of an indigo factory and translated the New Testament into Bengali. 

In 1800, with the arrival of additional missionaries and the establishment of mission 
headquarters in Serampore, the Baptist work was set upon a firm foundation. Despite some 
later setbacks, by the time of Carey's death the Baptist mission was well established. 

Three events, all occurring just before Carey left England, are of extreme importance in his 
story. Thoroughly convinced of the need for foreign missionary work, and after study of what 
both Roman Catholics and Protestants had already done, Carey published a small book in 
1792. The contents are summarized in its full title: An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians 
to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens, in which the Religious State of the Different 
Nations of the World, the Success of Former Undertakings, and the Practicability of Further 
Undertakings, are Considered. In May 1792 Carey was the preacher for a meeting of Baptist 
ministers at Nottingham. His sermon was a stirring challenge to accept Christ's commission to 
preach the Gospel to all nations. At their next meeting, in October in Kettering, the ministers 
responded by creating the Particular Baptist Society for Propagating the Gospel Among the 
Heathen. It was this society that accepted Carey's offer of himself as a missionary and that 
sponsored him in his work In India.[ 7] 

Moravians in England 
Although I have not yet been able to verify that Carey ever actually met a Moravian, members of 
this group had been active in England sInce the late 1720s. But their history reaches much 
further back than that. The Unity of the Brethren--or the Moravians, as they became popularly 
known--traced their origins to the religious groups that arose in fifteenth-century Bohemia and 
Moravia In the wake of the upheavals caused by the trial and death of the reformer John Hus. 
The Unity emerged as a distinct entity in 1457 and enjoyed a separate identity until the 
beginning of the seventeenth century, though it was heavily influenced first by the Lutheran 
Reformation and then by Calvinist ideas. A flourishing branch of the Unity was also established 
in Poland. 

With the beginning of the Thirty Years' War in 1618 came repression and an underground 
existence for the Brethren in Bohemia and Moravia, with occasional nourishment from 
Lutherans In neighboring Germany. In 1722 Brethren refugees began to cross the border 
permanently and settle on the land of the Saxon Pietist Count Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendo. 
From this point on, the story of the Moravians is perhaps better known. 

Under Zinzendorf's all-inclusive leadership, the Moravians developed a strongly Christocentric 
pietist theology and a unique community structure to carry out their various activities. Settlement 
congregations were organized as self-contained, self-supporting towns that were expected to be 
centers of outreach. Within the settlements people lived in groups according to age, sex, and 
marital status in the so-called choir system. Evangelical outreach took two forms: the diaspora 
and foreign missions. In the diaspora, Moravian workers would organize pietistic renewal groups 
within existing congregations of established state churches. Foreign missionary outreach began 
in 1732 with the sending of two men to work among black slaves on the island of St. Thomas in 
the West Indies. 
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As we focus now on points of contact in the network of relationships between Carey and the 
Moravians, we may note first a similarity rather than an influence. Roman Catholic 
commentators, most notably Robert Francis Cardinal Bellarmine, in his controversial writings 
published from 1586 to 1593, had insisted that a vital missionary outreach was one sign of the 
true church. The Catholics had such a program, and the Protestants of the post-Reformation era 
did not. Without additional comment, we simply remember that Zinzendorf, in his reactions to 
orthodox Lutherans, and Carey, in his debates with hyper-Calvinistic Baptists, both played a 
significant role in awakening this awareness within large segments of the Protestant world. This 
awareness was also stirred in John Wesley through his initial contacts with Moravians in a 1735 
missionary venture to Georgia and his "heart-warming experience" among them in London in 
1738. 

Geography may also have played a role in the relationship between Carey and the Moravians. 
In the earlier years of the eighteenth century the Moravians had been much involved in the 
Evangelical Revival as it moved through England. They had established settlement 
congregations at Fairfield, near Manchester, at Ockbrook in Derbyshire, and at Fulneck in 
Yorkshire. By 1741 they had gathered a society in Nottingham and by 1769 had congregations 
in Northampton and preaching stations in neighboring towns including Towcester.[ 8] A glance 
at the map will show that these were all towns in Carey's neighborhood. 

Carey's References to Moravians 
Carey's first written mention of the Moravians occurs in his 1792 Enquiry. He begins by arguing 
that Christ's command to preach to all is still valid and that only the impossibility of doing it 
would excuse us. But it is not impossible to do. "Have not the popish missionaries surmounted 
all those difficulties which we have generally thought to be insuperable? Have not the 
missionaries of the Unitas Fratrum, or Moravian Brethren, encountered the scorching heat of 
Abyssinia, and the frozen climes of Greenland, and Labrador, their difficult languages, and 
savage manners?"[ 9] He concludes by noting that English traders have already proved how it is 
possible to get around in the world. 

Next comes a survey of the efforts to expand the church, beginning with Pentecost and 
continuing up to his own time. "But none of the modems have equalled the Moravian Brethren in 
this good work; they have sent missions to Greenland, Labrador, and several of the West-Indian 
Islands, which have been blessed for good. They have likewise sent to Abyssinia, in Africa, but 
what success they have had I cannot tell."[ 10] 

Section 3 is his "Survey of the Present State of the World." There are twenty-three pages of 
lists, giving in parallel columns the name of the country, its length and breadth in miles, number 
of inhabitants, and religion. Greenland is listed, though its length and breadth are 
"undiscovered." It has 7,000 inhabitants who are either "pagans" or "Moravian Christians."[ 11] 

The final sections of the book attempt to dispose of the practical arguments against undertaking 
missions and to suggest very specific things that can be done to aid the cause. To counter the 
objection that one might be killed in mission service, Carey wrote, "No wonder if the imprudence 
of sailors should prompt them to offend the simple savage, and the offence be resented; but 
Elliot, Brainerd, and the Moravian missionaries have been very seldom molested."[ 12] 

By 1800, eight years after Carey's publication, the Moravians were still at work in most of the 
places he mentioned as well as in several other locations, with 161 missionaries in service? The 
mission in Abyssinia (Ethiopia), about which Carey apparently lacked the latest information, had 
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been begun in 1752 and was abandoned in 1782. 

But where did Carey get the information about the Moravians that he used? Reports of the 
October 1792 meeting of Baptist ministers in Kettering give evidence of another instance of 
Moravian influence. This group would eventually agree to form the Baptist Missionary Society, 
but first Carey still had some convincing to do. What he actually said has been variously 
reported. Hutton writes that Carey "flung down on the parlour table some numbers of a 
missionary magazine entitled Periodical Accounts, and ... exclaimed: 'See what these 
Moravians have done!'"[ 14] S. Pearce Carey, William's grandson and biographer, suggests a 
longer speech: "See... what Moravians are daring, and some of them British like ourselves, and 
many only artisan and poor! Can't we Baptists at least attempt something in fealty to the same 
Lord?"[ 15] (To complicate matters with regard to these reports, Mary Drewery, in her recent 
biography of Carey, suggests that maybe he was not at the meeting at all, since "his name does 
not appear among the list of subscribers to the projected Mission. If he was there," she 
continues, "no doubt he would have pointed to the successful work of the Moravians in Africa 
and the West Indies.")[ 16] 

The full title of the magazine referred to by Hutton is Periodical Accounts Relating to the 
Missions of the Church of the United Brethren Established Among the Heathen. It first appeared 
in 1790 under the editorship of the well-known British Moravian Christian Ignatius LaTrobe. It 
was published by the Society for the Furtherance of the Gospel, a Moravian society organized in 
17417 Both the society and the magazine had been started to acquaint British evangelicals with 
Moravian work and to solicit their financial support. The first number in volume 1 contained a 
twelve-page history of Moravian missions and survey of the contemporary scene as well as a 
statistical summary of the enterprise.[ 18] Subsequent numbers printed lengthy reports, letters, 
diary extracts, and short news items about the expanding Moravian mission work around the 
world. The first volume contained eighteen parts issued from 1790 to 1796. The introduction to 
volume 2, which began appearing in 1797, notes with appreciation the financial contributions 
received from friends, including "the Baptist Society for the propagation of the Gospel."[ 19] 

Mission Community After the Moravian Model 
When Carey and the other missionaries (six families in all) established themselves in the Danish 
colonial port of Serampore in 1800, the Moravian influence was once again evident in Carey's 
plan. The group was organized into an intentional community at Carey's direction. Though each 
family had modest quarters, meals were taken together, everyone's earnings were put into a 
common treasury, decisions were decided by majority vote, and responsibilities ranging from 
housekeeping duties to leading devotional exercises were rotated on a monthly basis. A weekly 
meeting, on Saturday evening, was held to allow any member of this extended family to air 
grievances that might have arisen against another during the week.[ 20] This arrangement, 
though not eliminating all interpersonal frictions, would effectively serve the needs of the original 
missionary group. 

The missionaries informed the Baptist Mission Society in 1800, "We have therefore on mature 
deliberation determined to purchase a house. Accordingly, we have purchased a large one with 
nearly 2 Acres of Land for 6,000 rupees, the Hall of which is large enough for a commodious 
Chapel. Here with very little additional Expense, there will be Room for all our Families and from 
hence may the Gospel [illegible] pervade all India!"[ 21] Soon afterward Carey described this 
arrangement to a friend in another letter. "I have also laid down a Plan for the future 
management of the Temporal Concerns of the Mission which I strongly recommend as the most 
Eligible way that I can think of and similar to that of the Moravians."[ 22] 
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From the beginnings of their activity the Moravians had favored communal living arrangements 
for their missionaries. These arrangements had been described in detail by Augustus Gottlieb 
Spangenberg, their leader after the death of Zinzendorf in 1760. By 1788 several of 
Spangenberg's German writings about the missions had appeared in English translation, 
including his Instructions for the Members of the Unitas Fratrum, who Minister in the Gospel 
Among the Heathen. Chapter 7 is entitled, "Relations of the Missionaries to Each Other--Joint 
Housekeeping and Trades--Household Churches--Conferences."[ 23] Here was the description 
of missionary life that Carey adapted for his situation. 

A final point of contact in this network was realized by Carey only after he and his friends began 
their work in Serampore. They were establishing themselves on the very site where there had 
previously been a Moravian mission. In the early decades of Moravian activity the Brethren 
established many mission stations, and if there was no response after a few years, the effort 
was closed out and the personnel assigned elsewhere. This was the practical result of 
Zinzendorf's view of the Holy Spirit as the only real missionary. If there was no response, it 
meant the Spirit had not yet prepared the people to hear the message of the human 
missionaries, and so they were free to move on. 

Karl Friedrich Schmidt, a preacher, and Johannes Grassman, a physician, were sent by the 
Moravians and arrived in Serampore in 1777. They learned the Bengali language and began a 
translation of the Bible. But since they had to earn their own living, they had little time for 
traditional missionary activities. The caste system kept them from coming into close contact with 
the Indians. Although under the flag of Protestant Denmark, there were very few Protestants in 
town, and the Moravian presence was opposed by Roman Catholic and Armenian Orthodox 
citizens. In 1792, after fifteen years, the Moravian mission was abandoned.[ 24] 

Perhaps, though, this Moravian effort was not entirely without consequence. In December 1800, 
Carey baptized his first Indian convert, Krishna Pal, a Hindu carpenter. Pal had first heard about 
Christianity from Grassman while doing carpentry work for him.[ 25] 

Conclusion 
William Carey and the Moravians thus worked as part of a single network. They all labored at 
crucial turning points in the development of Protestant missions, and their stories qualify as 
great moments in missionary history. Additional points of contact include geographic proximity in 
both England and India, a variety of connections as revealed in documentary evidence, and, 
finally, the personal history of an early Indian Christian. 

I leave the last word to William Carey, as expressed in a letter to a friend. "I rejoice much at the 
missionary spirit which has lately gone forth: surely it is a prelude to a universal spread of the 
Gospel! Your account of the German Moravian Brethren's affectionate regards towards me is 
very pleasing. I am not much moved by what men in general say of me; yet I cannot be 
insensible to the regards of men eminent for godliness."[ 26] 
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